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Abstract 
We propose a theoretical framework for discussing and understanding the 
paradoxes that are consubstantial with the workflow characteristic of admin-
istrative reforms. The necessary exercise of understanding the paradoxes in-
herent to this workflow in order to better manage them, calls into question 
different types of processes, and in notably, the processes of sensemaking, in-
terpretation of organizational phenomena, communication and learning. We 
show the usefulness of some systemic principles for managing these paradox-
es with a view to developing their “creative potential” in order to anchor the 
reforms introduced to increase the performance of public administrations. 
We apply the proposed framework to the analysis of the “participation para-
dox” in the case of the reform aimed at introducing and appropriating the 
results-based management (RBM) approach in public services. 
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“If something seems to be a paradox, it has something deeper, something worth 
exploring” (Lindgreen & Maon, 2019: p. 141). 

1. Introduction 

The topic of “paradox” is discussed and documented from several perspectives 
in a number of studies and books (Aucoin, 1990; Dietrich, 2000; Emery & Giau-
que, 2005; Grimand, Oiry, & Ragaigne, 2014, 2018a, 2018b; Handy, 1995; Laufer 
& Burlaud, 1982; Lindgreen & Maon, 2019; Maon, Vanhamme, De Roeck, Lin-
green, & Swaen, 2019; Morin, 1999, 2011; Morgan, 1989; Ngouo, 2018; Niesten 
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& Stefan, 2019; Ogien, 2001; Pinto, 2019; Ragaigne, Emery, & Giauque, 2018; 
Reynaud, 1997; Sinha, 2015; Vandangeon-Dumez et al., 2018; Watzlawick, Hei-
mick-Beavin, & Jackson, 1972; Watzlawick, 1978). Moreover, some works iden-
tify contradictions that arise from the implementation of public management 
methods and tools advocated by the New Public Management (NPM) reforms 
(Aucoin, 1990; Bennani, Hassine, & Mazouz, 2021; Emery & Giauque, 2005; 
Hudon & Mazouz, 2014; Mazouz & Gagnon (dir), 2019, Ragaigne et al., (dir), 
2018). Grimand et al. (2014) observe that organizations that innovate, in order 
to introduce reforms, face a paradox. They must make “an impossible choice 
between approaches that lead them to innovate by exploring new opportunities 
and those that push them to exploit already existing capabilities” (p.9). 

As far as reforms are concerned, their introduction in public administrations 
is not only managerial in nature but above all political, and is characterized by 
ambiguity (Gibert, 2009; Gibert & Benzerafa-Alilat, 2016; Mazouz & Gagnon, 
2019); an approach that favors the management of paradoxes centered on denial 
and occultation (Gibert, 2009; Talbot, 2003). This occultation of paradoxes (pre-
tending they do not exist) “is the worst threat to an organization because they 
produce maximum destructive effects,” notes Grimand et al. (2014: p. 7). How-
ever, the works cited above note, as we will also show in this contribution with 
regard to administrative reforms, that paradox is consubstantial with the onto-
logical reality of organizations and management. However, the modes of man-
aging paradoxes in general and those relating to the conduct of change in organ-
izations in particular, remain to be developed (Lindgreen & Maon, 2019; Gri-
mand et al., 2014, 2018b; Halpern, 2019; Mazouz (dir), 2017). Thus, conclude 
Lindgreen and Maon (2019: p. 139), “Paradoxes offer exiting, vigorous and vi-
brant contemporary objects of study, and the resulting dynamic, multidiscipli-
nary research efforts have achieved interesting and important developments. But 
they also provoke questions and confusion”. 

This article is an outgrowth of these seminal works. We conducted a realist 
review of the literature (Grimshaw, 2010; Paré, Trudel, Jaana, & Kistsiou, 2005; 
Pawson, Greenhalgh, Harvey, & Walshe, 2005; Robert & Ridde, 2013). The real-
ist review is a theory-driven interpretive review. It focuses on identifying the 
causal mechanisms of theories of change that underlie a particular type of inter-
vention (Grimshaw, 2010: p. 38; Paré et al., 2005: p. 32). Its strengths lie in its 
theoretical perspective, its ability to include diverse types of outcomes, its links 
with stakeholders to take into account field experiences, and its ability to max-
imize learning across disciplinary and organizational boundaries. For the politics 
of administrative reform, we focused on the literature of New Public Manage-
ment (NPM) initiated in OECD countries since the 1980s, and under pressure 
from international organizations, in countries in democratic transition that were 
facing the financial crisis (Abouem à Tchoyi & M’bafou (dir), 2013; Adamole-
kun, 2011; Bennani, Hassanie, & Mazouz, 2021; Darbon, 2002; Mazouz & Lec-
lerc, 2008; Mazouz, Facal, & Hatimi, 2005; Ngouo, 2008, 2018; Ondoua, 2015).  
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In a context of profound change in managerial philosophy inducing that of 
managerial dispositifs (understood in the sense of Michel Foucault, see Aggeri, 
2017: pp. 40-43) mobilized in public administration, our research question is 
twofold. First, and in relation to the key concepts of the study, what is a paradox 
and what are its implications for organizational development? What can the 
principles of the systemic approach contribute to the management of paradoxes? 
How do we define administrative reform by highlighting the paradoxes that 
characterize it? What are the appropriate strategies for managing these paradox-
es in order to capitalize on their creative potential? Second, and building on the 
answers to the first question, to what extent can we propose a framework for 
analyzing and managing paradoxes in administrative reform based on argu-
ments about the causal mechanisms by which paradoxes are impacting adminis-
trative reform processes?  

The first point of the article describes our methodology, followed by the de-
velopment of the two parts of the research question. By way of illustration, the 
article presents an analysis of the participation paradox applied to the introduc-
tion of the results-based management (RBM) approach in an administration. It 
concludes with a presentation of the limitations of the research and an outline of 
its future perspectives to enrich the understanding of paradoxical tensions in 
administrative reform. The conclusion outlines the article’s contributions to the 
development of theories and practices useful for the implementation and man-
agement of administrative reforms. 

2. Our Methodological Approach 
2.1. The Theoretical Perspective Adopted 

We combine a dual perspective to analyze government action in administrative 
reform: the organizational approach (Friedberg, 1997; Garfinkel, 1967; Gibert, 
2009; Hatchuel, 1990, 1994; Pichault, 2008, 2009; Vas, 2015) and the cognitive 
public policy analysis approach that relies on the concept of the global frame 
of reference (Muller, 1985, 2000, 2005, 2015). These perspectives allow for the 
consideration of actors in terms of their strategy (organizational approach) and 
in terms of their ideas and interests (cognitive approach to public policy). Fur-
thermore, they adopt the systemic approach and therefore integrate all its prin-
ciples, including those presented above.  

From the point of view of the management of administrative reforms, the or-
ganizational approach deals with “the construction and maintenance of local 
orders that ensure the regulation of behaviors and the integration of the diver-
gent, if not conflicting, strategies of the actors concerned” (Friedberg, 1997: p. 
187). In the role of third-party helper, the intervener (the consultant) focuses on 
the methods and instruments (or tools) used by the “actors in situation (along 
the workflow of the reforms conducted)”, i.e., on the relations that are estab-
lished between the actors concerned, rather than on the individuals (Friedberg, 
1997: p. 227, 304).  
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Following Muller’s cognitive approach, the global framework of reference de-
signates “an overall vision of the economy, citizenship and the State from the 
point of view of the conditions of “good government”; “a vision of what society 
must “do” (from the State) in order to “be” what it “is” and “must be” (Muller, 
2015: p. 413). It constitutes a framework of cognitive interpretation and norma-
tive prescription constructed by identifiable actors for each cycle of public ac-
tion and corresponding to a certain state of the world that is both “real” and 
“constructed” by their self-referential thinking (production of thought about 
oneself). The fundamental characteristic of the global framework of reference is 
to be contradictory, because social reproduction is itself a contradictory phe-
nomenon in that it defines a field within which the conflicts and confrontations 
of society are organized (Muller, 1985). 

2.2. Method Used to Exploit Data Collected 

To process the data collected after the literature review and drawing on various 
field experiences, we used three grids. The first allowed us to answer four ques-
tions: 1) the origin of change, 2) patterns of change, 3) resistance to change, and 
4) change management. In the form of “matrices of the effects of the changes in-
troduced” (Miles & Huberman, 2003; Ngouo, 2018), the second focused on de-
ciphering, in the documents, the descriptive elements of the real workflow that 
reflected the actual progress of the projects/activities (discrepancies between 
planned and realized, discrepancies between expected and observed effects, 
monitoring of performance drivers...); the third sought to identify the origin and 
typology of the paradoxes, as well as the appropriate strategies for managing 
them according to a recognition logic of their creative potential. 

With regard to the scientific work selected for this paragraph, we would like to 
echo the advice of Rousseau et al. (2008: p. 506) who point out that “all studies 
have limitations. Only in their combination does evidence emerge”. Le Moigne 
(1990), as quoted above, teaches us that a phenomenon considered complex 
cannot be locked into a single model of representation, no matter how sophisti-
cated that model may be. 

3. Definition of the Key Concepts of the Study 

Addressing the first part of the research question, we define the two concepts of 
paradox and administrative reform. 

3.1. The Concept of Paradox and Its Implications for  
Organizational Development 

We define the concept of paradox, followed by an analysis of the epistemological 
issues involved in managing paradoxes, and conclude by exploring the contribu-
tion of systems analysis principles to paradox management. 

