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Abstract: This paper examines the paradox in management through the yin–yang lens and 
how to apply the yin–yang perspective in Chinese indigenous management research through 
a literature review. Compared with several western philosophical perspectives, yin–yang 
places more emphasis on the interaction of interdependent contradictions and better describes 
the complex dynamics of both contradictions. Our review finds that the scholars propose yin– 
yang as a supplement to and an optimization of western management. The review focuses on 
connecting the yin–yang perspective with the paradox in management, cross-cultural man-
agement, and practice of organizational management. 
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Introduction
Western modern management theory has influenced the formation of mainstream 
Chinese management science after it was introduced to China. However, many 
scholars have found that directly applying western management systems does not fit 
Chinese enterprises and organizations well.1–5 For example, western scholars have 
introduced cooperative governance thinking and discussed building a cooperative 
relationship between government and non-profit organizations in public service. 
However, in view of the unique characteristics of China’s non-profits, there is a lack 
of research on the dynamic changes in the opposition and unity between the 
Chinese government and non-profits. In addition, in cross-cultural organizations 
in China, the relationship of confrontation and coordination between China and 
foreign nations is constantly emerging in organizational issues, and the division of 
power and responsibility is often in dispute.6,7 An important reason for this is the 
contradiction and divergence between western management philosophy and tradi-
tional Chinese philosophy.8–10 Therefore, more detailed and indigenous research, 
theory, and work are required, rather than the simplistic reproduction of western 
models based on “assumptions, perspectives and biases that are simply just not 
applicable or appropriate in China”.11

To fully explain some behaviours and performances of Chinese indigenous 
organizations, the use of Chinese traditional philosophical thinking is required to 
modify, supplement, enrich, or even replace traditional western concepts or theories 
in some cases.1 China’s indigenous organizational management research needs to 
adopt the perspective of localization, use local management philosophy and 
thought, and integrate it with western culture and management thought so as to 
adopt its strengths and compensate for its weaknesses.12,13
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With contradictions in demands emerging in organiza-
tional management, an increasing number of western scho-
lars have analysed the organizational environment of 
globalization, and dynamic and diversified competition 
from the perspective of paradox in management.14 The 
western paradox in management is similar to, but very 
different from, the Chinese traditional yin–yang.15–18 By 
contrast, eastern philosophies stress the need to avoid 
simplistic distinctions.15 Thus, we propose a paradox in 
management through the yin–yang lens and reveal how to 
apply the yin–yang perspective to Chinese indigenous 
management research through a literature review. Can 
yin–yang philosophy provide a new conceptual frame of 
reference or perspective to supplement the western man-
agement system as well as theoretical support for the 
indigenous research of organizational management, and, 
if it does, how?

Paradox in Management
Paradox has many conceptual meanings in western aca-
demic circles, which are commonly used in the fields of 
traditional philosophy and psychology.15 In traditional 
western philosophy, philosophers regard human existence 
as paradoxes, such as life and death, and good and bad. 
Aristotle, Hegel, and other traditional philosophers 
described paradox as irrational and unsolvable problems 
or double constraints.19 Psychologists have emphasized 
the cognitive nature of paradox to study its impact on 
creativity and mental health.15

With more conflicting demands, opposing perspectives, 
or seemingly illogical findings emerging in western orga-
nization management, an increasing number of western 
scholars have analysed the global, dynamic, and competi-
tive organizational environments from the perspective of 
paradox in management.20

