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Abstract
This article in the journal “Gruppe. Interaktion. Organisation (GIO)” theoretically and empirically examines potential
paradoxes in work-related learning. Organizations are full of paradoxical situations that also affect work-related learning.
Based on three forms of work-related learning (i.e., formal, informal, and self-regulated learning) and three learning-relevant
dimensions of organizational goal conflicts (i.e., stability vs. change, exploration vs. exploitation, and short-term vs.
long-term), nine work-related learning tensions are described that can lead to paradoxical situations. Using survey data of
113 experts from the field, these tensions were evaluated according to their frequency in everyday organizational life and
their perceived contradictory nature. The findings show that there are many frequently occurring but less contradictory
tensions and some very contradictory but rarely occurring tensions. Implications of the results are discussed.

Keywords Paradox · Contradiction · Organizational goal conflict · Work-related learning · Formal learning · Informal
learning · Self-regulated learning

Paradoxien beim arbeitsbezogenen Lernen – undwie sie in der Praxis wahrgenommenwerden

Zusammenfassung
Dieser Beitrag in der Zeitschrift „Gruppe. Interaktion. Organisation (GIO)“ betrachtet theoretisch und empirisch mögliche
Paradoxien beim arbeitsbezogenen Lernen. Organisationen sind voller paradoxer Situationen, die auch das arbeitsbezogene
Lernen betreffen. Ausgehend von drei Formen des arbeitsbezogenen Lernens (d.h. formales, informelles und selbstregulier-
tes Lernen) und drei lernrelevanten Dimensionen organisationaler Zielkonflikte (d.h. Stabilität vs. Veränderung, Exploration
vs. Exploitation sowie kurzfristig vs. langfristig) werden neun Spannungen im arbeitsbezogenen Lernen beschrieben, die
zu paradoxen Situationen führen können. Mithilfe einer Befragung von 113 Expert:innen aus der Praxis wurden diese
Paradoxien nach ihrer Häufigkeit im organisationalen Alltag und ihrer wahrgenommenen Widersprüchlichkeit bewertet. Es
zeigt sich, dass es viele häufig auftretende, aber geringfügig widersprüchliche Paradoxien und einige sehr widersprüchliche,
aber selten auftretende Paradoxien gibt. Die Implikationen der Ergebnisse werden diskutiert.

Schlüsselwörter Paradoxie · Widerspruch · Organisationale Zielkonflikte · Arbeitsbezogenes Lernen · Formales Lernen ·
Informelles Lernen · Selbstreguliertes Lernen
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1 Introduction

In the 21st century, organizations are exposed to changing
demands from the environment such as new technologies,
pace of change and changing demographics (Schaper et al.
2023). They must recognize and react to new trends, and at
the same time ensure the stability of day-to-day business.
The requirements of organizational units such as produc-
tion, sales, HR, and research and development are different
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and inherently conflicting. Tensions and paradoxes arising
from this can lead to consequences such as ambivalence,
chaos, and conflict, that are often perceived as negative.
However, paradoxes and tensions (e.g., ambidexterity, cre-
ativity and innovation, effectiveness, learning, legitimacy,
and sustainability and long-term performance; Schad et al.
2016) can also have positive outcomes.

Changes and new demands require employees to acquire
new knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics
(KSAO). Learning and development are key strategies for
maintaining work capability for organizations and employ-
ability for employees (Decius et al. 2024a; Noe et al. 2014).
Generally, learning is the engagement in mental processes at
the individual level to gain and keep KSAO (see Kraiger and
Ford 2021). More specifically, work-related learning refers
to activities that enable the development of KSAO, either
for a specific work task, for the job in the organization in
general, or for the entire career (see Kyndt and Baert 2013).
The three most prevalent forms of work-related learning are
formal, informal, and self-regulated learning (Decius et al.
2024a).