The concept of paradox 
By definition, a paradox is an expression of “enduring, even permanent, con-
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tradictions between elements that are apparently mutually exclusive but coexist 
nonetheless” (Cameron & Quinn, 1988: p. 2; Bollecker & Nobre, 2016: p. 45; 
Lindgreen & Maon, 2019: p. 139; Niesten & Stefan, 2019: p.233). Tensions arise 
from these contradictions between interdependent elements. By tension, we 
mean “the stress, anxiety, discomfort, or oppressions of making choices, res-
ponding, and moving forward in organizational or [social] situations” (Niesten 
& Stefan, 2019: p. 233; Putnam, Fairhurst, & Banghart, 2016: p. 68). These effects 
are sources of cognitive and behavioral paralysis within organizations (Dietrich, 
2000; Gaulejac (de), 2010; Ngouo, 2017; Ragaigne et al., 2018; Watzlawick et al., 
1972).  

Some examples of paradoxes. Organizations need to be both global and local, 
to be large in some ways and small in others, to be centralized at times, and de-
centralized most of the time (Handy, 1995: p.41). From a Communication Con-
stitutes Organization (CCO) perspective, Schoeneborn, Kuhn, and Kärreman 
(2019: pp. 480-489) identify and describe three types of tension, namely 1) the 
tension between “communication” as a verb or process and “organization” as a 
social entity or actor (verb-noun tension); 2) the tension between “communi-
cate” as a verb or process and “organize” as a verb or process (verb-verb ten-
sion); and 3) the tension between “communication” as a verb or process and 
“organization” as an adjective or attribute (verb-adjective tension). Still in the 
communicative perspective, the pragmatic paradox is defined as a construction 
of the actors that locates the contradiction in the effect that is produced by what 
is said in a communication-type interaction. This is the case, for example, of in-
junctions such as: “don’t treat me as if I were in an inferior position!” (Conflic-
tual interaction situation), “I would like you to do that!”(Indirect exercise of au-
thority), “Your defense proves your fault” (Interaction in groups where suspi-
cions of jealousy float) (Keller, 2004), “Be efficient” or “Be creative and proac-
tive” which the manager activates as a support of the personality of the organiza-
tion (Gramaccia, 2011).  

The literature (Aucoin, 1990; Bollecker & Nobre, 2016; Emery & Giauque, 
2005; Grimand et al., 2014, 2018a, 2018b; Hudon & Mazouz, 2014; Mazouz (dir), 
2017; Mazouz & Gagnon (dir), 2019; Lewis, 2000; Lindgreen & Maon, 2019; 
Niesten & Stefan, 2019; Poole & Van de Ven, 1989; Trosa, 2017) offers a varied 
typology of paradoxes and strategies for managing them that we will mobilize 
throughout the article. 

Managing paradoxes: the need for a prior epistemological framework 
Designating phenomena as paradoxes do not necessarily contribute to a dee-

per understanding of them and the requirement to take them into account in 
managing organizations (Mazouz & Gagnon, 2019; Lewis, 2000; Niesten & Ste-
fan, 2019). Denial in all its forms (repression, separation, prioritization) are 
problem avoidance strategies that have the effect of permanently compromising 
the quality of organizational performance; therefore, it is more responsible to 
confront reality as it presents itself in its ontological complexity by seeking cu-
mulative solutions. This means, for example, confronting the paradox by inte-
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grating it into a new frame of reference that erases the previous contradiction 
and places the organization in a learning dynamic. Lewis (2000: p. 764) speaks of 
“adopting a paradoxical way of thinking” to describe this strategy. In the specific 
case of administrative reforms, Drumaux (2011: p. 8) concludes that a paradox is 
not a pathology, but a singular unintended and unanticipated outcome in the 
spirit of reform, which is not unwelcome in itself, and should therefore be ma-
naged appropriately. 

It is therefore, more of an epistemological problem to construct knowledge 
related to the concept of paradox considered as a scientific object. Researchers, 
organizational development consultants, and anyone involved in administrative 
reform must be aware of the importance of this issue to avoid the kind of confu-
sion referred to by Lindgreen and Maon (2019: p. 139) cited above. Indeed, as 
Boudon (1986: p. 129) points out, the researcher, the consultant, the ana-
lyst-auditor must specify beforehand the epistemological framework he or she 
adopts. It is a matter of clarifying the intellectual premises and methodological 
principles that will guide the description and analysis of the “reality” that he or 
she wishes to define while striving to achieve objectivity that depends solely on 
the theoretical, epistemological, methodological and axiological choices made 
(Allard-Poesi & Perret, 2014; Avenier & Gavard-Perret, 2012; Avenier & Tho-
mas, 2012; Johnson, 2012; Le Moigne, 1987, 1990; Pichault, 2009; Rondeaux, 
2008; Rousseau, Manning, & Denyer, 2008). The clarification of the epistemo-
logical framework constitutes crucial information to enable other stakeholders in 
the dynamics of the reform workflow (learning, innovation, etc.) to appropriate 
the explanations provided and then use them to address the development chal-
lenges of their organizations. Furthermore, some of the models adopted in the 
epistemological framework often include unexplained assumptions that are out-
side the framework adopted and that can have considerable effects on the defini-
tion and interpretation of paradoxes. Boudon (1986) calls these “E-effects” (for 
“epistemological effects”).  

Contribution of systemic principles to the management of paradoxes 
The problems generated by paradoxes can be analyzed and managed with the 

help of some systemic principles deemed appropriate for the study of complexity, 
which itself poses the paradox of one and multiple (Bovais, 2014; Burnes, 2004; 
Fortin, 2000; Le Moigne, 1987, 1990; Morgan, 1989; Morin, 1977, 1999, 2011; 
Muller, 1985; Renier, 2016; Vandangeon-Dumez, Grimand, & Shafer, 2018). 
Burnes’ (2004: p. 314-315) analysis of complexity theories as applied to organi-
zations concludes that three central concepts are at the heart of complexity theo-
ries: the nature of chaos and order (chaos is considered as an order that de-
scribes a complex, unpredictable, ordered disorder in which patterns of behavior 
unfold in irregular but similar forms through a process of self-organization); the 
“edge of chaos” (an intermediate zone that exists between order and disorder. 
Here, complex systems exhibit the most prolific, complex and continuous 
change. It is argued that creativity and growth are optimal when a complex sys-
tem operates at the edge of chaos); and order-generating rules (rules by which 
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complex, nonlinear, self-organizing systems manage to maintain themselves at 
the edge of chaos even under changing environmental conditions...). 

Morin (1977, 1999) proposes the dialogical principle of “order-chaos organ-
ization”, which acts at the “edge of chaos”, as an order-generating rule by allow-
ing two non-reducible and contradictory instances to be linked together. Consi-
dered as one of the pillars of the complexity paradigm, this principle stipulates 
that the knowledge of the same domain or organizational phenomenon is based 
on the superposition of several logics or several types of discursivity (see the 
example of the attributes of public organizations). It is necessary to ensure both 
reproduction (in time) and existence (the present), order and disorder, perma-
nence and transformation. In this article, we refer to this general principle. At 
the operational level, in a process of reconciling divergent logics, dialogical 
processes consist of bringing together citizens, decision-makers, managers, 
and experts in the field, informing them, listening to what they have to say, 
and encouraging exchanges around issues and values according to a prob-
lem-solving approach in order to arrive at concrete solutions that will obtain 
the support of the greatest number of people (Maxwell, 2002; Yankelovich, 
2001). 

Three principles seem to us to be particularly relevant to the analysis of this 
question of reconciling divergent logics by emphasizing the capacity for adapta-
tion and self-organization of complex systems. These are the principles: 1) of the 
required variety which correlates with the principle of subsidiarity (Morgan, 
1989; Renier, 2016); 2) of circularity, recursivity and autopoiesis which allow us 
to appreciate the way in which constructed reality unfolds and transforms itself 
in a continuous manner (Morgan, 1989; Morin, 1999); 3) of equifinality (von 
Bertalanffy, 1973; Boris, 2002), one of the strengths of which is to emphasize that 
there are different ways of arriving at one end of the continuum formed by two 
antagonistic or contradictory terms of a paradox and thus offers, through the 
combined mobilization of several managerial responses, a way out of the preva-
lence of defensive modes of managing paradoxes (see the pendulum movements 
between the poles of the continuum defined by Aucoin (1990); see also the oxy-
moron “a wonderful misfortune” used by Boris (2002), to analyze the resilience 
process).  

The mobilization of these principles participates in the reinforcement of atti-
tudes favorable to the management of paradoxes, including: the valorization of 
the virtues of paradoxes, the stimulation of contradictory perspectives, the cli-
mate of trust to be established, the coherent articulation of duality, the regula-
tion of organizational paradoxes by the overcoming of defensive management 
modes. 

3.2. The Concept of Administrative Reform in the Context of  
Organizational Change 

We define and illustrate the concept and show how, ontologically, paradoxes are 
consubstantial with administrative reform.  
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The concept of administrative reform 
Administrative reform is defined as a significant (even radical) change intro-

duced in a conscious, deliberate and thoughtful way in a public institution, or-
ganization or system in order to improve its performance (Birkinshaw, Hamel, & 
Mol, 2008; Burnes, 2004; Gow, 2012; Mazouz & Gagnon, 2019; Pesqueux, 2015). 

