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ABSTRACT
The child welfare service in Norway is in the spotlight internationally
after the European Court of Human Rights (EMD) convicted Norway
of human rights violations in several child welfare cases. Norwegian
child welfare services are presented as having weaknesses in
competence, prioritization, structure and supervision. The child
welfare service in Norway has a decentralized structure, and most
tasks are a municipal responsibility. The paper explores what
leadership challenges the municipal child welfare leaders are
facing at a time when the service is under great pressure, and
how we can understand these challenges using paradox theory.
The empirical data are based on qualitative interviews with child
welfare leaders from different municipalities in Norway. The study
shows that Norwegian child welfare leaders have to deal with
increasing complexity, and experience tensions between
contradictory demands. Child welfare leaders manage multiple,
interrelated paradoxes, and handle tensions in different ways.
Further, the study shows that paradoxical tensions challenge the
professional judgement and that the child welfare leaders’
managerial discretion is reduced. Finally, we discuss the findings
as well as the practical implications for managing child welfare
services in Norway.

KEYWORDS
Child welfare leadership;
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discretion

Introduction

Norway’s child welfare service is in the spotlight internationally. The European Court of
Human Rights (ECHR) has convicted Norway of human rights violations in several child
welfare cases and 35 Norwegian child protection cases have been referred to the ECHR.
This is attracting international attention (Hansen, 2019), and Norwegian child welfare
is being presented as a system with weaknesses in competence, prioritization, structure
and supervision (Totland, 2019).

The child welfare service in Norway has a decentralized structure, and most tasks are
assigned at the municipal level. The article highlights what leadership challenges the
leaders of municipal child welfare are facing at a time when this service is under great
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pressure, and how we can use paradox theory to improve our understanding of these chal-
lenges. The article is based on interviews with 20 municipal child welfare leaders in various
Norwegian municipalities.

Child welfare leadership is often characterized as challenging and demanding
(McFadden, Campbell, & Taylor, 2014; Moe & Gotvassli, 2016b; Moe & Valstad,
2014; Toresen, 2014). New ideals of governance and reforms in the public sector
have both led to changes in the conditions for child welfare leadership. Child welfare
leaders have been given more responsibility for budgets, departments and staff
(Shanks, Lundström, & Wiklund, 2015). This implies that leadership has to be exercised
in new ways and adapted to new situations. Leadership skills are in increasing demand,
and expectations towards leaders are clearer. In Norway, expectations and requirements
for leadership in the child welfare service have been specified in a professional rec-
ommendation from the state level (The Norwegian Directorate for Children; Youth
and Family Affairs, 2017). It contains a clear expectation that the leadership should
be professionalized.

Contradictory and competing demands are part of everyday life in many organizations,
including child welfare. Leaders in the municipal child welfare service in Norway are
responsible for the service’s strategic, professional and value-based platform, which can
lead to a perception that demands and expectations work against each other (Agevall,
2000; Gaim & Wåhlin, 2016; Hood, 1991; Hood & Peters, 2004; Kirkhaug, 2015; Kvello
& Moe, 2014; Pettersen & Solstad, 2014; Wällstedt & Almqvist, 2015). The intersection
of demands and expectations can lead to paradoxical tensions (Knight & Paroutis,
2017). Paradox theory offers a way to understand and address the tensions that arise as
a result of these conflicting demands and can supplement existing theory on leadership
(Schad, Lewis, Raisch, & Smith, 2016).

The purpose of the article is firstly to identify the leadership challenges that municipal
child welfare leaders face; secondly, to describe and explain these challenges in light of
paradox theory; and thirdly, to contribute to an increased knowledge base on child
welfare leadership. The problem at hand is twofold: What leadership challenges do
municipal child welfare leaders face, and to what extent can paradox theory help us
describe and explain these challenges?

There is an increased scope for the use of paradox theory for understanding both organ-
izational tensions and leadership challenges (Schad, Lewis, & Smith, 2019). Research on
paradoxes within organizations and management is to be found not only in management
studies, but also in interdisciplinary social sciences writ large (Putnam, Fairhurst, & Ban-
ghart, 2016). Despite this, reviews by Schad et al. (2016) and Heiberg Johansen (2018)
demonstrate that paradox theory has been applied to leadership in child welfare and
social work to only a limited extent.