Formal learning takes place in an institutionalized con-
text such as in an educational institution or organization.
Learning content, learning objectives and processes are typ-
ically structured and specified by instructors (Kyndt and
Baert 2013). Formal learning ranges from short training
courses (e.g., instruction on regulations) to extensive further
and advanced training resulting in a higher level of educa-
tion (e.g., a Master of Business Administration). Informal
learning is induced by problems during the work process
(Marsick and Volpe 1999) and can be best understood as
a multidimensional construct that includes facets such as
trying and applying own ideas, model learning, feedback,
and reflection (Decius et al. 2023a). Self-regulated learn-
ing is more autonomous as learners set their own learning
goals, monitor the learning progress, and regulate actions
within the learning process (Endedijk and Cuyvers 2022;
Sitzmann and Ely 2011). Compared to formal and infor-
mal learning, self-regulated learning requires an enhanced
level of motivational and volitional resources to suppress
distractions and sticking to own learning goals, because
neither a teacher nor an immediate situational demand en-
sures this (Decius and Decius 2022). The three forms of
learning—formal, informal and self-regulated—can be con-
ceptually distinguished, but in practice they may overlap.
Coaching, for example, can be seen as a hybrid of self-
regulated and formal learning, as the coach formally guides
the coachee, but the coachee determines the learning objec-
tives, and consequently the responsibility for the learning
process is shared (Kortsch et al. 2024).

Work-related learning is of immense importance for or-
ganizations and employees, but it is not always straightfor-
ward. Like other job-related activities, it is also subject to

the conditions of the organization. The aim of this concep-
tual article is to build on the work of Schad et al. (2016)
on tensions and paradoxes and draw from the prototypical
forms of work-related learning to describe tensions as po-
tential paradoxes of learning in more detail, illustrate them
with examples from practice, and explain them based on
psychological models and theories. This theoretical discus-
sion is further enriched by an empirical perspective: we
report initial findings from a subject matter expert survey
among HR practitioners and discuss their implications.

2 Paradoxes and tensions

Paradoxes are a common phenomenon that is well known
and has often been described in management literature (e.g.,
Putnam et al. 2016; Schad et al. 2016; Smith and Lewis
2011). Schad et al. (2016, p. 10) defined paradox as “persis-
tent contradiction between interdependent elements”, high-
lighting that there are two key characteristics: contradiction
and interdependence. Tension is a broader term used in the
literature, which primarily refers to the subjective experi-
ence of such phenomena in organizations (Putnam et al.
2016). Accordingly, paradoxes are always contradictions
and fall under the umbrella term of tensions. However, not
every tension or contradiction is also a paradox.

According to Smith and Lewis (2011), organizational
paradoxes can be distinguished into four categories: be-
longing, learning, organizing, and performing. The present
article focuses on the learning category. Despite a gen-
eral tension between learning and performance (see also
Miron-Spektor et al. 2018), Schad et al. (2016) identified
three tensions that can result in learning paradoxes: ex-
ploration vs. exploitation, stability vs. change, and short-
term vs. long-term. However, it is still unclear what this
means for specific forms of work-related learning. We ar-
gue that there are inherent paradoxes for the three learning
forms (i.e., formal, informal, and self-regulated learning).
In the following, we describe the three learning-related ten-
sions proposed by Schad et al. (2016). We underpin them
with psychological models and theories such as the Rubi-
con model of action phases (Heckhausen and Gollwitzer
1987; Gollwitzer 2012), conversations of resource theory
(Hobfoll et al. 2018), or construal level theory (Trope and
Liberman 2003; Wiesenfeld et al. 2017).

2.1 Tension of exploration vs. exploitation

According to Marsh (1991, p. 71), “exploration includes
things captured by terms such as search, variation, risk
taking, experimentation, play, flexibility, discovery, inno-
vation. Exploitation includes such things as refinement,
choice, production, efficiency, selection, implementation,
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execution.” Both exploration and exploitation include learn-
ing activities, but they differ in their quality: exploration is
about learning new things; exploitation is about learning
how things can be optimized (Gupta et al. 2006). At the
individual level, we can distinguish between motivational
and volitional aspects concerning the exploration vs. ex-
ploitation tension, which is shaped in the Rubicon model
of action phases (Heckhausen and Gollwitzer 1987). Ex-
ploration refers to the motivational pre-decisional and post-
actional model phases in which an individual considers their
options and reflects on the choice made (e.g., searching for
und evaluating training course offers). In contrast, exploita-
tion refers to the volitional pre-actional and actional model
phase in which the individual aims to get things done ef-
ficiently and therefore are more motivated to realize goals
than select goals (e.g., preparing for and completing a spe-
cific training course).