In this sense, administrative reform actions are not limited to simply rear-
ranging and reorganizing structures, but rather attempting a real mental and so-
ciological revolution in order to achieve a new conception of the State and its 
administration and a new perception of them by citizens. It is in this sense that 
any administrative reform project is necessarily part of a public policy. The 
change introduced can be: a dynamic process synonymous with innovation (see 
“radical” change); an incremental process referring to the past by underlining 
the duality “stability-change”, “long time-short time”; an evolutionary process 
where we distinguish “continuous evolution” from “brutal evolution”; an identi-
fication and representation of the “tensions” that will be reflected in organiza-
tional practices by emphasizing the change management method through ma-
nagerial voluntarism, or the support method; a continuous improvement ap-
proach to organizational performance following the management principles of 
the quality approach (Benner & Tushman, 2003; Birkinshaw et al., 2008; Burnes, 
2004; Mazouz & Gagnon, 2019; Rondeau, 2008; Rondeaux, 2008; Pesqueux, 
2015). As an example, Birkinshaw et al. (2008: p. 832) propose a theoretical 
model for analyzing the processes characteristic of “management innovation”, 
which is a radical type of change. Management innovation is defined as “the 
generation and implementation of management practice, processes, structure, or 
technique that is new to state of the art and in intended to further organizational 
goals” (Birkinshaw et al., 2008: p. 829). Examples of management innovation 
provided by Birkinshaw et al. (2008: p. 830) include: a new set of practices and 
processes aimed at improving production efficiency and reducing waste; a new 
organizational structure with the objective of increasing employee initiatives and 
overcoming problems of hierarchy; a new set of practices and processes around 
the job design of employees with the goal of improving their happiness at work. 
The framework proposed by Birkinshaw et al. (2008: p. 832) is defined around 
two axes: the axis of activities (motivation, invention, implementation, theori-
zation and labeling) and the axis of stakeholders’ actions (internal change 
agents and external change agents).  

We propose this model schematized in Figure 1 to illustrate the complexity of 
the ontological nature of administrative reform. Indeed, as Birkinshaw et al. 
(2008: p.832) point out, “these processes are typically complex, recursive, and 
occur in nested and repeated cycles of variation, selection and retention”. Note 
that the figure should be read horizontally and vertically to take into account the 
influences of the internal organizational and external environmental contexts. 
Thus, for example, for the activity of “motivation” (horizontal axis), internal 
change agents (vertical axis) identify a new problem (a perceived shortfall be-
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tween the organization’s current and potential performance) (see No. 1) that 
undermines the current performance or opportunities that may exist and the an-
ticipation of environmental changes. External change agents identify threats and 
opportunities (see No. 5) in the organization’s external environment that they 
share (directly or indirectly) with internal change agents. 

 

 
Figure 1. Management innovation process framework. Source: Culled from Birkinshaw et 
al. (2008). 

 
Paradoxes in the dynamics of administrative reform processes 
Administrative reform is ontologically a complex reality and the paradoxes it 

faces are a consequence of this. The epistemology of complexity as we define it 
here is based on two key concepts characteristic of the two paradigms of metho-
dological individualism (the deliberate) and methodological holism (the emer-
gent), namely the autonomy of actors and the processes of emergence of a 
“whole” that is self-generating and self-regulating (Avenier, 2000; Boudon 1986; 
Burnes, 2004; Le Moigne, 1990; Morin 1984, 1990). According to Burnes (2004: 
p. 310), “complexity theories are concerned with the emergence of order in non-
linear dynamic systems, that is, systems that are constantly changing and where 
the laws of cause and effect do not seem to apply”. For Le Moigne (1990: p. 3), a 
complex phenomenon is one whose representations are perceived as “irreducible 
to a finite model, however complicated, stochastic, sophisticated this model may 
be, whatever its size, the number of its components, and the intensity of their 
interactions...” No representation can be sufficient to capture all its dimensions, 
comments Avenier (2000: p. 4-5) who cites the example of the implementation 
of an organizational change process in an organization, supported by the inter-
vention of consultants. Birkinshaw et al. (2008) come to the same conclusion 
with regard to management innovation processes. The following elements illu-
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strate the complex nature of any administrative reform, as well as the presence of 
paradoxes in the dynamics of its different processes.  

First of all, the axis of the agents of change in the model in Figure 1, as well as 
the roles that these agents play in the dynamics of the processes in this model, 
testify to the centrality of the “human factor” in any administrative reform 
process (see, for example, Brown, Colville, & Pye (2015) or Burnes (2004)). This 
human factor, whose lability of behavior and the multiplicity of their divergent 
and often conflicting interests are sources of paradoxical tensions amplified by 
the scarcity of resources to be shared and the competition between the internal 
structures of each administration as much as between the other administrations 
and institutions of the State. Indeed, Birkinshaw et al. (2008, p. 832) warn that 
these processes are typically complex. “A key feature of this framework is that it 
does not assume a simple left-to-right sequence of activities”, they write.  

Secondly, ontologically, the public administration into which administrative 
reforms are introduced is organizations, in the sense that an organization is de-
fined in management and organizational theories (Bartoli & Blatrix, 2015; Ma-
zouz & Leclerc, 2008; Mintzberg, 1989; Morgan, 1989; Schoeneborn et al., 2019). 
However, these are organizations of a particular type that, compared to private 
organizations, possess specific attributes that reveal the permanence of paradox-
ical tensions (Emery, 2005; Emery & Giauque, 2005; Hudon & Mazouz, 2014; 
Mazouz & Gagnon, 2019; Ragaigne et al., 2018). These attributes include, for 
example, the ambiguity of their organizational objectives, the multiplicity of ob-
jectives, outcomes, and levels of results pursued, the permanent quest for both 
the global and the local, the fragmentation and centralization of the domain un-
der consideration (education, health, security, water, energy, roads, transporta-
tion...), the position of the administration in the domain (i.e., its centrality, 
[example of the State and local authorities]), the management of the “politi-
cal-administrative” interface, the structure of each administration, governance 
(involvement of stakeholders, political and decision-making accountability, jus-
tice and equity...), the identity of each administration as an organization (para-
dox of identity or organizational egocentrism), the permissiveness to deviance 
(Emery & Giauque, 2005; Kamdem, 2002; Hudon & Mazouz, 2014; Reynaud, 
1997). Thus, when introducing a reform in an administration, it would be essen-
tial, observe Mazouz and Gagnon (2019: p. 10), take into account these specifici-
ties of public organization, and in particular “those associated with the mode of 
state ownership, the mission and objectives of general interest, common good or 
public services, the assessment of performance and the permanent quest for legi-
timacy.” 

With respect to the practices characteristic of any administrative reform, as 
defined here, their implementation within the administrations that host them is 
confronted with the “exploration/exploitation” paradox (Benner & Turshman, 
2003; Grimand et al., 2014, 2018a, 2018b; March, 1991; Sinha, 2015). As March 
(1991: p. 71) points out, exploration of new opportunities (innovate, take risks, 
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experiment, flexibility, research...) is characterized by research and discovery, 
while exploitation of existing capabilities (refine, choose, produce, implement, 
execute, and seek efficiency...) focuses on methodical problem solving and de-
velopment of the relevant administration. Exploration is associated with radical 
change and learning, while exploitation is associated with incremental change 
and learning through local research (Benner & Tushman, 2003). As March 
(1991: p. 72) points out: 

In studies of organizational learning, the problem of balancing exploration and 
exploitation is exhibited in distinctions made between refinement of existing 
technology and invention of a new one. [...]. Finding an appropriate balance is par-
ticularly difficult by the fact that the same issues occur at levels of a nested sys-
tem—at the individual level, the organizational level, and the social system level. 

Ambidextry is the concept that is mobilized in the literature (Benner & Tursh-
man, 2003; Grimand et al., 2014; Uman, Smith, Andersson, & Planken, 2020) to de-
scribe and analyze the processes put in place by the organization and to manage 
the “exploration/exploitation” paradox. In this regard, the concept of organiza-
tional ambidextry is mobilized to designate “the organization’s ability to recon-
cile exploration and exploitation orientations when using resources” (Uman et 
al., 2020: p.465). Uman et al. (2020) show that shared leadership of management 
teams is positively related to organizational Ambidextry. Similarly, they establish 
that NPM-inspired management control systems amplify this positive effect. 

Considering management instruments and tools, they are characterized by a 
type of paradox that is highlighted by their simultaneously empowering charac-
ter (e.g., they allow to engage, orient and justify the course of action) and con-
straining character (they privilege certain aspects of the situation underway) 
(Aggeri & Labatut, 2010; Gibert, 2009; Grimand et al., 2014, 2018b). According 
to Grimand et al. (2018b), an effective handling of these paradoxes must neces-
sarily involve a revision of the traditional conception of these tools, which tends 
to apprehend them as “strongly coupled” systems, to develop a representation of 
their status as “weakly coupled” systems. The characteristics of these two types 
of coupling are summarized in Table 1. 

 
Table 1. Synthesis of the characteristics of strongly and weakly coupled systems. 

STRONG COUPLING WEAK COUPLING 

CHARACTERISTICS 

Characterizes a system whose constituent elements are in 
close interaction and can hardly be dissociated. 
The components of the system are interdependent; the level  
of interdependence between them is relatively constant. 
Rules exist to ensure the functioning of the system; a  
consensus exists on these rules; the conformity of the  
system is regularly subject to evaluation. 

Characterizes a system that is simultaneously open and closed, 
rational and indeterminate, deliberate and emergent. 
The elements of the system are interdependent but also subject to 
spontaneous change and indeterminacy. 
The degree of interdependence linking the elements of the system 
is variable and can be located at different levels of the organization. 

EXPECTED BENEFITS 
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Continued 

Exploitation learning capitalizing on the feedback system  
and the continuous evaluation of the system. 
Coherence of organizational action 
Focusing the attention of organizational actors and aligning 
behaviors. 

Innovation, learning through exploration. 
A lever to manage the paradoxes inherent to organizational  
dynamics (control/autonomy, deliberate/emergent,  
integration/differentiation, etc.). 
A wider modularity of the system that favors its appropriation by 
the actors and the sense making. 
An improvement in the transmission of information via the  
principle of required variety. 
Dysfunctions and disturbances only affect a part of the system and 
not the whole (buffer effect). 