Ford and Backoff define paradox in management as 
“some “thing” that is constructed by individuals when 
oppositional tendencies are brought into recognizable 
proximity through reflection or interaction”. When trying 
to understand the ambiguous and dynamic world, reality is 
often simplified as a polarization of either/or, which hides 
complex mutual relations.20 A paradox can express all 
kinds of contradictory but interwoven elements. March21 

believes that organizations need to balance innovation and 
existing capabilities effectively. If the organization does 
not innovate, there will be no competition prospect, yet 
excessive innovation will reduce profits. Only by finding 
a balance between the two can an organization be stable 

and efficient.21 Similarly, Lewis believes that the root of 
paradox lies in the simultaneity of the two poles, though 
the cognitive nature of the two poles often conceals the 
coexistence of conflicts. In contrast to either/or choices, 
paradoxical tensions signify two sides of the same coin, 
which is a whole that exists at the same time.15 When 
western management scholars analyse the paradox in man-
agement, they tend to reveal the differences and opposites 
of the dominant bipolar nature or manifestation of 
contradiction.

Yin–Yang: A Chinese Perspective
Yin–yang is a Chinese philosophy and lifestyle that 
embraces paradox, dynamics, and change.22 It involves 
three tenets: dialectical, holistic, and dynamic. In Chinese 
philosophy, the union of yin and yang is a state of 
equilibrium.23 The yin–yang model captures the idea that 
there are no opposites—there is no absolute borderline 
between black (yin) and white (yang); a dot of yin exists 
in yang, and a dot of yang also exists in yin.9 Displaying 
the dynamic interaction between two opposite sides, the 
yin–yang model (Figure 1) embraces the coexistence of 
opposite elements in the same environment.4 Yin and yang 
form a dialectical balance that reflects the natural and 
organic core of existence, in which forces are 
complementary.3 In the yin–yang model, yin represents 
feminine forces, such as the moon, water, darkness, pas-
sivity, intuition, softness, contraction, and yielding in the 

Figure 1 Model of yin–yang.
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universe, while yang represents masculine forces, such as 
the sun, fire, light, activity, rational thought, hardness, 
expansion, and assertiveness.24 Thus, although the S line 
divides the circle into two sides, the dark and white areas 
are interdependent and interpenetrative.25 The small eye in 
the white and dark areas demonstrates the interwoven and 
dynamic nature of the yin and yang forces, respectively.25

Scholars in the field of traditional Chinese medicine 
often interpret yin–yang as a philosophical theory. 
However, strictly speaking, yin–yang is not a speculative 
philosophy of western rationalism. In this study, the con-
cept of yin–yang does not constitute a theory in academic 
research—there is no formulation of yin–yang theory. In 
modern academic research, yin and yang are essentially 
a concept and mode of thinking, so scholars like to call it 
yin–yang thinking or frame3–5 or yin–yang perspective.9,24 

Based on this, yin–yang thinking is defined as a dynamic, 
dialectical, comprehensive, holistic, and harmonious way 
of thinking.22,23 It has three main characteristics. First, it 
emphasizes the relationship of opposition and complemen-
tarity, that is, yin and yang may be two sides of 
a contradiction but the two aspects of contradiction or 
opposition are not absolute; rather, they are interrelated, 
and they feel and push each other.19 Second, competition 
exists in rival forces.23 The opposite movement of yin– 
yang is mutual dependence, which needs to see the alter-
nate development of the two sides from the perspective of 
change and development. The third is the pursuit of har-
mony and balance. As a whole, the universe is antagonistic 
to yin–yang, which leads to conflicts. However, the ulti-
mate ideal state is the great harmony between the two 
sides of the contradiction,22 forming a stable and sustain-
able development. The yin–yang perspective is the think-
ing and analysis of dynamic duality based on yin–yang 
thinking. It emphasizes that all things are each composed 
of one yin and one yang, which are not only contradictory 
but also complementary. The yin–yang perspective seems 
the best choice to coordinate and integrate the opposing 
views to regard all disputes or differences as two sides of 
yin–yang, so as to avoid prejudice in any aspect.3

In recent years, the wellspring of Chinese philosophical 
thoughts, the yin-yang philosophy has been widely dis-
cussed in Chinese and international academics, particu-
larly those related to medical science, information 
science, social science disciplines and cross-disciplinary 
studies. For example, Langevin et al26 develop and evalu-
ate a method for quantitative evaluation of yin and yang 
scores in human subjects for the purposes of traditional 

Chinese medicine research; Zhang and Zhang27 propose 
bipolar fuzzy sets in the field of information science to 
reveal a yin-yang fusion of two interactive fuzzy subsys-
tems. This paper mainly focuses on the related aspects of 
yin-yang in the field of management, and tries to explore 
the essential relationship between paradox in management 
and yin-yang from the philosophical root.