2.2 Tension of stability vs. change

A fundamental tension arises between stability and change,
playing a pivotal at various levels in organizations. Stabil-
ity preserves existing structures, yet change is imperative
for adaptation and growth. Overemphasizing stability risks
stagnation, while excessive change undermines established
foundations. Striking a balance is paramount; only through
adaptation can stability be sustained amidst evolving envi-
ronments (Farjoun 2010; Weick and Quinn 1999). Accord-
ing to conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll
et al. 2018), organizations, teams, and individuals strive to
retain, protect, and build resources; the potential or actual
loss of resources is threatening. In rapidly changing en-
vironments, there is a trade-off between investing in the
protection of existing resources and building up new re-
sources. For instance, employees grapple with updating ex-
isting KSAO or acquiring new KSAO, particularly amid
digitalization and AI trends (Decius 2024; Holmes and Lit-
tlejohn 2024).

2.3 Tension of short-term vs. long-term
perspectives

A third dimension of tension arises from a temporal per-
spective. Construal level theory assumes that construal level
(i.e., the degree of mental abstraction) corresponds to psy-
chological distance that in turn is increased by tempo-
ral, spatial, or social distance (Trope and Liberman 2003;
Wiesenfeld et al. 2017). In contrast to short-term events,
long-term events are not only temporally distal, but also
psychologically distal with consequences for mental ab-
straction. Employees plan, for instance, their next working
week on a more concrete and lower construal level (e.g.,
in terms of events and actions) than the next ten years in

their job, which they image more abstract on a higher con-
strual level (e.g., career goals). With regard to work-related
learning, employees are confronted with concrete short-
term learning needs (e.g., learning how to build a working
alliance with a new specific project partner in a meeting
tomorrow) as well as more abstract learning needs in the
long term (e.g., learning how to create strategic alliances
with new project partners over the next few years).

3 Work-related learning tensions

The following section will show how the general tensions
described above specifically can affect the three forms of
work-related learning and may lead to paradoxical situa-
tions. We apply Schad et al.’s (2016) three general learning-
related tensions—exploration vs. exploitation, stability vs.
change, and short- vs. long-term—to the three work-related
forms of learning (i.e., formal, informal, and self-regulated
learning), describing a total of nine tensions, that can be
perceived as contradictory and potential paradoxes.

3.1 Formal learning tensions

Three tensions in formal learning are described below,
structured along the dimensions of exploration–exploitation
(“Train basic behaviors in a general way vs. train specific
behaviors intensively”), stability–change (“Developing your
own staff for your own organization through training vs. not
making your own staff too attractive for other organizations
through training”), and short term–long term (“Always sat-
isfy training participants vs. always ensure learning success
through training”).

3.1.1 Train basic behaviors in a general way vs. train
specific behaviors intensively (breadth of content vs.
depth of content; FL1)

In formal learning, successful achievement of KSAO is
not sufficient. KSAO must be maintained and generalized
(Baldwin and Ford 1988). Prior research has shown a gap
between training and transfer (Blume et al. 2010). Besides
creating a transfer-supporting work-environment by the or-
ganization (Mehner and Kauffeld 2023), the design of train-
ings by practitioners such as trainers (Wißhak 2022) can
provide an approach to close this gap. Because only a lim-
ited amount of time is available, this can be perceived as
a contradiction by the actors involved (e.g., trainers). On
the one hand, they must train specific behaviors so that em-
ployees can learn and apply them, enabling exploitation.
On the other hand, training content must not be too spe-
cific, and KSAO to be trained must be broad, generalizable,
and adaptive, enabling exploration. In terms of the Rubi-
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con model (Heckhausen and Gollwitzer 1987), the ques-
tion arises whether trainers train how to select goals and re-
flect goal attainment or whether trainers focus on planning
and implementation of pre-defined behaviors. However, if
trainers pursue one of these goals in a training, this is at
the expense of the other goal. This is consistent with the
fact that limited resources can increase tensions because
multiple goals cannot be pursued equally well (Schad et al.
2016).

3.1.2 Developing your own staff for your own organization
through training vs. not making your own staff too
attractive for other organizations through training
(FL2)

Development opportunities are seen as part of employees’
psychological contract (i.e. “an individual’s belief regarding
the terms and conditions of a reciprocal exchange agree-
ment” with the employer; Robinson and Rousseau 1994,
p. 246) and should contribute to retention. In terms of
Schad et al.’s (2016) learning-related tension stability vs.
change, the development through formal training represents
a change that leads to stability through retention. However,
this change may be also a threat for organizational stability.

