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Abstract 

 
 

This research focuses on a humanitarian aid organization operating in Pakistan. The 

research examines the paradoxes faced by four distinct leaders within an organization. As 

part of a multiple-case study approach, each individual leader is the unit of analysis for the 

research. This study explores how these leaders navigate paradoxical situations in their 

distinct job roles. The data is obtained through a semi-structured interview that highlights the 

critical role of flexible decision-making strategies in enhancing the resilience and 

effectiveness of the organization, ultimately benefiting disaster victims by ensuring timely and 

sustainable assistance. This study contributes valuable insights into leadership in 

humanitarian contexts, particularly in managing paradoxical challenges. 
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Introduction 

 
A paradox, according to the Oxford Dictionary, is a statement that appears unlikely 

due to the presence of two competing ideas, but is most likely true. The name "paradox" 

comes from the Greek word "paradoxes," where "doxes" means opposite to established 

wisdom or common sense, and "para" means against or over (Storey & Salaman, 2008). 

Paradoxes are frequently used to describe contradictory demands and opinions. They depict 

odd scenarios in which seemingly rational assumptions lead to difficult-to-accept outcomes. 
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According to Christopher and Cowie (2022), such scenarios do not necessarily imply an 

improbable outcome; rather, they call into question fundamental assumptions, needing more 

in-depth research to resolve the underlying tension. Paradoxes have become accepted in 

organizational studies as crucial analytical tools for understanding complex dynamics, 

requiring leaders to go beyond traditional reasoning and skilfully negotiate the inherent 

contradictions they confront. 

 

In Humanitarian Aid organizations (HAOs), especially those operating in challenging 

environments like Pakistan, leaders frequently face paradoxes that complicate their mission to 

alleviate human suffering. These paradoxes arise from the need to balance conflicting 

demands, such as maintaining neutrality while advocating for human rights, and addressing 

immediate relief needs alongside long-term development goals. The Volatile, Uncertain, 

Complex, and Ambiguous (VUCA) environments in which these organizations operate 

further intensify these challenges, making leadership in HAOs distinctly different from that in 

traditional, profit-driven businesses (Murugan et al., 2021). In research involving sensitive 

geopolitical contexts, particularly within humanitarian operations in conflict or politically 

unstable regions, maintaining the anonymity of organizations is crucial. One the request of 

interviewees the organization is not named to ensure ensuring the focus remains on the 

broader challenges faced by aid organizations without compromising the safety of leaders 

involved in the interview. Further, this multiple case study research investigates the 

experiences of four leaders working in varied roles within Pakistan to see how they confront 

these paradoxes. The study aims to answer the questions about How do you define paradoxes 

to effectively meet the requirements of disaster victims? How do you classify paradoxes that 

surface in your organization? What response can be adopted in effectively dealing with 

paradoxes is adopted in the aid organization? How in your view leaders of Humanitarian Aid 

Organizations while addressing paradoxes can better serve disaster victims needs in Pakistan? 
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These questions aim to uncover the strategies and thought processes that enable leaders 

to address the complex and often contradictory demands of their roles, ultimately enhancing 

the effectiveness of humanitarian responses in a challenging context. 

 

Background 

 
The concept of paradox is becoming increasingly important in management and 

organizational studies, especially as firms negotiate complicated and competitive situations. A 

paradox, defined as a situation featuring conflicting yet interconnected elements, frequently 

presents leaders with obstacles that require innovative and dynamic solutions to overcome. 

These paradoxes are especially widespread and complex in humanitarian relief agencies due to 

their distinct mission and operating environments (Van Wassenhove, 2006). 

Such organizations function within circumstances that are marked by volatility, 

uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity, occasionally referred to as VUCA. These 

organizations exhibit substantial differences compared to standard business enterprises, 

which primarily prioritize profit maximization and competitive market positioning. 

Humanitarian organizations, contrary, are committed to mitigating human distress by 

providing urgent assistance, frequently in critical situations. This mission presents distinctive 

challenges, such as the requirement to promptly and efficiently address difficult 

circumstances, strike a balance between immediate relief efforts and future development 

projects, handle donor requirements while maintaining operational agility, and navigate the 

political and cultural constraints that are inherent in diverse and frequently volatile settings 

(Heaslip, 2013; Thomas & Kopczak, 2005). 
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Leaders in humanitarian relief agencies play an important role in resolving these 

difficult situations. Their job demands them to strike a balance between immediate, pressing 

requirements and longer-term goals. For example, a relief manager working for Humanitarian 

Organization and in charge of a supply warehouse must determine how to allocate limited 

resources to address the most current demands without compromising future operations. This 

decision-making process demonstrates the paradoxes that leaders face on a regular basis, as 

they must make decisions with both immediate and long-term effects (Miron-Spektor et al., 

2017). 