To date, there has been little research on the leadership of child welfare (Shanks et al.,
2015; Toresen, 2014). The research that does exist focuses principally on child welfare
leaders’ professional leadership and decision-making in child welfare issues (Falconer &
Shardlow, 2018; Kvello & Moe, 2014; Moe & Gotvassli, 2016a, 2017; Nyathi, 2018).
This research helps to underline how complex the field of child welfare is, and how chal-
lenging leadership of it can be.
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The Norwegian child welfare services

The child welfare service in Norway is part of a publicly organized system of care that is
often referred to as the Nordic welfare state model. Unlike the welfare states in continental
Europe, the Nordic welfare state mainly provides the health and care services itself (Gun-
narsdóttir, 2016; Hvinden, 2009). The child welfare service in Norway is organized into
state and municipal components in which the most essential child welfare functions are
a municipal responsibility. All municipalities must have a child welfare service that per-
forms the day-to-day tasks required by the Child Welfare Act (Ministry of Children
and Families, 2016). The service is responsible for targeted in-home child protection ser-
vices for “at-risk” families in particular, predominantly given on a voluntary basis (e.g.
kindergarten, counselling and economic assistance), out-of-home placements and
approval of foster homes (Pösö, Skivenes, & Hestbæk, 2014). Out-of-home placement is
used only as a last resort and when home-based assistance has proved to be insufficient.
The Child Welfare Act regulates the child welfare service, as well as the measures available
to assist children in need of protection. In Norway, the principles “the best interests of the
child”, “the biological principle” and “the principle of “the least intrusive” form of inter-
vention” are important guidelines in the child welfare legislation (Kristofersen, 2018; The
Norwegian Directorate for Children; Youth and Family Affairs, 2020).

Norway has a decentralized structure for child welfare services, and the municipalities
have great autonomy both in the execution of the work and in the organization of the
service. Due to the variation in both size of the municipality and how each municipality
have organized the child welfare service, we thus find a variety of leadership structures and
approaches to the delegation of functions (Moe & Gotvassli, 2016a). Over time there has
been a transfer of responsibility and functions from the state level to the municipal (Oter-
holm, 2016). Regardless of municipal organization, the objective is that everyone should
receive the same offering, irrespective of place of residence. This is a challenge to the
municipal child welfare services and contributes towards making the leadership of child
welfare complex and intricate. Child welfare leaders describe their lives as leaders as
demanding, emotionally charged and unpredictable, with frequent shifts in focus. Colby
Peters (2018, p. 32) points out three elements that characterize leadership in this
context. Leadership contains a powerful emotional aspect and is largely based on collab-
oration with others; also, leadership is guided by the service objective, which is to ensure
individual and social welfare and security. It thus also deals with the implementation and
follow-up of state and organizational instructions and guidelines (Popa, 2012). In this way,
child welfare leaders are subject to conflicting pressures between differing normative
requirements (Sullivan, 2016). The services provided are individualized and require a
high degree of discretion, while at the same time having to be allocated and granted fol-
lowing current laws and regulations. Difficult prioritizations often have to be made,
placing great demands on leaders. The combination of differing demands often appears
contradictory and contributes to the perception of paradoxical tensions.

Theoretical framework—leadership seen through a paradox lens

The perception of a complex and changing environment has resulted in several organiz-
ational and leadership theories regarding complexity. According to complexity theory,
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organizations consist of many factors working in concert. The factors can be technological,
structural, cultural, social and operational (Heiberg Johansen, 2018; Kirkhaug, 2015). Lea-
dership is one of these factors, and the various factors interact with differing degrees of
predictability. From a complexity perspective, leadership can be conceived of as a factor
that both influences and is influenced by its changing surroundings. For this reason, lea-
dership will be subject to constant change (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018).

Within the literature on leadership, there has traditionally been a focus on the differ-
ence between administration and management. More recent literature on management
has largely departed from this distinction and instead uses the term leadership (Crosby
& Bryson, 2018, p. 1268). This encompasses the development and safeguarding of employ-
ees, putting the collegiate ahead of the individual, and taking into account all stakeholders
(Crosby & Bryson, 2018; Kirkhaug, 2015). It has become more common to view leadership
as an integrated function in which totality, balance, vision, philosophy and science assume
a central place. Leaders should face all the challenges that arise when all primary stake-
holders (service users, co-workers, and owners) are also taken into consideration, which
is regarded as vital to ensuring legitimacy, balance and stability (Crosby & Bryson,
2018; Kirkhaug, 2015; Orazi, Turrini, & Valotti, 2013; Ospina, 2017). Thus, more recent
approaches to leadership view it as a complex, paradoxical and situational function (Kir-
khaug, 2015).