Investing in employees’ development through time-con-
suming and expensive training can not only develop em-
ployees’ competencies, but may also foster their employa-
bility, which in principle is a desirable effect. The risk may
be that formal learning leads to employees leaving in the
long run, due to higher employability and external market
value. For this reason, some organizations avoid offering
further training. This tension has been described as the em-
ployability management paradox (De Cuyper and De Witte
2011; van Harten et al. 2020). However, there is no em-
pirical evidence to support this rationale (van Harten et al.
2020; for an overview, see Fugate et al. 2021). Van Harten
et al. (2020) therefore concluded that “the employability
management paradox is not a given” (p. 1099).

Empirical evidence does not prevent decision-makers
in organizations from interpreting the situation differently:
they may fear a net loss of resource investment, therefore
experience tension and are reluctant to offer training. Iron-
ically, this can lead to employees leaving the company and
decision-makers seeing their assumptions confirmed. This
is in line with the assumption that paradoxes are at least
partly socially constructed (Smith and Lewis 2011).

3.1.3 Always satisfy training participants vs. always ensure
learning success through training (FL3)

Although it is assumed that HRD managers know the dif-
ference between short-term goals such as satisfaction and
long-term goals such as learning and application of train-

ing content, they often rely on “happy sheets” for training
evaluation (Kauffeld 2016). Empirically, satisfaction with
learning events does not necessarily lead to learning (Al-
liger et al. 1997). Learning involves a substantial personal
effort for participants (Kraiger and Ford 2021). Thus, high-
quality training often requires cognitive effort and may be
perceived as exhausting (Paas et al. 2010). This can re-
duce participants’ satisfaction, with the consequence that
HR departments must justify their decision for the training
and external trainers are no longer commissioned (Kauffeld
2016). This means that there are incentives in HR develop-
ment that ironically lead to satisfaction as a short-term goal
at the expense of learning. In the worst-case scenario, a vi-
cious circle is created in which formal learning primarily
serves to satisfy and entertain (Phillips and Phillips 2016).
In line with this, a recent study showed that trainers did feel
more responsible for short-term than for long-term train-
ing outcomes (Barth and Wißhak 2023). According to con-
strual level theory (Trope and Liberman 2003; Wiesenfeld
et al. 2017), trainers’ psychological proximity to training
and training group result in a lower construal level focus-
ing on concrete and narrow constructs (e.g., room selection,
seating arrangements, equipment, design of materials) and
disregard more abstract and broad aspect (e.g., motivation
to transfer, peer and supervisor support, opportunities to
apply). This provides a possible explanation for the satis-
faction-learning success paradox.

3.2 Informal learning tensions

Three tensions in informal learning are described below,
structured along the dimensions of exploration–exploitation
(“Leave informal learning untouched and thus truly ‘infor-
mal’ vs. structure informal learning and thus ‘formalize’
it”), stability–change (“Motivate experimentation, because
mistakes are seen as a source of learning vs. discourage ex-
perimentation, because mistakes cause additional effort”),
and short term–long term (“Focus on less complex, short-
term solutions to problems vs. focus on more complex, long-
term solutions to problems”).

3.2.1 Leave informal learning untouched and thus truly
“informal” vs. structure informal learning and thus
“formalize” it (IL1)

According to the octagon model, informal learning is char-
acterized by a combination of cognitive and behavioral
learning activities that can be intrinsically or extrinsically
motivated (Decius et al. 2019, 2024b; Tannenbaum and
Wolfson 2022). These include personal experimentation,
model learning, feedback seeking, and reflection. The ad-
vantage of informal learning is that employees always en-
gage in it when it is needed, for instance, when challenges
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arise in the work process. This removes the transfer hurdle
inherent in formal learning, as the application of acquired
KSAO is integrated into the work process (Decius 2024;
Tannenbaum and Wolfson 2022). An important premise for
employees’ informal learning is job control and autonomy
(Cerasoli et al. 2018; Decius et al. 2023b), such as the avail-
ability of colleagues to ask questions, time to reflect, and
the supervisor’s permission for experimentation, as well as
participation in corporate decision-making (Graßmann and
Decius 2023).