ISSUES RELATED TO THE CHOICE OF THE COUPLING SYSTEM 

Search for coherence in organizational action. 
Willingness to standardize behaviors. 

Facilitate the sensemaking and the commitment of the actors. 
Respond to the contradictory demands of the environment. 

Source: Culled from Grimand et al. (2018b: Abstract). 
 

These theoretical foundations allow us to address the second part of our re-
search question, which is the argumentative proposal of a framework for man-
aging the paradoxes of administrative reform.  

4. Proposal of a Framework for Analyzing Paradoxes  
Applicable to Administrative Reforms 

We draw on theoretical arguments and examples from the literature, taking care 
to combine a very wide variety of perspectives to specify: 1) the basic concepts 
underlying the proposed framework and consistent with the logic of our theo-
retical perspective; 2) our implicit assumptions and epistemological stance; and 
describe 3) the theoretical framework we propose, noting, in a discussion of the 
proposed framework, some key factors to which management should pay atten-
tion for its successful application in administrations.  

4.1. The Basic Concepts of the Proposed Framework 

From the point of view of public policy analysis, the concepts of public policy, 
sector-based reference frame, global-sector report, and capacity to change are 
used here in a precise sense that should be recalled. 

The concept of public policy is understood in Muller’s sense, i.e., a self-reflexive 
regulation apparatus (capacity for action on oneself) of the relationship between 
the parts and the social whole and by which: “through the State, society thinks, 
says and acts on itself without any reference point outside itself. It thinks and 
says itself according to the need to act on itself in order to take charge of its 
functioning” (Muller, 2015: p. 410). The sector-based reference frame is a domi-
nant image of the sector as constructed by the actors to correspond to the per-
ception that the dominant groups have of this sector (Muller, 1985). The Glob-
al-Sector Report (GSR) is the first element to be deciphered in order to under-
stand a sectorial policy (Muller, 1985). It is the actors who give meaning, who 
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“say” the needs that arise from the transformation of the GSR, says Muller 
(2000) see the role of agents of change in the model of Birkinshaw et al. (2008: 
pp. 831-839). In this conception of public policy, it is not possible to access the 
global (society) without going through the actors who will be “able to formulate, 
make legitimate and desirable a new vision of the world” (Muller, 2015: p. 412; 
See also Birkinshaw et al., 2008: p. 831-839).  

The concept of capacity to change is mobilized with the aim of creating the 
optimal conditions for the effectiveness of the reforms introduced and their 
anchoring in the organizational culture of the host administration. It is defined 
as: “the deployment, combination and coordination of resources, skills and 
knowledge across different value streams to implement strategic objectives” 
(Fall, 2008: p. 20; Johnson, 2013: p. 32). The analysis here faces the challenge of 
confronting “prescribed work” and “real work” in its full complexity (see Burnes 
(2004) and Le Moigne (1990) above). In the Birkinshaw et al. (2008: p. 831) 
model, we are at the heart of the challenges of the “theorization and labeling” 
stage, which is “a social process whereby individuals inside and outside the or-
ganization make sense of and validate the management innovation to build its 
legitimacy”. “We expect that there will be an important rhetorical component 
associated with a successful management innovation”, observe Birkinshaw et al. 
(2008: p. 837). Soparnot (2009: pp. 111-118) identifies three dimensions of “ca-
pacity to change” that are related and co-activate: contextual, processual and 
reflexive. This last dimension contributes to making change a permanent state 
and, as a result, the time of change becomes permanent and is not confused with 
the time of the reform project. 

We now clarify our epistemological position in this paper. 

4.2. Our Implicit Assumptions and Epistemological Posture 

The definition of administrative reform emphasizes the deliberate, thoughtful 
and conscious nature of any changing action undertaken by the actors involved. 
These actions must therefore be based on a clear and sound argument formu-
lated by the actors, with reference to an epistemological paradigm specified in 
advance (Avenier, 2011; Avenier & Gavard-Perret, 2012; Gioia & Pitre, 1990; 
Gioia, Corly, & Hamilton, 2012; Vandangeon-Dumez et al., 2018; Vas, 2015). 
We clarify our assumptions in relation to these actors and our epistemological 
posture in this article. 

The postulate of the “socially situated” actor and “situated rationality”  
The postulate of the socially situated actor, which implicitly builds on the 

postulate of methodological individualism (deliberation), admits that the actors 
involved in defining the “reality” that describes the process of administrative 
reform are characterized by their position or disposition in the context of action, 
institutions, and theoretical instruments that allow them to make “sense” of the 
realities they face or to take decisions (Boudon, 1986; Brown et al., 2015; Currie 
and Spyridonidis, 2016; Drevon et al., 2018; Friedberg, 1997; Journé & Rau-
let-Croset, 2008; Musselin, 2005). As Brown et al. (2015: p. 267) outline, “Sense-
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making involves not merely interpretation and meaning production but the ac-
tive authoring of the situations in which reflexive actors are embedded and are 
attempting to comprehend”. Taking into account this process of meaning con-
struction, when he extends the notion of rationality to that of “situated rational-
ity: the good reasons” Friedberg (1997: p. 225-229) observes that it is necessary 
to follow each decision-maker (or agent in action) in his or her situation in or-
der to reconstruct the logic of his or her decisions (or acts) and thus to be able to 
find the “good reasons” that justify behaviors he or she displays that are appar-
ently irrational or deviate from norms. The approach seeks the mechanism 
(mediation or theory) that allows us to understand a given behavior in the pro-
duction of meaning and the discovery of characteristics (material and immateri-
al, formal and informal) of the immediate context of action (Aggeri, 2017: p. 31; 
Boudon, 1986: p. 294; Friedberg, 1997: p. 229; Journé & Raulet-Croset: 2008, p. 
32). In the analysis or management of administrative reform, it is a matter of 
studying and understanding the behavior of an actor as an active and reasonable 
adaptation to a set of constraints and opportunities perceived in his context of 
action. 

Our epistemological posture: The pragmatic constructivist epistemologi-
cal paradigm 

In this paper, and considering the “knowledge” dimension of intervention in 
administrative reforms, we place ourselves within the framework of the prag-
matic constructivist epistemological paradigm (PCEP). According to this para-
digm, the reality remains unknowable in its essence because we cannot reach it 
directly without the mediation of our senses, experience, language or intentions 
(Allard-Poesi & Perret, 2014; Avenier, 2011; Avenier & Gavart-Perret, 2012; Le 
Moigne, 1995; Vas, 2015; von Glasersfeld, 2001). Our choice to adopt the PCEP 
is justified by two main reasons: 1) ontologically, the PCEP does not deny a pri-
ori the existence of a reality in itself. It thus offers a capacity to formulate a wide 
range of working hypotheses, as we have done above with the postulate of the 
“socially situated” actor, as well as with the systemic principles retained. Simi-
larly, it offers a very great capacity to integrate various models of reality repre-
sentation developed in other epistemological paradigms since knowledge of a 
phenomenon is both anchored in the phenomenon studied in its system of ac-
tion, and dependent on the persons (researchers, consultants, analysts, auditors, 
internal and external stakeholders of the administration) who study it; 2) at the 
methodological level, any research and intervention method is eligible in the 
PCEP, including those used in the two perspectives of analysis that we have re-
tained in our theoretical perspective, and the use of different techniques for col-
lecting and processing quantitative and qualitative information. 

4.3. Proposal of a Framework for Analyzing and Managing the  
Paradoxes of the Administrative Reform Workflow  

The presentation is divided into four points: 1) the axes of the definition of the 
proposed framework; 2) the proposed conceptual framework; 3) the paradox-gene- 
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rating effects; and 4) a discussion of the proposal. 
Three related and co-activating axes 
From the synthesis of the first grid, it appears that while there are many ap-

proaches to change, there is no dedicated theory of change (Autissier et al., 2018; 
Engelberg, 2021; Soparnot, 2009; Pesqueux, 2015). A search by Engelberg (2021) 
on the term “Models of Organizational Change” and analyzing nearly 395,000 
works published in the period from 2017 to 2021, came to the conclusion that 
“the research conducted over the past 50 years has not fundamentally developed 
anything completely new; rather, it has provided us with the clarity needed to 
better understand what was developed many years ago...” (p.1). Based on our 
PCEP posture and following our definition of administrative reform, we propose 
to articulate the analysis and management of the workflow of conducting any 
administrative reform around three axes: 
- The axis of organizational change: Change (reform) is considered here as 

an organizational phenomenon or as a response to a problem (See the “mo-
tivation” activity in Figure 1). How is it understood at the epistemological 
level? What roles are recognized for the internal and external actors of 
change? Who are they and what is their degree of influence? The focus is on 
the theoretical foundations of change at the ontological and methodological 
levels as defined by the researcher or consultant (see for example: the four 
families of types of organizational change by Ven and Poole (1995); the 
change management method proposed by Autissier and Moutot (2003); the 
one-dimensional models, including the political model by Soparnot (2003); 
the management innovation model by Birkinshaw et al. (2008). From the 
perspective of cognitive analysis of public policies, the administrative reform 
process has a dual function of structuring the reference framework of the in-
tervention (for example, the GSR, the reference framework of the power of 
the actors…) to be carried out in the unit selected and of driving change in 
order to achieve the reform objectives pursued. 