In this study, leadership in child welfare is viewed from a paradoxical perspective. Com-
plexity theory is seen as a necessary basis for paradox theory. While complexity theory
focuses on unpredictable and complex interactions between a variety of factors within
organizations, paradox theory emphasizes that some contradictions exist simultaneously
and persist over time (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 382). The paradox perspective emerged
in the late 1970s and has since increased in scope because other perspectives do not
sufficiently accommodate the increasing complexity of organization and leadership
(Heiberg Johansen, 2018; Lewis & Smith, 2014; Schad et al., 2016; Schad et al., 2019;
Smith & Lewis, 2011).

Paradoxes can occur at different organizational levels, such as conflicts between models
of governance, objectives, or the contradictory ideals of leadership practices (Heiberg
Johansen, 2018, p. 13). The paradoxes can be divided into four typologies (Jarzabkowski,
Lê, & Van de Ven, 2013, pp. 247, 248; Lewis, 2000): the paradoxes of organizing, perform-
ing, belonging and learning.

The paradox of organizing has been identified as an ongoing tension of organizational
integration and differentiation (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). There will be boundaries
between those inside and those outside the organization and through the marking of
internal dividing lines. Tensions arise between structure and actions and between stability
and change (Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). The paradoxes of organizing provide the framework
for the other paradoxes. The challenge for leaders is to find the optimal organization in
which one can benefit from the advantages while stemming the disadvantages of the ten-
sions that arise.

The paradox of performing addresses tensions in demands and expectations. Leaders
experience paradoxes related to execution and effort through conflicting roles and func-
tions (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Smith & Lewis, 2011). There
may be different expectations related to behaviour and results—that is, contradictions
in what is to be achieved and how it is to be achieved. Within child welfare leadership,
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tensions may arise between the quality of the services provided and the time available to
provide the service.

The paradox of belonging concerns contradictions in identity and relationships. The
leader may experience tensions and contradictions between different groups both
within and outside the organization, and the leader’s identity and belonging can be chal-
lenged. The ability to execute the leadership function will, therefore, be related to how the
child welfare leader sees herself concerning the different groupings (Heiberg Johansen,
2018).

The paradox of learning deals with tensions in the perception of time. It is challenging
to simultaneously stabilize and change the organization (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). Often,
managers have to juggle the demands for both a short-term and a long-term perspective
on what one does. For child welfare leaders, time is a scarce resource (Olsvik & Saus,
2019), which can lead to one being more concerned about the short-term perspective
than the organization’s long-term needs. The tensions between exploitation and explora-
tion may emerge as a paradox.

The study focuses on the micro-level in leadership, in which the child welfare leader’s
experiences of paradoxes and paradoxical tensions are investigated. Paradox scholars
centre their analyses at one level, primarily the organizational level (Waldman, Putnam,
Miron-Spektor, & Siegel, 2019). The paradoxes are experienced in leaders’ “everyday inter-
actions” related to functions, and where roles and activities are often contradictory (Jar-
zabkowski & Lê, 2017). The paradoxes are concrete, and the leaders perceive them as
tensions in thoughts and emotions. This means that they are mental conceptions and
that what we perceive as contradictions are not necessarily so in reality (Kirkhaug, 2015).

The child welfare leaders are key actors in the formal structure of municipal child
welfare, and play a crucial role in collaboration with other actors, such as health nurses
and schools. This means that leaders have to navigate between differing expectations of
other actors in and around the organization. They may, therefore, encounter role com-
plexity and may perceive themselves as being pulled between directives from the national
authority, the wishes of key stakeholders, and the perspectives of co-workers and collab-
orators (Heiberg Johansen, 2018, p. 103). Child welfare leaders may also experience role
divergence in that different expectations can make leaders feel caught between conflicting
demands.