Paradox and Yin–Yang
There have been some scholars comparing the western 
paradox framework and Chinese yin-yang to some extent 
(eg, Chin et al.28 Li et al.29 Redding;30 Li;17 Luo and 
Zheng31). However, we try to systematically put forward 
the common characteristics and essential differences 
between paradox and yin-yang. The concept of the binary 
paradox is similar to the “unity of opposites” emphasized 
by yin–yang thinking in traditional Chinese philosophy. 
However, unlike yin–yang, the paradox in management 
lacks the dynamic characteristics of “competition in rival 
forces” and “mutual transformation”. Figure 2 is 
a comparison of several western philosophical perspec-
tives and yin–yang thinking in the study of paradox in 
management.

In the study of paradox in management, discussions on 
some western traditional philosophical perspective are 
similar to those on the yin–yang perspective, but there 
are also some essential differences. From Aristotle’s logi-
cal point of view, the two sides of the contradiction are 
completely independent, without development and move-
ment. This is an isolated and static either/or way of 
thinking.3

Hegel criticized Aristotle’s metaphysics and put for-
ward the dialectics of internal contradiction, which states 
that everything is self-contradictory.32 The use of Hegel’s 
dialectics to study paradox in management emphasizes the 
unity of opposites, which is the logical thinking of both/ 
and. This is consistent with the basic characteristics of 
opposition and unity of yin–yang thinking. However, 
Hegel put forward the concept of aufheben of the two 
opposite sides, believing that the contradiction between 
new and old contradictions is the inevitable law of the 
development of things, in which process contradictions 
will eventually be eliminated;32 this is different from the 
transformation of yin–yang thinking for two opposite 
sides. From the perspective of yin–yang, there may be 
two situations in which the two opposite sides are “com-
petition in rival forces”, similar to Hegel’ s aufheben. 
When the contradiction between the two opposite sides 
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intensifies to a certain extent, there will be a revolutionary 
change in which one side attempts to eliminate the other 
side,22 that is, “Qi hui nai wang” mentioned in the book of 
I-Ching. Second, while the two opposite sides were more 
through negotiation in the process of “competition in rival 
forces” in the struggle, not all but a part of them was 
transformed, resulting in “yang flourishing and yin declin-
ing” or “yin flourishing and yang declining”, thus moving 
towards the harmonious ideal state of “middle” and “great 
harmony”.33

Bohr34 proposed the application of the “complementarity 
principle” to explain quantum mechanics and used the yin– 

yang diagram to express the characteristics of the comple-
mentary principle. His complementary principle is similar to 
yin–yang thinking, which is that the opposite sides repel and 
complement each other. Both emphasize the opposition and 
unity of contradiction, and think that the two sides are 
contrasting and complementary. However, similar to the 
logic of most western dualism, the principle of complemen-
tarity is still based on either/or in epistemology, emphasizing 
that the opposite poles are exclusive and cannot be 
integrated.34 This is different from the idea that the opposite 
sides of yin–yang thinking emphasize mutual penetration 
and can form a harmonious and unified whole.17