- The axis of the process of the changes to be introduced: This axis deals 
with the problem of the origin of the change (“How to produce change?”). 
Whether it is a question of institutional isomorphisms (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983), organizational heteromorphisms (Mazouz et al., 2005), identity 
projects (Rondeaux, 2008), invention in the sense of radical change (Birkin-
shaw et al., 2008), diffusion of the myth of managerial utopia (Metzger, 2000, 
2001), or organizational learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978; Senge et al., 2000), 
administrative reform actions arise from the transformation of the relation-
ship between the global and sectoral frame of reference as defined above. 
This process always depends on complex patterns of reciprocal connected-
ness between individuals and organizations. See the key role of “mediators” 
in Muller (1985); or the cross-cutting role in relation to all activities in the 
Birkinshaw et al. (2008) model. The examples of the change matrix proposed 
by Autissier and Moutot (2003) and Rondeau (2008) are illustrative in this 
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respect. 
- The axis of the challenges of the effectiveness of the expected results: As 

we have stated, reform processes are complex and recursive; it would be un-
realistic to expect to achieve meaningful results by assuming otherwise. This 
axis focuses on monitoring the implementation of planned actions and 
tracking the embedding of the results achieved in the organizational culture. 
See, as an illustration, the challenges of the “refreezing” step of Karl Lewin’s 
three-step (unfreezing, moving, refreezing) model of change in which these 
challenges also relate to organizational norms, policies and practices (Burnes, 
2004: p. 313). The aim here is to provide answers to the questions of How do 
you bring about successful change? How to determine if a change has really 
occurred? How to create the optimal conditions for anchoring the results ob-
tained? The axis highlights three types of issues that challenge the dual prob-
lem of “change management capacity” and “managing the capacity to 
change” (Soparnot, 2005), namely: 1) the adoption of a national structure in 
charge of administrative reform (NSRA) in a cross-cutting coordination role 
within the government; 2) the management of this structure and that of the 
administrations hosting the reforms; and 3) the professionalism of the ex-
perts credited with specific “know-how” who are going to intervene at the 
operational center of the NSRA and as members of the project team of the 
administration hosting the reform. One of the implications of complexity 
theory drawn from the literature by Burnes (2004: p. 318) suggests that “In 
achieving effective, order-generating rules have the potential to overcome the 
limitations of rational, linear, top-down, strategy-driven approaches to 
change”. The three contextual, processual and reflexive dimensions of the 
concept of “capacity to change” and their mutual influence dynamics illu-
strate the importance and necessity of this axis which includes actions cor-
responding to the activities of implementation, on the one hand, and theori-
zation and labeling, on the other hand in Birkinshaw et al. (2008). 

The proposed conceptual framework 
We summarize this theoretical discussion with the diagram in Figure 2, which 

represents our proposed conceptual framework for intervention and analysis of 
paradoxes in administrative reform. 

Potentially paradox-generating effects to consider  
When applying this framework to understand the reality of the workflow of an 

administrative reform in order to analyze the phenomena of paradoxes, it is ne-
cessary to take into account several effects that influence the mechanisms of 
communication, sensemaking, interpretation of the observed phenomena, anal-
ysis of the collected data and learning, and that are likely to generate paradoxical 
tensions. We have retained the following four categories of effects, which are in-
tegrated in Figure 2.  

1) Situation effects. Including: the position and disposition effects (see si-
tuated rationality) and the perspective effect induced by the positive or negative 
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consequences, as perceived by an actor, of a rationalization practice (Boudon, 
1986). This effect exposes the actors to the trap of denial or concealment ac-
cording to their strategies of the time and the particular location. 

 

 
Figure 2. Actors, interactions and effects essential to the analysis of paradoxes in the 
achievement process of an administrative reform project. Source: adapted from Ngouo 
(2008: p. 449; 2017: p. 547) and Boudon (1986: p. 134). Legend of effects: L. Effects = 
Learning effects; C. Effects = Communication effects; DISP. Effects = Disposition effects; 
E. Effects = Epistemological effects; P. Effects = Position effects. 

 
2) Communication effects. Including: the attribution of meaning and value to 

what is considered the reality of the administrative reform workflow; the struc-
ture of the message as a source of paradoxes; the paradoxical message is given 

National Structure for Administrative Reform (NSAR): global framework 
for reforms policy, coordination of drafting, implementation and evaluation 
(change management capacity and management of the capacity to change)

(1): Reference framework for managing the administrative reforms undertaken: "Global-Sector Report"
(GSR)
(2): Reference framework of the power exercised by the external experts, the NSAR Advisor or project
team in the context of the intervention: the reference power, conceptual framework of the intervention
(3): Understanding of the mandate of the action by the external experts, the Organizational Consultant or
the project team: Validation of the cognitive interpretation and normative prescription framework of the action
(4): Level of consensus inside the administration concerned compared with the intervention approach:
How to determine if the change has really occurred (Evidence-Based Policy criteria)?
(5): Definition of the common intervention framework: the contract
(6): Monitoring and consolidation of the results obtained (organizational capacity to change): handover
after the intervention of external experts, the advisor or the project team; management of the coexistence
of pre-existing norms and new norms (the "exploration-exploitation" paradox); management of power
relationships; exercise of the leadership necessary for the concretization and anchoring of the change

4

Professional universe of 
methodological support: 
Organizational consultant 
or NSAR project team in 
charge of the intervention 
with the concerned 
administration

Administrative universe: 
Actors or groups of actors 
representing the 
administration that hosts 
the reforms along the 
workflow (the actual work 
being done)

Professional universe of the field 
or sector: Administration that is 

hosting the reforms and other 
stakeholders in its strategic 
development plan (sectoral 
framework, global-sectoral 

framework report, management of 
the capacity to change)

2 6

5

3

E. P. DISP. Effects
E. P. DISP. C. L. Effects

E. P. DISP. L. Effects

E. P. DISP. C. Effects

E. C. L. Effects

Political universe: parties and actors of the political field in 
the pure meaning of the word: Parliament, Government and 

Local Authorities

1
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verbally or covertly (Bernard, 1998; Gramaccia, 2011; Gaulejac (de), 2010; Keller, 
2004; Moisander et al., 2016; Mucchielli, 2006; Schoeneborn et al., 2019; Wat-
zlawick, 1978). As an example, the reform host organization may find itself, as 
Gaulejac (de) (2010: p. 90) points out, practicing “exclusion” to improve its per-
formance, causing, for example, the identity paradox (see Jarzabkowski et al., 
2013). This is also the case for paradoxes resulting from the rhetorical, constitu-
tive, and narrative power of emotions in institutional work at the discursive level 
(Moisander et al., 2016). 

3) Epistemological effects or E-effects. These relate to the epistemological 
framework that the analyst uses or that underpins the global referential of the 
committed reform policy (Boudon, 1986; Foudriat, 2013; Muller, 2015; Vas, 
2015; Watzlawick, 1978), and reflect theoretical choices made by the analysis of 
the specialists who drafted the global referential more or less consciously. Very 
often, these specialists admit as such, the frameworks they use, without discussing 
their epistemological foundations. Some models contain invisible (non-explicit) 
hypotheses that escape the theoretical framework adopted (see the examples of 
pragmatic paradoxes). For example, when a speaker invokes the concept of “bu-
reaucracy” in an argument, he or she implicitly admits the stability and unpre-
dictability of the analyzed phenomena and at the same time refutes the hypothe-
sis of emergent phenomena of the methodological holism assumption. Hence 
the importance for the researcher or consultant to clarify his or her own episte-
mological stance in advance and to try to decipher those of the other stakehold-
ers in the reform process (see the dialogical approach). 

4) Learning effect: In the sense of the issue of change and transformation of 
the administration that hosts the reforms, on the one hand, of the learning and 
adaptation capacities to its environment to keep up with the ongoing develop-
ments, on the other hand (Birkinshaw et al., 2008; Burnes, 2004; Senge et al., 
2000). Paradoxes, in fact, offer opportunities for further reforms and innova-
tions (Morin, 2011: p. 132, 297). This learning concerns all actors in each reform 
project and relates to all activities. At the moment, point out Birkinshaw et al. 
(2008: p. 839) “we know little about the relative effectiveness of different se-
quences of activities [in an administrative reform process], which makes it diffi-
cult to offer any coherent advice to managers about how to improve the quality 
of their interventions [along the actual workflow]”. 

Tools can be used to diagnose the organizational processes of communication 
and learning in order to identify the mechanisms that generate the paradoxes as 
presented above. For example, Mucchielli (2006) proposes a survey guide based 
on the “actionist analysis” approach to diagnose the overall communication 
process of the organization. Senge et al. (2000) discuss the concept of “organiza-
tional learning architecture” from which a table can be developed that could be 
called the “learning profile” of the administration hosting the reforms, linked to 
the dimensions of “organizational capacity to change”, which will be used to di-
agnose the dimension of organizational learning processes (Ngouo, 2018: p. 
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285). This profile is articulated in two dimensions: 1) the theories, models and 
tools used for reflection, conceptualization and conversation within the organi-
zation; 2) innovations in learning infrastructure which are new initiatives or 
measures that the organization takes to make available to staff, the means that 
will allow them to invest in the organizational learning process mobilized. These 
means may include strategies for moving from a traditional design of manage-
ment tools and instruments to an approach that emphasizes “Weak coupling” 
systems (see Table 1).  

Figure 2, and the application tools mobilized, whatever they may be, serve as 
a background for the work of interpreting and formulating the “meaning” of the 
paradoxical phenomena that are based on relating the phenomena to their con-
text in an administrative reform process approached from the inductive perspec-
tive. 