Informal learning is responsible for most work-related
learning (Cerasoli et al. 2018; Tannenbaum and Wolfson
2022) and is linked to desired outcomes such as KSAO
development, performance, and satisfaction (Cerasoli et al.
2018; Decius et al. 2021; Smet et al. 2022). Thus, although
informal learning occurs more or less automatically dur-
ing work, HR managers sometimes feel urged to promote
it (others, such as Gnahs 2016, refer more critically to an
“economic monetization of informal learning”; see Decius
2020, for an overview). Understandable reasons may be
to secure sovereignty and control over the achievement of
positive learning outcomes and to avoid negative conse-
quences of informal learning, which can occur, for example,
when employees adopt unauthorized shortcuts from their
colleagues (Cerasoli et al. 2018; Decius 2020; Tannenbaum
and Wolfson 2022).

Informal learning can refer both to exploration and ex-
ploitation at the individual level. Because of its benefits,
decision makers in organization try to use informal learn-
ing to achieve specified goals at the organizational level.
For instance, assuming that informal learning has many
advantages, it may be decided that this form of learning
should be exploited. Then, it is no longer a question of ex-
ploring which occasions informal learning is suitable for,
but that it is used for certain learning occasions. This can
create a tension, as well-intentioned interventions can also
have detrimental effects. Boud et al. (2009), for example,
reported that managers in a public sector agency had ob-
served that a significant proportion of work-related infor-
mation was exchanged between employees during informal
lunch meetings. Based on this insight, they decided to for-
malize informal learning. However, employees did not ap-
preciate the formally planned and mandatory tea and coffee
rounds that were introduced as a result. They even tended
to refrain from informal learning, which can be described
as a paradox of informal learning. In terms of the Rubicon
model of action phases (Heckhausen and Gollwitzer 1987),
the agency in the pre-decision phase no longer remains with
the individual but is predetermined by the organization.

3.2.2 Motivate experimentation, because mistakes
are seen as a source of learning vs. discourage
experimentation, because mistakes cause additional
effort (IL2)

In agile work approaches, experimentation such as by pro-
totyping and testing new solutions, is a strategy to learn and
develop (e.g., Petermann and Zacher 2021; Kortsch et al.
2024). They call for seeking errors through experimenta-
tion (“fail fast, learn fast” mindset, see Koporic et al. 2024).
This may be fostered by supporting supervisors as research
has shown a positive association between transformational
leadership and informal learning (Zia et al. 2022). From an
error management perspective, errors are unavoidable and
potentially harmful, but may also be beneficial. However,
mistakes and errors are often seen as detrimental, which
is why learning is also aimed at avoiding them (Frese and
Keith 2015). Drawing on COR theory (Hobfoll et al. 2018),
errors can threaten resources and employees are therefore
motivated to avoid them. Preventing errors help to ensure
stability and preserve resources.

Although often assumed, negative emotions that arise
from errors are not per se detrimental to learning from er-
rors (Rausch et al. 2017; Zhao 2011). Furthermore, errors
and deviations from traditional processes are also seen as
learning opportunities (e.g., Harteis et al. 2008) and drivers
of innovation (Frese and Keith 2015). In everyday working
life, however, errors can represent both a great opportunity
and a great risk. This results in an area of tension. Should
organizations encourage or discourage their employees to
experiment? A positive error culture, which considers errors
a source of learning and a trigger for further development,
is regarded both conceptually and empirically as a predictor
of informal workplace learning (Decius et al. 2021; Tannen-
baum and Wolfson 2022).

3.2.3 Focus on less complex, short-term solutions to
problems vs. focus on more complex, long-term
solutions to problems (IL3)

Employees learn informally for the primary reason of solv-
ing work-related problems (Decius 2020; Kortsch et al.
2024). The learner is therefore not initially concerned with
achieving sustainable learning outcomes in the long-term,
but with carrying on working in the short-term (Decius and
Decius 2022). This can lead to learning being discontin-
ued once a goal has been sufficiently achieved, unless the
result of a metacognitive assessment of the learning pro-
cess is a trigger for a further run of the informal learning
cycle (Decius et al. 2024b). Sometimes, however, this ap-
proach does not provide a long-term solution to the prob-
lem—research then refers to surface learning in contrast to
more sustainable deep learning (Kirby et al. 2003). Instead
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of reaching the “development stance” (“Get the task done
really well and use it as a springboard [for] the future”),
the learner remains at the “performance stance” (“Get the
task done really well”), or even only at the “completion
stance” (“Get the task done adequately [...] but with modest
investment”, Perkins et al. 2013, p. 2). Learners may also
apply quick workarounds that solve the problem but cause
new problems in the future, such as the short-term effective
circumvention of safety regulations that increases the risk
of a serious accident (Cerasoli et al. 2018; Tannenbaum and
Wolfson 2022).