 

The paradoxes faced by leaders in these organizations are not just operational but also 

ethical in nature. For example, leaders must balance the need for neutrality and impartiality to 

access conflict zones with the moral imperative to advocate for human rights. This creates a 

tension between maintaining the organization’s access and credibility in politically sensitive 

areas and fulfilling its ethical responsibilities to advocate for vulnerable populations. Such 

paradoxes are further complicated by the need to adhere to international requirements while 

empowering local stakeholders, which can sometimes result in the disempowerment of those 

very actors due to the centralization of decision-making (Barter & Sumlut, 2022). 

 

Humanitarian leaders in Pakistan face particularly significant challenges. The country's 

regular catastrophes, along with socioeconomic issues, create an unstable atmosphere in which 

humanitarian relief agencies must operate. Leaders in these organizations must manage 

paradoxes such as balancing the requirement for immediate emergency reaction with the 

importance of long-term development strategy. They must also manage the expectations of 

international funders, who expect accountability and demonstrable results, while being flexible 

enough to respond to quickly changing realities on the ground (Smith and Lewis, 2012). 



Remittances Review 
August 2024, 

Volume: 9, No: 4, pp.541-555 
ISSN: 2059-6588(Print) | ISSN 2059-6596(Online) 

545 remittancesreview.com 

 

 

The scarcity of research on the paradoxes encountered by these organizations in 

Pakistan highlights a critical gap in the literature. Understanding these paradoxes, and the 

strategies leaders use to manage them, is essential for improving organizational performance 

and resilience. Investigating how leaders balance the conflicting demands of immediate action 

and ethical considerations can provide valuable insights into the leadership strategies that are 

most effective in these challenging environments. Such research can help humanitarian 

organizations develop tailored strategies to manage the complex and often contradictory 

demands they face, ultimately leading to more effective aid delivery and better outcomes for 

disaster victims (Midgley, 2023). 

 

The history of Humanitarian Organization in Pakistan is shaped by the country's 

frequent natural disasters and complex political landscape. Following the devastating cyclone 

Bhola in 1970, which struck what is now Bangladesh, the Government of Pakistan realized the 

inadequacies in its disaster response systems, leading to the establishment of the Emergency 

Relief Cell (ERC). However, the ERC was primarily focused on post-disaster relief rather than 

preparedness and mitigation, highlighting the need for a more comprehensive disaster 

management approach (Cheema, Mehmood & Imran, 2016). 

 

Methodology 

 
 

The research methodology employed in this study is designed to explore the paradoxes 

faced by leaders of such organizations operating in Pakistan. A qualitative multiple case 

study approach was chosen due to its effectiveness in capturing the complexities and 

contextual nuances of these organizations. The study employs a purposive sampling strategy 

to select participants who are most likely to provide rich, relevant data regarding the 

paradoxes encountered in their roles. Participants include senior leaders, Deputy 

Representatives, Senior 
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Field Security Officers, Senior Operations Officers, and Senior Supply Officers in Pakistan. 

This selection ensures a diverse range of perspectives, capturing the multifaceted nature of 

paradoxes. (Creswell & Poth, 2017). A total of four detailed semi-structured interviews were 

conducted, despite initially planning for six, as data saturation was reached. Saturation is a 

critical point in qualitative research where no new themes or insights are emerging from the 

data, indicating that the sample size is sufficient to comprehensively understand the 

phenomenon under study (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). 

 

Thematic analysis was employed to analyze the data collected from the interviews, 

following the six-phase approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). These are 

Familiarization with the Data, Generating Initial Codes, Searching for Themes, Reviewing 

Themes, Defining and Naming Themes, Producing the Report. This method is particularly 

effective in identifying and interpreting patterns and themes across different cases, allowing 

for a comprehensive understanding of the paradoxes faced. 

 

This systematic approach ensures that the analysis is thorough and rigorous by providing 

deep insights into the paradoxical challenges encountered by leaders in the humanitarian sector 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The coding process involved breaking down the data into discrete 

segments and assigning codes that capture the essence of each segment. These codes were then 

grouped into broader themes that reflect the underlying patterns in the data. Thematic analysis 

facilitated the comparison and contrasting of data across four cases, revealing both unique and 

common challenges faced by the Humanitarian Aid Organization under study (Miles, 

Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). 