Discussion about the application conditions of the proposed framework  
Any reform has multiple effects on the behavior of the actors and recipients 

concerned, and in particular, the effects of resistance to change when the ex-
pected results are perceived as threatening to their professional achievements or 
interests. These behaviors of resistance to change can manifest themselves in 
various ways widely documented in the literature (see for example: Abouem à 
Tchoyi & M’Bafou (dir), 2013; Autissier & Moutot, 2003; Burnes, 2004; Mazouz 
& Gagnon (dir), 2019; Ngouo, 2008, 2018; Ondoua, 2015; Pichault, 2013; Ron-
deau, 2008; Rondeaux, 2008; Saner, 2005; Soparnot, 2003). These undesired ef-
fects create many paradoxical tensions that can profoundly and permanently 
compromise the achievement of the expected results. 

Managing these perverse effects of any administrative reform project is the 
main challenge to be taken up by the managers of the project’s host administra-
tions, in order to ensure the optimal conditions for achieving the expected re-
sults, and above all for anchoring the results that have been effectively achieved 
in their administrative culture. In reference to the paradigm of the “capacity to 
change”, we situate this discussion at the heart of the real work of administrative 
reform; where locally the actors reconstruct their organization in a way that is 
not prescribed and not planned in advance (Journé & Raulet-Croset, 2008). 
From this viewpoint, Niesten and Stefan (2019: p. 148) emphasize the impor-
tance of the relationship of trust between actors by observing that this factor can 
cause a dynamic of the evolution of paradoxical tensions that moves “from a 
virtuous to a vicious cycle, but only when the partners in a trust relationship are 
confronted with formal control tools that can stimulate the opportunistic beha-
vior of one of the partners”. Gramaccia (2011: pp. 263-265) observes that trust 
and loyalty are the characteristics of a shared relationship to risk and to collec-
tive time, and that the affirmation of trust serves as a model for action in con-
texts of uncertainty (See also: Kamdem, 2002; Lee & Ryzin, 2020; Nguyen, Lec-
lerc, & LeBlanc, 2013; Niesten & Stefan, 2019). In addition to this trust factor, 
the literature highlights the negative impact of two other bureaucratic attitudes 
of actors mobilized in collective action. These are the refraction to flexibility 
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and the resistance to double-loop learning. Indeed, innovation or reframing 
requires an attitude of flexibility oriented towards the search for a compromise 
between a diversity of procedures and multiple conflicting interests, both insti-
tutional and individual in the context of public administration (Feldman & 
Pentland, 2003). Flexibility is also essential for the development of the network-
ing culture. In the same way, a strong orientation towards the “double-loop” or-
ganizational learning process (Argyris & Schön, 1978; Birkinshaw et al., 2008; 
Mazouz & Gagnon, 2019) is essential to manage paradoxes.  

In reference to the Epistemological effect, as highlighted above, let us recall 
with Mintzberg (1989: p. 198) that any bureaucracy is ontologically resistant to 
change, because, quite simply ignoring the real work which is the essence of the 
management situation, “[Its] spirit is to create a way and to stay on it by making 
sure that everything that can result from it has been wanted? Bureaucracy means 
no surprises”. The very strong identity of public agents to the “bureaucratic 
thought” makes them almost incapable of questioning its basic postulates, thus 
exacerbating the preference for a relation of certainty to reality, to the doubt that 
comes from its complexity. It is therefore a matter of any manager and of the in-
ternal actors of any public administration, in an attitude of reflexivity, to leave 
the bureaucratic logic and to step back from the usual injunctions and the vari-
ous usual bureaucratic techniques in order to engage in a distanced and in-depth 
analysis of the managerial dispositifs as defined by Aggeri (2017: p. 43), as “the 
arrangement of heterogeneous elements—discursive, cognitive, material—by 
managers aiming at framing, orienting and guiding the conducts of subordinates 
towards assigned ends”. The effectiveness of the administrative reforms under-
taken in each administration is at this price. 

5. An Analysis of the Participation Paradox in the Context of  
a Reform 

In the introductory quote from Lindgreen and Maon (2019: p. 141), we pointed 
out that “if something seems to be a paradox, it has something deeper, some-
thing worth exploring”. This is indeed the case of the participation paradigm, 
which is at the heart of the reforms of the new public management school of 
thought, and which we have chosen to illustrate its paradoxical dimensions in 
the context of administrative reform. For example, the importance of citizen 
participation in the evaluation of public policy performance is strongly sup-
ported either directly to improve their trust in public services or indirectly to 
improve their perception of that performance. Our presentation exposes its pa-
radigmatic stakes, and highlights some of the paradoxical effects that underlie it, 
as well as avenues for deepening this first stage of its exploration. 

5.1. Paradigmatic Issues of Participation 

From the point of view of organizational analysis and public policy, participation 
has a double paradigmatic value: an instrumental paradigm for its mechanism 
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and a rationalist paradigm, in the sense of “situated rationality”, for the effective, 
efficient and relevant involvement of actors. 

Participation seen as a temporary work mechanism at the service of a policy, 
as described by Friedberg (1997), has an instrumental character, in that it is nec-
essarily self-interested, in particular through the selection of actors, which com-
bines a logic of participation with the mobilization of the actors’ skills and a log-
ic of representation of interests, which is done on an egalitarian and defensive 
basis (Dietrich, 2000; Friedberg, 1997). This leads to recourse to the mode of 
regulation through hierarchical control to manage the various types of tensions 
that result (Bennani et al., 2021; Hudon & Mazouz, 2014; March & Simon, 
1969; Ogien, 2001). Participation is seen as a process that must facilitate the 
self-determination of actors, stakeholders, so that they become involved in the 
co-production, facilitation of change, extension and dissemination of the results 
of the reform project undertaken. The involvement, commitment and adherence 
of actors to co-production depend very closely on the ability of the administra-
tion hosting the reforms to legitimize its objectives and strategies to the stake-
holders of the reforms undertaken and to co-construct with them the notion of 
“the general interest” (Trosa, 2017; see discussion of the proposed framework in 
Figure 2). The analysis of the “rational” behavior of each actor must then take 
into account numerous constraints (Dietrich, 2000; Emery & Giauque, 2005; 
Giauque, 2004; Grimand et al., 2014, 2018b; Mazouz & Leclerc, 2008; Mazouz et 
al., 2012; Mazouz & Cohendet, 2013; Mazouz & Gagnon, 2019; Reynaud, 1997; 
Saner, 2005; Watzlawick, 1978). Reynaud (1997: p. 113) states in this respect that 
“insertion in a decision-making circuit or the influence on a complex decision 
cannot easily be translated into quantifiable measures” (See for example, the 
theme of motivation towards public service, Giauque (2004); Perry and Wise 
(1990); Vandenabele & Hondeghem (2004)). 

The application of the participation paradigm in conducting administrative 
reforms thus leads to a combination of the three theories of management, 
stakeholder, and paradox (Pinto, 2019). Stakeholder theory is used to take into 
account and manage “the multiple and often conflicting objectives of different 
stakeholders, while paradox theory suggests ways to achieve the challenging 
outcome of simultaneously satisfying conflicting priorities” (Lindgreen & Maon, 
2019: p. 140).  

The success of any administrative reform—and therefore of the introduction 
of RBM—also depends on the involvement, in order to co-create the value that 
will benefit everyone, of the internal units of the host administration, as well as 
of the other national administrations or international organizations that are 
stakeholders in the reform (Prime Minister’s Office, beneficiary ministries, min-
istry in charge of planning, ministry in charge of finance, national structure or 
ministry in charge of the administrative reform, international organizations…). 
Taking this dimension into account calls into question the quality of the rela-
tions that these different administrations have with each other. Indeed, these re-
lationships are not immune to the reflex of each stakeholder to unilaterally de-
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rive individual benefits and appropriate the co-created value. This results in pa-
radoxical tensions between “co-creating value” and “capturing co-created value”, 
illustrated, for example, by the opposing strategies required to create and capture 
value respectively. As defined by Niesten and Stefan (2019: pp. 234-235), value 
co-creation refers to collective processes that generate common benefits shared 
by all stakeholders in inter-administration relationships (IAR), with one or more 
other organizations. Value capture is the ability of stakeholders to unilaterally 
extract individual benefits and appropriate relational rents. Drawing on Smith 
and Lewis (2011), Niesten and Stefan (2019) propose a conceptual framework to 
analyze this type of tension. We propose it in Figure 3 as a tool that can be 
adapted to the conduct of administrative reforms by applying the participation 
paradigm. 

 

 
Figure 3. Conceptual framework for analyzing the dynamics of equilibrium of paradoxi-
cal tensions between value co-creation and value capture applicable to the conduct of 
administrative reforms. Source: Culled from Niesten and Stefan (2019); adopted from 
Smith and Lewis (2011). 

5.2. Participation Paradox Applied to an NPM Reform  

The results-based management (RBM) approach is one of the emblematic axes 
of NPM reforms (Bezes & Mussilin, 2015; Drumaux, 2011; Emery & Giauque, 
2005; Mazouz & Leclerc, 2008; Mazouz (dir), 2008; Mazouz (dir), 2017; UNDP, 
2009). Following a logic of institutional isomorphism (constraint, mimetic, 
normative), its introduction in an administration brings a radical change aiming 
at moving from a culture of management by means (priority to efficiency) to a 

Virtuous Cycles
Embracing paradox and 
successfully accommodating 
distinct strategies that enable both 
value creation and value capture.

Vicious Cycles
Focusing only on value creation entails overlooking strategies 
to appropriate benefits from value created with external 
partners.

Over-emphasizing value capture would be detrimental for 
creating value with external partners in innovation.

Salient tensions
Due to contextual factors related to plurality, 
scarcity and change tensions are experienced by 
actors
Contradictions persist due to need for different 
strategies: creating value outside organizational 
boundaries; capturing value back to a/the singular 
organization.