In terms of construal level theory (Trope and Liberman
2003; Wiesenfeld et al. 2017), psychological proximity to
the problem leads to a lower construct level. Although this
helps to find quick and suitable solutions for specific prob-
lems, it can hinder the generalization that is necessary for
sustainable long-term solutions.

3.3 Self-regulated learning tensions

Three tensions in self-regulated learning are described
below, structured along the dimensions of exploration–
exploitation (“Promote self-regulated learning by offering
a wide range of content vs. not overburdening employees
by offering a selective range of content”), stability–change
(“Maintain existing job-related knowledge by yourself vs.
build up new job-related knowledge by yourself”), and short
term–long term (“Use incentives (e.g., gamification) to mo-
tivate self-regulated learning in the short term vs. ensure
long-term learning success through in-depth engagement
with the content”).

3.3.1 Promoting self-regulated learning by offering a wide
range of content vs. not overburdening employees by
offering a selective range of content (SL1)

Self-regulated learning is receiving a boost from a digital-
ized working world (Endedijk and Cuyvers 2022). It has
never been so easy to access and explore new informa-
tion. Employees use their smartphones for learning (Ko-
rtsch et al. 2019) and providers of learning libraries (e.g.,
LinkedIn-Learning,Masterplan) make knowledge resources
easily accessible. However, the seemingly endless opportu-
nities may overwhelm employees to choose the right offer
and make use of it. An oversupply of specific learning op-
tions increases ineffective cognitive load (Paas et al. 2010)
and lead to self-regulation challenges: this is like an overly
extensive menu in a restaurant—it is hard to choose. In
terms of the Rubicon model (Heckhausen and Gollwitzer
1987), the employee spends a lot of time in the pre-de-
cisional phase and thus in a deliberate rather than an im-
plemental mindset (see Gollwitzer 2012). Self-regulation is
required for the change of mindset.

Endless opportunities may initially seem appealing to the
learner but have paradoxical effects. On the one hand, these
offers can facilitate self-regulated learning, but on the other
hand, there is a risk that the learning options will not be used
over time because the employee is constantly oscillating
between possible alternatives to explore new options. In
other words, nothing is done or exploited. This raises the
question how much self-regulation HR developers should
leave to learners, resulting in a dilemma: Either learners are
externally determined by pre-selected content, or they are
overwhelmed by the choice of learning offers (see Bergamin
and Hirt 2018).

3.3.2 Maintain existing job-related knowledge by yourself
vs. build up new job-related knowledge by yourself
(SL2)

Change means that knowledge and information are con-
stantly in flux and evolving. Digitalization, for example,
has led to an exponential growth in available knowledge
(Hilbert and López 2011). Scholars therefore assumed
that the “half-life of knowledge” is constantly decreasing,
meaning that knowledge is becoming outdated faster and
faster (Knudsen and Lien 2023; see also Helmrich and
Leppelmeier 2020, for a critical review of this assumption).
Keeping up with the latest developments means constantly
learning and updating one’s knowledge, for instance, in
a self-regulated way. Job requirements sometimes neces-
sitate new KSAO without which certain work activities
cannot be carried out. In line with COR theory (Hob-
foll et al. 2018), research has shown that self-regulated
learning can be a way to contribute to the conservation
of resources in terms of employability through develop-
ing job-relevant knowledge (Decius et al. 2024a; also see
Houben et al. 2021). Scholars also emphasized the need to
adapt to change, to be open to new perspectives and new
knowledge to develop personally and professionally (De-
cius et al. 2022; Endedijk and Cuyvers 2022; Schaper et al.
2023), which can be summarized as the meta-competence
“learning to learn” (see Decius 2020).