 

To explore the complex dynamics within Humanitarian Aid Organization in Pakistan, 

four representatives— the Deputy Representative, the Senior Operations Officer, the Senior 
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Supply Officer, and the Senior Field Security Officer—were approached for an in-depth 

analysis. Thematic analysis was conducted by posing four critical questions (Table 1) to these 

representatives, focusing on understanding and addressing organizational paradoxes in the 

context of disaster relief efforts. 

 

The interviews with the leaders of the Humanitarian Aid Organization in Pakistan were 

analyzed using the Braun and Clarke (2006) method. Initially, the researcher engaged in an in- 

depth review of the transcripts, carefully reviewing them multiple times to fully understand the 

material. During this process, the researcher took initial notes on the fundamental topics. 

Subsequently, the researchers defined and categorized primary codes, which signify significant 

aspects of the data that are relevant to the study questions. 

Q1: How do you 

define paradoxes to 

effectively meet the 

requirements of 

disaster victims? 

Q2: How do you 

classify paradoxes that 

surface in your 

organization? 

Q3: What response 

can be adopted in 

effectively dealing 

with paradoxes is 

adopted in the aid 

organization? 

Q4: How in your view 

leaders of humanitarian 

organizations while 

addressing paradoxes can 

better serve disaster 

victims needs in 

Pakistan? 

What is paradox in 

your view? (If you are 

not aware of it then 

define) 

How would you 

classify or categories 

paradoxes in broader 

category? 

Now that we know 

of paradoxes how 

do you think we 

can deal with 

paradoxes? 

How can disaster victims 

benefit when paradoxes 

are managed effectively? 

What are different 

types of paradoxes 

that you can think of 

in your organization? 

 

How did you identify 

them (paradoxes)? 
 

Using one of the 

examples of paradoxes 

above how do you 

tend to manage them? 

Can you give an 

example from the 

category you made 

above? 

 

What is the benefit of 

classification of 

paradoxes in your 

view? 

 What strategies can you 

think to better serve 

disaster victims by 

managing paradoxes in 

case of your 

organization? 

 

Table 1: Main question and follow-up questions posed to the leader. 
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After the coding the next phase was implemented which is of theme development. 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006) the next stage is to search for themes, which are then 

refined and structured into bigger themes that reflect the essence of the material. A list of codes 

given in table 2. shows how transcript of the interview was coded for Deputy Representative 

of UNBO. Similar codes were obtained from the four respondents and integrated into one 

refined table that lead to generation of themes. In Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis 

method, theme formation is an important stage in analyzing qualitative data. The researcher 

consolidated the basic codes into broader prospective themes, thereby organizing the data into 

understandable patterns. This approach involves arranging related codes and determining how 

they might form a coherent category that reflects important characteristics of the research 

subject. 
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RQ 1: How do 

leaders of H.A. 

organizations 

operating in 

Pakistan address 

paradoxes to 

effectively meet the 

requirements of 

disaster victims? 

RQ2: How do 

leaders of H.A. 

organizations 

classify 

paradoxes that 

surface in H.A. 

organizations 

operating in 

Pakistan? 

RQ3: What response in 

effectively dealing with 

paradoxes is adopted by the 

leaders that surface in aid 

organizations? 

RQ4: How leaders of 

humanitarian organizations 

can while addressing 

paradoxes can better serve 

disaster victims needs in 

Pakistan? 

What is paradox in 

your view? (If you 

are not aware of it 

them then define) 

Constantly face 

paradoxes 

Immediate relief vs 

long term relief 

focused on 

sustainable 

solutions. 

Geo-political 

constraints 

What are different 

types of paradoxes 

that you can think of 

in your 

organization? 

 

Resource allocation 

paradox 

Policy vs practice 

paradox 

Global policies vs 

local practices and 

realities paradox 

Security vs 

accessibility 

paradox 

 

How did you 

identify them 

(paradoxes)? 

Continuous 

Operational 

Assessments 

Field Reports for 

Real-time Insights 

How would you 

classify or 

categories 

paradoxes in 

broader 

category? 