Method

Data collection was conducted using semi-structural qualitative interviews. This method
gives exploratory access to data (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2012), and allows for precise
descriptions of the child welfare leaders’ everyday lives (Kvale, 2014). A hermeneutic-phe-
nomenological perspective (King, 2004a) provides an opportunity to understand and
describe the challenges that child welfare leaders face and what they perceive as paradoxes
based on the contexts in which these arise and are performed (Kelly & Bakr Ibrahim,
1991). This is underpinned by the methodological foundation of paradox theory, which
has a holistic approach with a phenomenological perspective (Lewis & Smith, 2014,
pp. 141, 142). Leadership is regarded as context-dependent (Mintzberg, 2001) and thus
emphasis is placed on the child welfare leader’s interpretation (Hollis, 2002) of his/her
reality.
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The sample consists of 20 municipal child welfare leaders, of which 18 are women and 2
men. The leaders are geographically located throughout the country and manage child
welfare services that vary in size. The services are organized in different ways, and the
size of the services varies in the number of employees and in the size of the population
they serve. The smallest services serve a population of 5,500 inhabitants and the largest
up to 80,000 inhabitants. Of the sample, 13 have formal leadership training in addition
to formal education. Half of the leaders have less than five years of experience as child
welfare leaders, five have 5–10 years of experience, and five have more than 10 years of
experience (Figure 1).

To cover a large geographical area and services with different size, the membership list
of NOBO (Organization for Norwegian child welfare leaders) was used in the recruitment
of informants. The membership list was available on the NOBOs website (Norsk

Figure 1. Geographical distribution of informants.
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barnevernlederorganisasjon, 2018). A total of 128 child welfare leaders were contacted by
email. 8 replied that they did not want to participate. 5 emails returned as a result of
invalid email addresses. 95 of our emails were not answered, nor after a reminder. The
interviews were conducted in parallel with the recruitment of new informants. After 20
interviews, the interviews did not add new elements related to our research questions.
We considered the data material as large enough, in line with Mason (2018, pp. 62, 63)
specification of the saturation point and of when data material is sufficiently large. This
study is based on limited data material. The sample still covers the entire country and vari-
ation in the size of municipalities and services. Despite limitations, the study will provide
insights and knowledge in the form of general trends about leaders’ perceived challenges
and paradoxical tensions, which is a little-explored area.

The interviews were conducted during the period of July 2017–June 2018: eight of them
during face-to-face interviews, and 12 during telephone interviews. Semi-structured quali-
tative interviews are usually conducted as face-to-face interviews, while telephone inter-
views are generally used in structured interviews or in situations where face-to-face
interviews are not possible. Use of the telephone in semi-structured interviews is increas-
ing (Ward, Gott, & Hoare, 2015), and it is not uncommon to find qualitative studies in
which all or some of the interviews have been carried out by telephone (Irvine, Drew,
& Sainsbury, 2012).

Norway is a country of great geographical distances. Telephone interviews were used
for those farthest away to obtain a sample that reflects the variation in Norwegian munici-
pal child welfare services.1 In addition to geographical diversification, this resulted in
savings in both time and travel costs, which is highlighted as one of the advantages of tele-
phone interviews (Irvine et al., 2012; Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004).

All leaders were contacted in advance, which is recommended if conducting semi-
structured qualitative interviews over the telephone (Trier-Bieniek, 2012). The interviews
lasted from 50–90 min, and there was no difference in length or detail between the face-to-
face and the telephone interviews. The content of the interviews was not altered by the
change of medium, something that is supported by comparisons made of the quality of
data collected using both methods in the same study (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004).
However, combining the two interview types into one study requires an awareness of
the differences. In the case of a telephone interview, a visual meeting will be absent.
Such absence can limit our understanding and the possibility of a “natural” meeting,
which is important for generating rich qualitative data (Novick, 2008). To preserve the
credibility (Tracy, 2010) and consistency of the data (Olsen, 2003), “thick descriptions”
that go into greater depth are sought (Sweet, 2002). Artefacts that do not require visual
contacts, such as humour and silence, are preserved over the telephone, while nods and
other artefacts that require a visual encounter naturally cease to apply in telephone inter-
views. The interviews were recorded and transcribed and sent to the leaders for review.
From the printouts, it is not possible to distinguish the telephone interviews from the
face-to-face interviews, and it is, therefore, difficult to point out any systematic bias in
the data material that would be decisive for the analysis. The study was approved by
the Norwegian Centre for Research Data and was conducted following ethical guidelines.