3.3.3 Use incentives such as gamification to motivate self-
regulated learning in the short-term vs. ensure long-
term learning success through in-depth engagement
with the content (SL3)

For many organizations, supporting engagement in self-reg-
ulated learning activities is an important goal. Case exam-
ples illustrate that self-regulated learning is not a self-runner
(Kortsch et al. 2024). Organizations often set incentives to
enhance motivation, such as bonus systems, or include play-
ful elements (see also the concept of playful work design,
Bakker et al. 2020). A common example of these learning
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design mechanisms is gamification. Gamification refers to
“the use of game design elements in non-game contexts”
(Deterding et al. 2011, p. 9), such as learning and develop-
ment contexts. Gamification comprises a broad set of game
design elements that vary in granularity, can be combined
(e.g., collecting points or badges, collaboration, competi-
tion, or usage of narrative for serious games), and have
proven to promote learning in various contexts (Sailer and
Homner 2020). However, there is a risk that performance in-
centives created by gamification ultimately become an end
on their own. The learning content may fade into the back-
ground if employees quickly click through learning tasks
and possibly cheat on quiz questions.

In terms of construal level theory (Trope and Liberman
2003; Wiesenfeld et al. 2017), the use of game design ele-
ments reduces psychological distance (e.g., immediate grat-
ification, a detailed and vivid story of serious games, con-
crete co-players or opponents) and thus facilitates short-
term action. However, this distance can also distract from
more abstract long-term goals (e.g., learning for later use
in workplace).

Fig. 1 Results of the subject
matter expert survey on the
frequency and contrariness of
the nine work-related learning
paradoxes. (The center of each
circle marks the mean values
for the two criteria examined;
the circle size is the product
of the two values. Response
scales range from 1= never to
6= always for frequency and
from 1= not contradictory at all
to 6= completely contradictory
for contrariness)

4 Empirical investigation of the paradoxes
presented

We conducted an empirical subject matter expert survey to
find out to what extent the nine aforementioned tensions of
work-related learning are prevalent in practice and whether
practitioners perceive them as tensions at all. The study
methods and findings are presented below.

4.1 Methods

The final sample consisted of 113 participants who dealt
professionally with HR issues, acquired through personal
contacts and networks of the authors in March 2024.
30.01% of the respondents were female. The average age
was 44.26 years (SD= 12.43). Participants indicated that
they had the following organizational functions (multiple
answers were possible): Personnel development 62.83%,
organizational development 32.74%, personnel selection
30.09%, training 28.32%, internal consulting 21.24%,
personnel administration 16.81%, HR business partner
15.04%, external consulting 14.16%, recruiting 12.39%,
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and other 14.16% (e.g., quality management). Respondents
had an average of 14.78 years of professional experience in
HR (SD= 11.04). One third (33.63%) worked in organiza-
tions with up to 500 employees, almost one third (28.32%)
in organizations with 500 to 5000 employees, and the rest
(38.10%) in organizations with more than 5000 employees.
The most frequently mentioned industries were service
management (28.32%), public administration (23.01%), as
well as manufacturing and processing industry/agricultural
sector (21.34%).

We presented the nine tensions to the respondents as
a pair of statements (e.g., “A: Developing your own staff
for your own organization through training; B: Not making
your own staff too attractive for other organizations through
training”) and asked them to rate the following two items for
each pair of statements on a six-point Likert scale: “1. How
often must both goals be pursued simultaneously in your
organization?” (1= never to 6= always); “2. From my point
of view, the two objectives are ...” (1= not contradictory at
all to 6= completely contradictory).

4.2 Results

The findings of the expert survey on the frequency and
contrariness of the nine work-related learning tensions are
shown in Fig. 1. The diameter of the circles is proportional
to the product value of frequency and contrariness as we
assume that the product illustrates the practical relevance.

A descriptive examination revealed that the ratings of the
tensions are primarily located in the fourth quadrant (i.e.,
bottom right) of the coordinate system with frequency on
the x-axis and contrariness on the y-axis. This means that
most paradoxes were perceived as frequent but little con-
tradictory. We used one-sample t-tests to calculate whether
the mean values of each paradox differed significantly from
the Likert scale midpoint (3.5) in terms of frequency and
contrariness. Regarding frequency, t-tests showed that para-
doxes FL2, IL1, and IL2 were perceived significantly less
frequent than the scale midpoint (p< 0.01), whereas FL1,
FL3, SL2, and IL3 were perceived significantly more fre-
quently (p< 0.001). SL1 and SL3 did not differ significantly
from the midpoint (p> 0.05). Regarding contrariness, t-tests
showed that IL2 was perceived significantly more contra-
dictory (p< 0.001), whereas FL1, FL3, SL1, SL2, and SL3
were perceived significantly less contradictory (p< 0.001)
than the scale midpoint. FL2, IL1, and IL2 did not differ
significantly from the midpoint (p> 0.05). From a practi-
tioner’s perspective, our findings suggest that one could
initially focus on the relatively frequently perceived para-
doxes (FL1, FL3, SL2, and IL3) and the paradox perceived
as particularly contradictory (IL2).