 

Classification 

of Ethical and 

Resource 

Paradoxes 

Balancing 

Long-term 

Sustainability 

and Immediate 

Relief 

Managing 

Moral and 

Ethical 

Decision- 

making 

Strategic 

Leadership for 

Effective 

Resource 

Management 

 

 
Can you given an 

example from the 

category you 

made above? 

Protection vs. 

Sovereignty 

Paradox 

Respecting Host 

Nation Laws and 

Now that we know of 

paradoxes how do you think 

we can deal with paradoxes? 

 

Flexible and Adaptable 

Methods 

Open Communication and 

Collaborative Problem-solving 

Integrated Tactics for 

Addressing Paradoxes 

Continuous Monitoring and 

Assessment 

Strategic Direction and 

Resource Management by 

Deputy Representative 

How can disaster victims 

benefit when paradoxes are 

managed effectively? 

 

Timely and Suitable Assistance 

for Immediate and Long-term 

Needs 

Effective Resource Utilization 

Sustainable Initiatives for 

Improved Recovery 

Increased Confidence and 

Cooperation Among 

Stakeholders 

Comprehensive and Long- 

lasting Support for Disaster 

Victims 

What strategies can you think 

to better serve disaster victims 

by managing paradoxes in case 

of your organization? 

Integrated Response Plans 

Balancing Relief and 

Development 

 

Strengthening National and 

International Partnerships 

 

Enhancing Flexibility in 

Resource 

Allocation 

Inclusive Decision-making 

Involving effective 

Communities 

 

Promoting UNHCR Objectives 

and Supervising 

Multi-Year Strategy 

Implementation 
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Stakeholder 

Feedback from 

Local Authorities, 

Partners, and 

Communities 

Identifying 

Competing Needs 

and Areas of 

Concern 

Direct Experiences 

and Challenges 

During Program 

Implementation 

Utilizing Diverse 

Information Sources 

for Complexity 

Management 

 
 

Using one of the 

examples of 

paradoxes above 

how do you tend to 

manage them? 

 

Balanced Strategy 

for Resource 

Allocation 

Immediate Relief 

and Long-term 

Sustainability 

Needs Assessments 

for Urgent Needs 

Strategic Planning 

for Effective 

Resource Allocation 

Collaboration with 

Local and 

International 

Partners 

Program Monitoring 

and Evaluation for 

Sustainability 

Safeguarding 

Refugee Rights 

Diplomatic 

Negotiation and 

Legal 

Frameworks 

Building Trust 

with Local 

Leaders 

Active 

Cooperation and 

Communication 

with Government 

and Stakeholders 

 

What is the 

benefit of 

classification of 

paradoxes in 

your view? 

 

Developing 

Unique Methods 

and Answers 

Effective 

Resource 

Allocation Based 

on Paradox 

Nature 

Improved 

Comprehension 

of Complex 

Topics 

Streamlined 

Decision-making 

Processes 

Enhanced 

Stakeholder 

Communication 

and 

Collaboration 

Administration 

of Resources and 

Activities for 

Multi-Year 

Strategy 

  

 

Table 2: Codes generated from the transcripts for one Deputy Representative of UNBO 
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In the next stage codes were reviewed. This led to generation of potential themes which 

were again critically evaluated in light of the coded data extracts and the whole transcripts. 

This assessment ensures that each theme appropriately captures the underlying patterns in the 

data, and that the themes and data have a clear, logical link. If the themes do not work well 

together, they were adjusted, integrated, or even removed. Finally, themes were defined and 

named. Each theme was developed, given a clear description, and labelled in a way that 

conveys its core essence. This stage involved refining the themes' scope and focus, ensuring 

they are unique and collectively tell a coherent story about the data. The themes listed in Table 

3 were developed using Braun and Clarke (2006) process and in total four themes were 

generated. The table further shows further description of each of the four themes that were 

generated. 

 
 

Theme Name Explanation of the Theme 

Theme 1: Definition of 

Paradox in the 

Humanitarian Sector 

Paradoxes in the humanitarian sector are inherent conflicts that leaders must 

resolve to achieve effective results. For instance, balancing immediate relief 

with long-term sustainability is a significant paradox, as seen in resource 

allocation for disaster relief versus planning for growth. 

Theme 2: Different 

Types of Paradoxes 

Humanitarian leaders categorize paradoxes into various types to address them 

more effectively. Examples include ethical paradoxes like balancing refugee 

protection with national sovereignty, and resource-based paradoxes like 

deciding between immediate relief and long-term infrastructure investment. 