Thematic analyses have been used in the analysis of the data. This is a coding process that
seeks to unearth the themes salient in a text at different levels (Attride-Sterling, 2001, p. 387).
The study contains information from all participants on the same themes, which is a premise
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for theme-centred analyses (Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 2017). Deductive and induc-
tive approaches are combined in the coding of the data (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006),
which is recommended to avoid “overcoding” and to make the analyses more transparent,
and simpler to complete (Overgaard & Bovin, 2014, p. 244). Nvivo was used to assist in the
process of analysis. The use of computer-assisted qualitative data analysis (CAQDAS), such
as Nvivo, can lead to a reduction in the overall picture of theory, data and analysis process.
Since the coding process can be done quickly, increased coding with the use of software in
comparison to manual coding may occur (Welsch, 2002). Such programs should therefore
only be considered as an aid (King, 2004b; Mason, 2018). The criticism that has been
directed at theme-centred analysis is grounded in the failure to take an overall perspective
(Nowell et al., 2017). To maintain a comprehensive understanding of the data material, the
statements from each interview were compared with the interview as a whole, and analyses
of the relationship between the themes were performed.

Results and analyses

This section presents the analysis of the data material. The analysis shows that the data
material is twofold. It centres in part on what challenges the child welfare leaders face,
and in part on whether the child welfare leaders experience these challenges as paradoxical
tensions. When there is congruence in what the leaders perceive as challenges, it is referred
to as the “child welfare leaders”. When there are differences in the leaders’ answers, these
are described.

Contradictory elements in the child welfare leaders’ everyday practice

In the interviews with child welfare leaders, it emerges that their ordinary working lives
consist of many contradictory considerations and that they experience a great deal of
pressure from different quarters. Some say that they find themselves at the intersection
of conflicting pressures between expectations and demands from employees, professional
leaders, superiors and political groups. Figure 2 summarizes the contradictions to which
child welfare leaders have to relate. We use the figure in further analysis.

Freedom and control

The child welfare leaders experience a great deal of freedom in the exercise of their lea-
dership functions. 18 of 20 say that despite constraints on resources, they have

Figure 2. Contradictory elements that trigger paradoxical tensions.
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managerial discretion to attend to operations in an acceptable manner. At the same time,
they are experiencing greater control via increased requirements for reporting and docu-
mentation, as well as an increased focus on the service from national authorities,
agencies with which they cooperate, and wider society. The mandate forms part of the
framework for the child welfare leaders’ managerial discretion. The leaders’ main
emphasis is that they have a clear mandate for the job as child welfare leader. Only 2
leaders considered the mandate as unclear. They highlighted that in the administrative
part of the position it is unclear what the mandate entails, and believe this is because the
administrative part of the job has grown without clarifying what the responsibilities of
the leader are. When asked whether the child welfare leaders can attend to their
mandate, the response is divided. Half of the leaders say that they can. Half say that
they are only capable of fulfilling part of the mandate, at the same time pointing out
some of the challenges that make it difficult to adequately fulfil the mandate. Lack of
time means that they cannot perform all the functions properly. Broader functions,
an increase in the number of concern reports and complex issues, growing expectations
and increased requirements for knowledge and competence all render it challenging to
fulfil the mandate.

Standardization and individual adjustments

All the leaders are experiencing an increasing demand for standardization in the form of
manuals and national programs in the work with children and their families. It is still
expected that individual adjustments are made. In the work with the staff, situation-
based leadership is expected to be arranged for each staff member to the greatest degree
possible. Having to make individual adjustments while fulfilling expectations of an
efficient service is perceived as a contradiction.

Resources and quality

The child welfare managers talk about lack of resources or wrongly assembled resources in
the form of time, initiatives, expertise, finances and personnel, while at the same time there
is a need to satisfy differing quality requirements related to the profession, expertise, docu-
mentation and reliability. The child welfare leaders describe the increasing degree of
national regulations and believe that they do not always have the necessary managerial dis-
cretion to fulfil these. The conflicting considerations they have to make are often perceived
as contradictory.

Organizational requirements and professional considerations

All of the child welfare leaders highlights that organizational requirements often have to
give way to professional considerations. Achieving ideal solutions for children and
families, it is perceived that professional and professional considerations, as well as the
safeguarding of staff, may constitute a contradiction to the resources available. It is
often expected that one has clear answers, something that child welfare leaders find
difficult to provide in a service characterized by discretion.
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Exploitation and exploration

All of the leaders perceive the relationship between exploitation and exploration as chal-
lenging and contradictory. Requirements and expectations for work on development and
transformation can be met to a lesser degree, and the focus on day-to-day tasks is what
draws their attention. The leaders point out that it is challenging to make time for devel-
opment because the service has increased in scope and the resources are not commensu-
rate with the functions of the work. In the absence of resources, daily operations are
prioritized over other tasks. The data material shows that the child welfare leaders are
largely task-oriented when it comes to what the leaders devote their attention to. They
are oriented towards functions and employees. Very few (3 out of 20) are oriented
towards the work of transformation, and none towards strategy. Task orientation is dis-
played through statements from child welfare leaders that they aim to act properly,
solve daily tasks, be gatekeepers to prevent poor decision-making, provide sufficient
resources, plan, as well as create reliable structures and frameworks.