5 Conclusion

This article examined first theoretically and then empiri-
cally how paradoxes in organizations affect work-related
learning. It extends the literature on learning-related para-
doxes in organizations by Schad et al. (2016) by expand-
ing and concretizing three work-related dimensions of ten-
sion (i.e., stability vs. change, exploration vs. exploitation,
and short-term vs. long-term) in relation to three typical
forms of work-related learning (i.e., formal, informal, and
self-regulated learning). The conceptual approach is supple-
mented by an assessment from HR practitioners. As para-
doxes are both inherent to the system and socially con-
structed (Smith and Lewis 2011), the actors’ perceptions
provide insight into whether tensions are perceived as con-
tradictory or not.

The empirical findings of this pilot study indicate that
practitioners do not perceive many of the conceptually de-
scribed paradoxes as being as contradictory as the term
paradox suggests. Only one paradox (IL2: “Motivate ex-
perimentation, because mistakes are seen as a source of
learning vs. discourage experimentation, because mistakes
cause additional effort”) was rated above the scale midpoint
regarding contrariness. This is in line with other work on
paradoxes in general, as Miron-Spektor et al. (2018) stated
that the perspective on paradoxes is the problem, not the
paradoxes themselves. Furthermore, our study suggests that
paradoxes, even when seen as highly contradictory, tend to
be rare. A statement from one study participant in an addi-
tional free response box seems to illustrate well the reality
of dealing with these theoretical paradoxes: “I don’t find
many things contradictory, because it always depends on
the type of problem you want to solve.” Thus, paradoxes be-
come specific demands in the work context, which then no
longer have to be paradoxical. The apparent incompatibility
could be resolved by looking at concrete situations in prac-
tice. This also becomes evident in another statement from
a participant: “With regard to the balance between a broad
and maximally informal learning offering and the avoid-
ance of excessive demands, I think learning influencers and
the curation of relevant content are playing an increasingly
important role.” Thus, in practice, (supposed) paradoxes are
obviously tackled in a pragmatic way. Future research could
crossvalidate these preliminary insights by examining po-
tential differences across industries and company sizes, for
example.

Some recommendations can be derived conceptual con-
siderations. The three work-related learning forms (i.e., for-
mal, informal, and self-regulated learning) may be com-
bined to maximize benefits and minimize costs of work-re-
lated learning (see Decius et al. 2022; Kortsch et al. 2024).
For instance, training in meta-competencies (e.g., learning
to learn, error management) may be fruitful to increase the
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likelihood of informal learning (see paradox IL1) or ex-
perimentation (see paradox IL2). Meta-competencies may
also support switching between informal and self-regulated
learning activities (see paradox IL3) and help to reduce
tensions related to the paradoxes FL1 as well as SL1 or
SL2. To address paradox F3, abstract und distal goals at
a higher construal level (Trope and Liberman 2003;Wiesen-
feld et al. 2017) such as ensuring transfer of training may
be combined with concrete and specific tools at a lower
construct level (e.g. short practicable methods to evaluate
training design and transfer). In addition to person-centered
approaches, self-regulation in learning may also be facili-
tated through psychological empowerment by changing sit-
uations (e.g., work or learning design; see Decius et al.
2022) as well as broader context (e.g., learning culture; see
Kortsch and Kauffeld 2019; Kortsch et al. 2024).

In conclusion, it can be said that the topic of work-related
paradoxes and tensions has so far mainly been considered
theoretically and abstractly in research. This paper has con-
tributed to prior literature by adding a concrete context and
looking at the three most prevalent forms of work-related
learning. The preliminary findings from the subject mat-
ter expert survey presented here also showed that empirical
research on these paradoxes and tensions can reveal new
findings and at least partially calls into question the contra-
dictory nature of paradoxes assumed by definition and in
theory. It seems that paradoxes may be paradoxical in the-
ory, but often manifest themselves in work-related problems
that can be solved.
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