Latent paradoxical tensions
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culture of management guided by results (priority to effectiveness and optimiza-
tion of resources). The sole mode of regulation of the administrative workflow 
by hierarchical control should be replaced by a hybrid mode including auto-
nomous regulation, regulation by negotiation and regulation by the public ser-
vice users’ demand. We choose this reform to illustrate the analysis of the par-
ticipation paradox.  

The introduction of the reform is carried out in phases, each of which in-
cludes several stages. In this regard, and emphasizing the importance of “real 
work” in comparison to “prescribed work”, UNDP (2009: p. 23) concludes that 
“Good RBM is an ongoing process. This means that there is constant feedback, 
learning and improving. Existing plans are regularly modified based on the les-
sons learned through monitoring and evaluation, and future plans are developed 
based on these lessons.”  

For the purposes of this presentation, we have identified three phases, linking 
each of them to the effects shown in Figure 2.  
 Project planning, which corresponds to interactions 1 and 2 (see E. P. C. 

DISP effects). The primary goal here is to correctly identify key stakeholders 
who may have a strong interest in or ability to influence the planning object.  

 Monitoring implementation, which corresponds to interactions 3, 4 and 5 
(see E. C. DISP effects). This involves bringing the theoretical, “prescribed” 
world of planning closer to the “real” world of stakeholders, as socially si-
tuated actors, by mobilizing them as best as possible.  

 Consolidation of the results obtained, which corresponds to interactions 1 
and 6 (see the effects E. P. DISP. C. L). Consolidation places us at the two le-
vels of effects and impacts of the RBM results chain. Stakeholders need to be 
intensely mobilized for the ownership of reform outputs following a logic of 
developing the “capacity to change”. [See the discussion above on the optimal 
conditions for applying our proposed framework]. 

The emphasis on ownership of reform outcomes raises another type of ten-
sion reflected in the paradox of time: the time of the project, which must be 
completed by a predetermined deadline (prescribed work); the time of the 
reform, which takes into account the contingencies of the real workflow of the 
reforms and focuses on the embeddedness of the changes introduced to promote 
a new administrative culture. The time of reform places RBM in an always-on 
process and in the space of change that is not necessarily linear (see the iterative 
processes in the trial-and-error activities of the Birkinshaw et al. (2008) model, 
or the dynamics of Karl Lewin’s three-stage model of change, or the U-shaped 
change models in Mahy & Carle (2015)). 

Table 2 summarizes our analysis by identifying, by phase, the roles and re-
sponsibilities of stakeholders in terms of the commitments they make during 
information and communication activities related to the phase under considera-
tion, the paradoxes to be managed and the levers of action that can be mobilized 
to manage these paradoxes. The elements in the third column are the diagnostic 
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hypotheses of the anticipated paradoxical tensions that may arise in each phase 
in the field. Those in the 4th column are suggestions for strategies to manage 
these paradoxes, if they are confirmed in specific cases (contextual analysis) in 
the field, in order to capitalize on their creative potential. The formulation of 
these hypotheses and strategies is based on current knowledge of management 
theories, stakeholders and the paradox approach, particularly the theories of 
“organizing” (Smith & Lewis, 2011) and those relating to the concept of “man-
agement situation” which mobilizes the concepts of “sensmaking”, “strategizing” 
and “decision making” (Journé & Raulet-Croset, 2008). 

The table refers to the polyphonic leadership style as a lever to manage para-
doxes in the monitoring phase of project implementation. Indeed, Pichault 
(2013) distinguishes two extreme types of leadership style: the panoptic style, 
which leads to seeing and controlling everything and leaves little room for the 
confrontation of ideas, and the polyphonic style, which leads to the dialogue of 
several voices. The polyphonic style allows for a diversity of rationalities; it is 
likely to better deal with the conflictual phenomena that arise during change 
projects (see dialogical processes).  

Regarding the management of the paradox of co-creation and value capture, 
Niesten and Stefan (2019) propose a typology of factors rendering tensions sa-
lient and factors spurring virtuous cycles. We offer a synthesis of this typology in 
Table 3 to guide the search for appropriate strategies to manage this paradox. 

 
Table 2. Illustrations of the participation paradox in the case of the introduction of the RBM approach in an administration. 

Expected results in relation to 
participation 

Commitment by  
stakeholders 

Paradoxes to be managed 
Action levers that  
can be mobilized 

PROJECT PLANNING 

Stakeholder analysis (mapping): 
− Initial list of the participating 

actors 
− Stakeholder influence and  

importance matrix 
− Good communication to allow  

for better investment and  
mobilization of stakeholders. 

Each stakeholder is  
committed to making their 
perspectives on the project 
heard in an open manner 
(see the application of the 
dialogic process). 

● Paradox of control with roots:  
institutional, technical, organizational. 

● Paradox of co-creation and value capture 
(Niesten & Stefan, 2019) 

● Injonctions (see for example, Emery & 
Giauque, 2005; Gramaccia, 2011) 

● Paradoxes of competence (see for  
example Dietrich, 2000) 

● Mobilize systemic principles 
(see text); 

● Thinking about the pragmatic 
constructivist paradigm and  
dialogical processes 

MONITORING OF THE PROJECT’S IMPLEMENTATION 

Involve stakeholders to identify the 
reality of the problems in the context 
of their expression and reduce the 
intensity of the problems that will 
arise in the field (see the pragmatic 
constructivist paradigm and the 
analysis of project performance 
drivers). 

− Be involved in the  
definition of information 
or feedback 

− Facilitate communication 
of new achievements 

− Ensure access to the latest 
products and services for 
intended beneficiaries 

− Mobilize additional  
resources 

− Ensure effective use of 
lessons learned for future 
decision-making. 

● Organizational paradoxes: “organizing,” 
performance, identity, learning (Bollecker 
& Nobre, 2016; Grimand et al., 2018b; 
Smith & Lewis, 2011) 

● Injunctions (example, Emery &  
Giauque, 2005; Gramaccia, 2011) 

● Paradoxes of competence (example  
Dietrich, 2000) 

● Paradox of project time/reform time 
● Tensions between design factors:  

centralization/decentralization;  
coordination/deregulation;  
control/delegation (Aucoin, 1990). 

● Reframing strategy (Mahy & 
Carle, 2015; Lewis, 2000;  
Watzlawick et al., 1972) 

● All forms of organizational 
ambidextrous (Benner & 
Tushman, 2003; Grimand et al., 
2014; Uman et al., 2020) 

● Transformational leadership in 
relation to cognitive regulation 
or polyphonic management 
(see Pichault, 2013) 

● Systemic principles. 
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Continued 

CONSOLIDATION OF THE OBTAINED RESULTS 

− Focus on ownership to Link  
the information generated by 
monitoring to future program 
improvement and learning. 

− Engage national actors to have 
ownership over the entirety of 
development plans, programs,  
and projects. 

− Consider the dimensions of  
intervention work in the space  
of nonlinear change 

− Develop the “capacity to change” 

The Participation  
Mechanism must: 
− Ensure ownership,  

learning and  
sustainability of results 

− Institutionalize  
stakeholder participation 

− Take specific steps in the 
management process to 
ensure effective and  
continuous stakeholder 
involvement 

● Tensions at the level of the multiple  
interfaces between the services of the  
administration hosting the reform,  
between this administration and other 
stakeholder administrations 

● Paradox of control by the hierarchy 
(Hudon & Mazouz, 2014; Kamdem, 2002; 
Reynaud, 1997) and duality of legal and 
functional requirements (Mazouz et al., 
2016) 

● Paradox of performance 
● Paradox of co-creation and value capture 

(Niesten & Stefan, 2019) 
● Project time/reform time paradox 
● Learning paradox 
● Management tools and instruments  

paradoxes (Aggeri & Labatut, 2010;  
Grimand et al., 2018b; OCDE, 1996, 2009) 

● Role paradox (Bollecker & Nobre, 2016) 
● “Exploration/exploitation” paradox 

(Benner & Tushman, 2003; March, 1991; 
Sinha, 2015) 

● Bureaucracy paradox and cultural  
paradox (Kamdem, 2002; Reynaud, 1997) 

● Paradox of values (Trosa, 2017) 

● Systemic principles (see text); 
● Organizational ambidextrous 

forms (Benner & Tushman, 
2003; Grimand et al., 2014; 
Uman et al., 2020) 

● Managing unexpected negative 
reactions of stakeholders to  
issues of sustainable  
development, management of 
environmental impacts of any 
human action (see for CSR 
(Mazouz & Gagnon, 2019)) 

● Conflict management:  
functional, dysfunctional,  
cognitive 

● Integrating PSM (Public  
Service Motivation) into  
human resource management 
processes (Giauque, 2004; Perry 
& Wise, 1990; Vandenabeele & 
Hondeghem, 2004) 

Source: Made by the author. 
 
Table 3. Factors rendering tensions salient and factors spurring virtuous cycles. 

Factors rendering tensions salient 

Plurality of views (collaboration with other 
unities in and administration or other  
administrations in the same country or from 
different countries, cultures, and sectors) 

Scarcity of resources 
Change 
(various reforms: regulations, technology, 
process, procedure, innovation…) 

- Cultural and geographical distance:  
information asymmetry 

- Cross-sector nature of IAR. 
- Unfamiliar partners with divergent  

perceptions of value or incongruent goal: 
see, e.g., The “Public-Private-Civil Society” 
partnership (PPP-SC). 

- Multilateral IARs. 
- Coopetition: competing administrations 

cooperate with each other in order to create 
value and then later compete for the created 
value. 

- Second-order relations with competitors: 
the partner of a focal administration enter 
into relation with his competitors (i.e. 
second-order competitors) in an enhanced 
risk spillovers. 

- IARs between small (by staff size) and  
large (by staff size) administrations. 