Interdisciplinary collaboration and organizational and legal framework

When it comes to demands for interdisciplinary and interagency cooperation, child
welfare leaders experience both organizational and legal barriers. As an example, child
welfare, health care and psychiatry are all governed by differing legislation. This is not per-
ceived as a common offering, rather several offerings side by side. They describe a situation
characterized by the duplication of effort, and one where it is difficult to achieve seamless
coordination for children and young people. This is perceived as contradictory when seen
against the demands and expectations for cooperation for the benefit of the child.

That which the child welfare leaders perceive as contradictory considerations are
twofold. This is in part a question of contradictions related to how national demands
and expectations can be satisfied in their municipal service, and in part of contradictions
related to their expectations of the service. For example, some child welfare leaders want
more room for discretion, while at the same time seeking clearer legislation and guidelines.
Both are perceived as paradoxical tensions, and centre upon how the child welfare leaders
perceive their situations as leaders and their scope for action to lead.

Discussion

Our analysis and Figure 2 shows that child welfare leaders perceive contradictory
elements. The elements work together and trigger paradoxical tensions. This section con-
tains a discussion on how we can understand the leadership challenges that child welfare
leaders face based on paradox theory.

In each context, such as child welfare leadership, the identification of paradoxes
depends on what actors perceive as contradictory yet interrelated elements (Keegan,
Brandl, & Aust, 2019; Putnam et al., 2016). Child welfare leaders experience paradoxical
tensions, and they face multiple—not just single—paradoxes. The paradoxes are experi-
enced in connection with leaders’ job functions, in which roles and activities are often con-
tradictory (Jarzabkowski & Lê, 2017). The paradoxes are particularly evident in an
environment where scarcity occurs, where working life is characterized by change, or
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where we find ourselves in the context of a plurality of institutional logics, actors and
demands. Logic can be defined as norms, values and incorporated ways of thinking that
guide judgements and decisions (Blomgren & Waks, 2015), meaning that managers
have to adhere to many different rules of play (Heiberg Johansen, 2018, p. 19; Smith &
Lewis, 2011).

Drawing on the paradox typologies presented earlier, child welfare leaders experience
conflicting and paradoxical situations related to the paradox of organizing, the paradox of
performing and the paradox of learning. To a lesser degree, paradoxical tensions can be
explained by the paradox of belonging. Under the paradox of organizing, there are con-
tradictions between freedom and control, organizational requirements and professional
considerations as well as interdisciplinary cooperation and organizational and legal frame-
works. The child welfare leaders encounter the demands of different teams, both nationally
and locally, and ordinary working life is characterized by plurality in institutional logics.
National authorities emphasize different considerations than local partners and to some
extent the child welfare leaders themselves do, and the leader has to deal with these
often contradictory logics. There are expectations from national authorities that the lea-
dership role of the child welfare leader is professionalized through the clarification of
leaders’ understandings of roles, and the strengthening of leadership competence (The
Norwegian Directorate for Children; Youth and Family Affairs, 2017). It is expected
that the child welfare leader has broad competence, practices effective leadership, as
well as exercises professional discretion that is legally grounded. The child welfare
leader has to be able to master different types of leadership: child welfare management,
professional management, strategic management, personnel management, financial man-
agement and public management (The Norwegian Directorate for Children; Youth and
Family Affairs, 2017). Comparing this with the child welfare leaders’ description of
their challenges, we see that this lays the groundwork for paradoxical tensions to arise.

Under the paradox of performing, discretion is challenged and paradoxical tensions are
experienced between demands and expectations for standardization and individual adjust-
ments. This applies both to assistance given to the individual child and family, and to
employees. Paradoxical tensions arise when there are contradictions in demands and
expectations both in how the work is performed and of the efforts invested in it. It is
difficult to achieve a balance between execution and effort if, as a child welfare leader,
one experiences scarcity in finances, staff, time and expertise.