Theme 3: Effectively 

Dealing with 

Paradoxes 

Effective paradox management in humanitarian relief involves adaptability, 

collaboration, and continuous learning. Leaders use adaptive management, 

prioritize needs based on data, and maintain open communication, thereby 

ensuring more resilient and responsive humanitarian operations. 

Theme 4: Benefit of 

Effective Paradox 

Management for 

Disaster Victims 

Disaster victims benefit directly from effective paradox management, as it 

ensures timely and appropriate aid. This includes better resource utilization, 

increased trust, and comprehensive support, leading to both immediate relief 

and long-term stability for affected communities. 

Table 3: Developed themes based on interviews. 
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Major Findings 

 
The study emphasizes crucial aspects of paradox management in the humanitarian 

sector, notably among Humanitarian Aid Organization functioning in difficult circumstances 

such as Pakistan. These findings are crucial because they provide insight on how leaders handle 

complicated and often competing demands to maintain immediate and long-term operational 

efficiency. Understanding and managing these paradoxes enables humanitarian leaders to 

improve decision-making processes, enhance resource allocation, and ultimately boost the 

efficiency of their initiatives. The research evidence supports the following important findings: 

i. Inherent Operational Tensions: Paradoxes in the humanitarian industry, such as combining 

immediate aid with long-term sustainability, present crucial challenges for leaders. These 

tensions are not just obstacles to strategic decision-making, as evidenced by the need to divide 

resources between immediate disaster relief and future growth according to the Deputy 

Representative of Humanitarian Aid Organization operating in Pakistan. 

ii. Categorization of Paradoxes: Humanitarian leaders characterize paradoxes into four 

types: ethical, resource-based, operational, and strategic. This classification enables specific 

policies, such as combining refugee protection with national sovereignty or meeting current 

needs while planning investments in infrastructure. 

iv. Adaptive management is a key approach: Effective paradox management requires 

flexibility, data-driven decision-making, and open communication. Leaders that use flexible 

methods and prioritize according to vulnerability are better able to manage the intricacies of 

humanitarian operations, guaranteeing both safety and efficiency in operation. 

v. Enhanced Resilience through Effective Paradox Management: Successfully managing 

paradoxes immediately benefits disaster victims by ensuring that aid arrives on time and is 

enduring. Integrated response plans and open decision-making result in more effective resource 
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usage and increased community resilience, which helps to preserve trust and provide 

comprehensive support to affected communities as indicated by the Deputy Representative of 

the Humanitarian Aid Organization. 

Implications for Future Research 

 
Future study might prioritize conducting a comparative investigation of how various 

types of aid agencies, such as multinational NGOs, local NGOs, and government-based groups, 

navigate paradoxes in different geopolitical circumstances. By adopting a comparative 

perspective, we can gain useful insights into how strategies for leadership can adapt and be 

effective in different organizational frameworks and cultural situations. Through the analysis 

of how these organizations navigate comparable paradoxical situations, researchers may 

identify optimal strategies and prospective avenues for enhancement. This research could also 

uncover how the size, resources, and mandates of an organization affect its capacity to manage 

conflicting demands. Moreover, gaining insight into the influence of geopolitical factors on 

these contradictions would provide a more comprehensive viewpoint on leadership within the 

humanitarian field. This research has the potential to ultimately contribute to the creation of 

more specific and efficient techniques for handling paradoxes, hence improving the overall 

effectiveness of Humanitarian. activities under multiple situations. 

 

Conclusion 

 
 

This research offers insight into the paradoxes faced by leaders of a Humanitarian Aid 

Organization operating in Pakistan. The study highlights that leaders in these organizations 

constantly navigate conflicting demands, such as the tension between immediate disaster relief 

and long-term development goals, as well as ethical dilemmas like maintaining neutrality while 

advocating for the safety of disaster victims. The findings suggest that effective paradox 
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management is crucial for enhancing organizational resilience and ensuring that aid efforts 

benefit disaster victims. By categorizing paradoxes into categories, leaders can better identify 

and address the specific challenges they face. Adaptive strategies, including flexible decision- 

making, open communication, and scenario planning, emerge as essential tools for managing 

complex situations. The study concludes that successful paradox management not only 

improves the efficiency and effectiveness of humanitarian operations but also directly benefits 

disaster victims by providing more specific and enduring support. Future research could expand 

on these findings by comparing how different types of aid organizations navigate similar 

challenges across various geopolitical contexts, further refining strategies for effective 

leadership in humanitarian settings. 
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