- Lack of information and communication 
technology (ICT) knowledge; lack of  
research and development experience;  
lack of knowledge of national or local  
context or sector. 

- The administration that hosts the reforms 
has little bargaining power. 

- Sharing complementary resources,  
tacit resources, core competences and 
technologies. 

- Administration (or unit) partner with a 
strong willingness to learn from its other 
relationship partners: this partner will  
focus on protecting its own knowledge and 
resources, which can hinder value co-creation 
in the IAR. 

- Creation of new value in IARs: changes in 
technology and scope of the IAR. 

- Challenges to separate knowledge: since 
isolating specific knowledge that is to be 
transferred to a partner may prove to be  
difficult due to e.g. its embeddedness in  
various practices and routines. 

- Evolving preferences: the preferences of 
partners can evolve during a collaborative 
project. These evolving preferences will  
amplify the tensions between joint value  
creation and individual value capture 

Factors spurring virtuous cycles: acceptance and resolution of paradox 
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Continued 

Governance mechanisms 
(used to deal with the paradoxical tensions of 
simultaneously co-creation and capturing value) 

Organizational capabilities 
(better able at managing the tension between 
co-creation and capture) 

Appropriation strategies 
(used by manager to deal with the tension  
between co-creation and appropriation) 

- Contracts between the administrations 
involved. 

- Co-production/benefit sharing: ability to 
manage changes in the scope of an IAR and 
resolve the tensions that these changes create. 

- Trust; trust enhanced by spatial proximity: 
improves the ability of organizations to reap 
the returns from innovation and to lower the 
chance of misappropriation and loss of  
strategic knowledge. 

- Appropriation mechanisms, such as  
labeling or certification procedures,  
patents and intellectual property rights: 
patent protection to address the  
simultaneous pursuit of value co-creation  
and appropriation in an IAR. 

- Strong appropriability regimes: in  
circumstances of strong institutional  
conditions, strong appropriability regimes  
are found to enable virtuous cycles. 

- Combining governance and appropriability 
regimes (e.g., appropriability regime and 
formal governance mechanism such as  
contract and co-creation). 

- Particular organizational capabilities such 
as: Joint venture capabilities; experience with 
IARs; relational competences; communication 
quality in IAR; external capabilities. 

- Partner-specific experience: greater  
knowledge of partners’ operating procedures 
and they share a larger amount of similar 
knowledge with their partners. 

- Downstream capabilities and investment  
in the area of competency; staff capacity 
development; cross-government IT  
capabilities: Strong downstream capabilities 
are able to co-create value and at the same 
time protect against misappropriation,  
because these capabilities are specialized  
skills that are not easily transferable to other 
products or services. They are difficult to  
codify and therefore difficult to imitate by 
partners. 

- Absorptive capacity in IOR success. 

- Interactive revealing: use of different types 
of knowledge sharing for creating  
opportunities value (i.e., administration  
participants may reveal the problem area but 
protect the organization context). 

- Gradual revealing without complete  
disclosure; selective revealing. 

- Structuring the partnership as boundary 
organization and using mediated revealing. 

- Dual value appropriation. 
- Intended and unintended knowledge leaks 

for delayed value capture. 
- Openness strategies: open and closed  

strategies for the first and last steps of the 
administration production process. 

- Matching the partner’s profile with the 
scope of the IAR, the ownership  
mechanism, and the type of administrative 
reform research for organizational  
development (OD) 

- Interdependence in contract negotiation: 
limiting the relationship to independent and 
non-specific assets (short-term) or  
developing relationship-specific and  
complementary assets (long term). 

- Combination of protective strategy and 
absorptive capacity. 

Source: Synthesis and adaptation of the author based on Niesten and Stefan (2019: pp. 239-245). 

6. Limitations and Perspectives  

Pawson et al. (2005) identify several types of limitations characteristic of the 
“realist review” approach, including: 1) the delimitation of the territory or field 
of investigation to be covered; and 2) the way in which the results of the review 
are formulated since these results must not take the form of generalizable abso-
lute truths or the setting of standards to be respected. Our methodological device 
allowed us to face these limits. We are, however, well aware of the lability of the 
events that occur along the real workflow of administrative reforms and that we 
have tried to apprehend through the interpretations of the authors consulted. 
Likewise, and in the face of the complex phenomena that we address in the ar-
ticle, we cannot ignore our own limitations. This is why we have been careful to 
specify our epistemological stance to help the reader follow our argument and 
appreciate its rigor. 

The limits of the proposed theoretical framework are globally related to the 
mastery of the techniques of the qualitative/interpretive approach, and specifi-
cally to the epistemic work carried out during the elaboration of knowledge con-
structed on the basis of information collected by combining various techniques 
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(Albert & Avenier, 2011; Brown et al., 2015; Currie & Spyridonidis, 2016; Gioia 
et al., 2012; Rousseau et al., 2008; Tracy, 2010). 

Several axes of further development of this contribution can be envisaged. We 
suggest four avenues. First, following the two axes of “the process of creating the 
changes to be introduced” and “the stakes of the effectiveness of the expected 
results”, one avenue could consist of rethinking the role and responsibilities of 
national institutions that are responsible for advising, supporting and evaluating 
internal units of an administration or other administrations with a view to im-
proving their performance (the Higher State Audit, the General Inspectorates of 
Service or Technique, the Ministries in charge of Finance, Planning, the Civil 
Service, the NSAR…) to focus on their contributions to the implementation of 
reforms in the host administrations: How, in each national context, to contribute 
to making “sense” of reform activities as they actually take place in the field, 
taking into account the socio-cultural ethos of each case? How can they support 
these administrations in their efforts to cope with the constraints of reforms 
adopted under pressure from international institutions (isomorphic processes 
that emphasize the homogenization of organizational practices, see DiMaggio & 
Powell (1983)) or that they have initiated themselves (heteromorphic processes that 
emphasize the variety and diversification of organizational practices, see Mazouz 
et al. (2005))? How can they sustain their efforts in the phase of embedding the 
results obtained in their organizational culture by facing the “explora-
tion-exploitation” paradox? Secondly, following the axis of “challenges to the ef-
fectiveness of expected results”: How can the paradox of time be taken into ac-
count during the implementation of the reforms undertaken? How can the eval-
uation of administrative reform projects take into account the requirements of 
the managerial situation, where the actors locally actualize the work prescribed 
(project terms of reference, RBM existing plans, Annual Performance Plan), 
taking into account the unavoidable contingency factors linked, for example, to 
the factors of performance inductance that are specific to the context of action 
and to the nature of the project or of the reform activities? Thirdly, following the 
“organizational change” axis, and specifically with regard to the function of 
structuring the framework of the intervention to be carried out, which refers to 
the professional methodological support unit in Figure 2, this line of inquiry 
calls on the NARS as well as on the international organizations that develop 
methodological guides for leading administrative reforms (WB-DEO, INTOSAI, 
OECD, UNDP, UNESCO, ...), to question, in a “double-loop” learning process, 
the relevance of their approaches in relation to the paradoxes approach para-
digms in order to contribute, through their methodology, to helping public ad-
ministrations to specifically manage the paradoxes of “exploration-exploitation”, 
“management tools and instruments” and “participation”: What place do they 
give in their guides to the “real work” of the actors in the field (issues of the per-
formativity of the plans adopted)? And in this respect, what contribution can 
they make on a methodological level to the management of the paradoxes of 
administrative reforms? [Here we note that in a special issue of IRAS (79(3) 
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published in 2013 and devoted to the World Bank’s approach to public sector 
management for 2011-2020), the World Bank was already addressing such ques-
tions]. The fourth avenue, focusing on the obstacles to the effectiveness of the 
reforms undertaken (as discussed in this article), could pay particular attention 
to the “trust” factor which, according to Niesten and Stefan (2019: p. 242), see 
Table 3), “enhances the ability of organizations to reap the benefits of innova-
tion and reduce the risks of detour and loss of strategic knowledge”, to study its 
epistemology from a perspective of personalized management of administrative 
reform paradoxes, taking a country or jurisdictional case study approach in each 
country.  

7. Conclusion  

The reform actions undertook in a rationalization logic that aims to increase the 
performance of public services articulate and make coherent a conceptual system 
(public policy reference systems, organizational change models) and an action 
system (public administrations in their national development contexts, man-
agement strategies for the “capacity to change”). We have shown that paradoxes 
are consubstantial with these two systems. The actors involved experience them 
on a daily basis along the real workflow of introducing these reforms through, in 
particular, the mechanisms of regulation, communication, problem solving, de-
cision making, and organizational learning.  

We have proposed an approach to managing paradoxes along this workflow 
that is based on an epistemological framework, the Pragmatic Constructivist 
Epistemological Paradigm (PCEP). This approach can lead to the adoption of 
new and creative ways of conceptualizing the reality of public organizations. The 
example of the paradox of participation that we are dealing with shows that the 
paradox, far from being an obstacle to the pursuit of the objective of increasing 
performance, can encourage the mobilization and combination of a plurality of 
analytical and management perspectives that take into account, on the one hand, 
the founding hypotheses of the epistemological paradigm adopted, and on the 
other hand, the specificities of the local contexts of design and implementation 
of the reforms adopted, whatever their origins. This example also shows the im-
portance of a reflexive, conscious and explicit approach by the actors involved in 
each concrete situation of paradox management. In terms of its contribution 
from both theoretical and practical perspectives, the article follows a logic that is 
contrary to that which underlies the denial or concealment of paradoxes. It of-
fers actors involved in administrative reform processes the means to manage the 
paradoxical tensions underlying complex phenomena (such as administrative 
reforms) by drawing on systemic analysis, theories of performativity, situated 
analysis and the management situation. 
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