The paradox of learning centres on tensions in the perception of time. Child welfare
leaders have to concurrently stabilize and transform the organization. Turnover is a
major problem in Norwegian child welfare services (Johansen, 2014), and child welfare
leaders must, therefore, ensure that employees are recruited with the right expertise and
at the same time prevent a large degree of turnover in positions. This is done through
the supervision and follow-up of the employees. National authorities have pointed to a
lack of expertise in Norwegian child welfare (The Norwegian Directorate for Children;
Youth and Family Affairs, 2016). Increasing and retaining the expertise in each municipal
child welfare service requires that child welfare leaders have both a short-term and a long-
term perspective on what they do. We see that with child welfare leaders, demands and
expectations for both exploration and exploitation lead to paradoxical tensions, and
they, therefore, prioritize exploitation over exploration. For many leaders, the expectations
to work strategically with long-term operational, adaptive and development goals while at
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the same time making a pragmatic budgetary priority where children at greatest risk are
ensured optimal assistance first (The Norwegian Directorate for Children; Youth and
Family Affairs, 2017, p. 10) can actuate paradoxical and contradictory situations. (text
moved from the previous page). To deal with this situation, they prioritize short-term
over long-term actions.

We are not able to identify child welfare leaders as perceiving paradoxes related to
belonging—that is, tensions related to their identities as leaders or their belonging in
the organization. This may be because the child welfare leaders have a strong affinity
for their professions (Toresen, 2014, p. 292), and that one has specialized expertise in a
demarcated area. In this way, both one’s identity and belonging are strengthened, and
one appears confident in one’s role.

The child welfare leaders experience these paradoxes at different levels across level, time
and phenomenon—such as fewer resources—but increased expectations of quality and
impact. One of the consequences of paradoxical tensions is that doubts about professional
discretion are formed. At the same time, child welfare leaders have to manage scarce
resources, innovate and improve quality all while developing new core competencies
and becoming better at utilizing existing expertise.

Coping with and working through paradoxes

The analysis shows that child welfare leaders perceive tensions between contradictory
demands and deal with them in different ways. The perception of paradoxical tensions
can trigger various responses; research has identified several different types, see for
example Smith and Lewis (2011) and Poole and Van de Ven (1989). The responses are
grouped based on whether they lead to negative or positive implications, such as defensive,
avoidance-based or proactive responses (Keegan et al., 2019). Defensive responses provide
short-term relief from paradoxical tensions; proactive responses try to deal with paradoxes
on a longer-term basis (Jarzabkowski & Lê, 2017).

Paradox scholars focus on how alternative strategies for handling tensions can foster
virtuous and avoid vicious cycles (Keegan et al., 2019). How child welfare leaders
respond to tensions, and whether responses lead to virtuous and vicious cycles, is depen-
dent on many factors. One of these factors is whether leaders are open to contradictions
and avoid simplification, such as by choosing one or the other. Defensive responses to
paradoxes foster vicious cycles. Vicious cycles can emerge when child welfare leaders sim-
plify paradoxical tensions, prioritize either one or another contradictory element, and
choose between them (Smith & Lewis, 2011).

The child welfare leaders’ reactions to paradoxes can be viewed as an interactive and
dynamic process in which the leaders negotiate with themselves while experiencing the
situation as paradoxical, and often switch from one reaction to another. The child
welfare leader prioritizes exploitation over exploration—that is, the leader prioritizes
one element and allows it to dominate or override the other element of the paradox.
The child welfare leader is suppressing demands (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). This is a defen-
sive response. The child welfare leader faces the paradoxical tensions between professional
considerations and organizational requirements by a splitting response.

That is, dealing with tensions by separating elements temporarily, such as dealing with
one, then the other (Keegan et al., 2019). The professional considerations are first solved
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by the fact that the child welfare leaders are task-oriented and largely concerned with the
process-active leadership functions. They are concerned with the procedural, such as coor-
dinating, motivating and providing social support by follow-up and supervision of
employees (Kirkhaug, 2019, pp. 83, 84). The principal focus seems to be the emphasis
on professional leadership, in which guidelines are laid down for how the job should be
performed and what professional standards should be maintained in the service.

Concerning most of the paradoxical tensions described by the child welfare leaders,
they relate to both elements of the paradoxes and make it known that both elements
are important, that they are mutually dependent, and that both must be accommodated.
One such way of responding to paradoxical tensions is called adjusting, and is a proactive
response (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). To achieve virtuous cycles, one must effect a proactive
response to paradoxical tensions. In this way, negative and paralysing emotions associated
with paradoxical tensions can be overcome (Keegan et al., 2019).

In attempting to understand child welfare leadership from a paradoxical perspective, it is
important to assume that a dynamic relationship exists between the conflicting forces that
create paradoxical tensions. This requires a processual perspective so that we can under-
stand how each element of the paradoxes continuously informs and defines the others. It
is also important to understand what constitutes the sources of paradoxical tensions.
Both structures and child welfare leaders’ perceptions are sources of paradoxical tension,
and leaders may only experience these tensions under particular circumstances (Fairhurst
et al., 2016).When childwelfare leaders have to dealwith paradoxes, it is a questionof an on-
going process of “coping with” or “working through” paradoxes. Awareness of paradoxical
tensions helps leaders to focus on how their response is constructed “in everyday practice”
(Jarzabkowski & Lê, 2017). Paradoxes can cause paralysis and indecision, and they can
foster creativity and innovation. An important skill for the child welfare leader is therefore
to practice paradoxical thinking. Paradoxical thinking contributes to complexity manage-
ment rather than to complexity reduction. When the everyday working lives of leaders
are complex, we often desire simplification, standardization and alignment (Nielsen
et al., 2018). This is perceived as both easier to relate to and easier to control.

Concluding comments

This article identified challenges that leaders of Norwegian child welfare services face in
their everyday practice. These are described and explained from a paradoxical perspective.
The analyses show that child welfare leaders manage multiple, interrelated paradoxes.
Child welfare leaders have to relate to ever-increasing complexity, both strategically and
practically. Against the current situation in Norwegian child welfare, it can seem as
though child welfare leaders prioritize professional considerations and standards over
national organizational requirements for deadlines, manuals, requirements for documen-
tation and procedures, and that they see that their value and professional standards are
often difficult to reconcile with national bureaucratic demands.

Leadership contains dilemmas and paradoxes, and we see that the number of paradoxes
has increased and that priorities and leadership decisions have a limited shelf life. Para-
doxical tensions foster doubts about professional judgement. We are seeing this today
in the contours of Norwegian child welfare. Professional judgement is being placed
under the microscope and is framed by the introduction of requirements for expertise,
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more rules and procedures, the use of manuals, as well as growing requirements for docu-
mentation and control. Professional judgement is viewed from a bureaucratic understand-
ing of knowledge (Bjørnebekk, 2010) in which the exercising of discretion is transformed
into a technical exercise that is impersonal, cognitive and rational. This leads to paradox-
ical tensions for the child welfare leader, who largely exercises collective judgement, along-
side his or her colleagues, in which personal, relational and situational factors play a role
(Olsvik & Saus, 2019). The child welfare leaders point out that there is too much focus on
doing things right rather than doing the right things. This contributes to reducing the
leaders’ managerial discretion.

If we are to fully understand child welfare leadership, we need to see it from different
angles, and then paradox theory can contribute with its approaches (Kirkhaug, 2015 Schad
et al., 2016;). Paradox theory focuses on approaching paradoxes dynamically over time
based on a recognition that such tensions never go away (Keegan et al., 2019). Such an
approach would be able to give leaders awareness of and a tool to deal with the paradoxical
tensions that they perceive. Yukl (2013) emphasizes that leadership must be adapted to
circumstances. This means that leadership skills must also be adapted to the circum-
stances, which can be challenging in a leader’s ordinary working day challenged by scar-
city, change and a great diversity in institutional logics. Learning to live and thrive with
paradoxes will be a vital skill of child welfare leaders. Despite the relatively low number
of informants, we have demonstrated the relevance of paradox theory for understanding
the leadership in child welfare. We recommend further research in this area.

Note

1. We considered use of skype instead of telephone interview, but because of the introduction of
the General Data Protection Regulation (The European Parliament, 2016), recording of per-
sonally identifiable material such as audio and video files became more strictly regulated.
Both national guidelines (NSD- Norwegian Centre for Research Data, 2020) and policy at
UiT The Arctic University of Norway (2020) do not allow devices (e.g. mobile phones
and laptops) connected to the network to be used for recording sound or image. We used
a speaker telephone and the interviews were recorded on a recorder with an external
memory card.
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