Figure 2 Western philosophical perspectives and yin–yang in the study of management paradox.
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Generally speaking, western dialectics, represented by 
Aristotle and Hegel, is a contradictory dialectics focusing 
on the dichotomy of matter and self and the development 
of rational logic. Chinese traditional dialectics, repre-
sented by Lao Tzu, Confucius and the book of I Ching, 
is a harmonious dialectics focusing on the unity of man 
and nature and the development of perceptual intuition. 
The main difference between the two is that the contra-
dictory dialectics emphasizes the binary opposition of 
phenomenon and essence, subject and object, material 
and spirit, with logic as the core; the harmonious dialec-
tics emphasizes the life movement process of human and 
nature and the harmonious process of opposition and 
mutual transformation of yin-yang, with perception as 
the basic. Traditional Chinese philosophy places more 
emphasis on the interaction of interdependent 
contradictions.23 In the first sentence of Tao Te Ching, 
Lao Tzu mentioned that “Tao that can be spoken of is not 
the true one”. It seems that the inexplicable eternal Tao 
referred to here is consistent with the “irrational complex 
ambiguity” mentioned in the western paradox.15 But 
“Dao begets one, one is two, two is three, and three is 
all things” in yin–yang philosophy further interprets the 
dynamic interoperability of both sides of the contradic-
tion, which is usually displayed as either/or in the western 
paradox in management. Traditional Chinese philosophy 
with yin–yang thinking as the main research perspective 
can better describe the complex and changeable duality as 
well as the complex dynamics of both contradictions than 
the western paradox theory.15 In organizational manage-
ment, the key is how to effectively deal with these para-
doxes and unify these paradoxes and contradictions in the 
balance of dynamic development. This dynamic balance 
implies “the unity of opposites”, “the ceaseless change of 
production and reproduction”, or “middle” and “great 
harmony” in yin–yang philosophy. In summary, the lit-
erature review finds that yin–yang provides a new per-
spective and a more appropriate indigenous method for 
the western paradox.

Yin–Yang Perspective in 
Organizational Management
As a classical traditional Chinese philosophy, yin–yang 
thinking or perspective has been actively explored and 
applied to research and practice by contemporary scholars. 
However, the application of yin–yang in the field of man-
agement is still in the exploratory stage. The introduction 

of the Western modern management theory has gradually 
helped form the mainstream Chinese management system. 
However, there are contradictions and differences between 
traditional Chinese philosophy and western management 
philosophy. Applying the western management system 
directly may not fit Chinese organizations well.1 

Therefore, to fully explain some Chinese organizations’ 
behaviour, we should use the yin–yang perspective to 
modify, supplement, enrich, or even replace western tradi-
tional concepts or theories. The yin–yang perspective can 
be used as a macro research paradigm in the east to 
supplement or replace the western either/or logic.3,9 

Therefore, applying the yin–yang perspective is more in 
line with the characteristics of Chinese indigenous 
research. Yin–yang is very important for improving the 
western one-sided, static, linear either/or logic and the 
absolute binary separation theory.3–5

As yin–yang is especially useful for theorizing in 
Chinese organizations, an increasing number of Chinese 
scholars have used this philosophy in research (see 
Table 1). On the one hand, domestic scholars in interdis-
ciplinary fields such as management and philosophy try to 
use traditional Chinese philosophy to adjust and correct 
the “acclimatization” of western management theory sys-
tem to Chinese enterprises.5,18 On the other hand, many 
overseas Chinese scholars believe that traditional oriental 
philosophy, especially the yin–yang perspective, is parti-
cularly suitable for Chinese transnational 
organizations.35,36 Li3 proposed that yin–yang thinking 
can regard the opposition between globalization and loca-
lization as a dynamic dualism to avoid any possible one- 
sided bias. Li17 proposes a duality map tool of yin–yang 
and believes that dynamic dialectical yin–yang thinking is 
more suitable for paradox management than the static 
dialectical logic of either/or and both/and. In the binary 
diagram of organizational paradox management, the rela-
tionship between social value and organizational profit, 
exploration and utilization, competition, and cooperation 
can provide better solutions from the perspective of the 
balance of yin–yang.17

Connecting the Paradox in Management 
and Yin–Yang
In studying the paradox in management, western scholars 
found that the dichotomy of traditional western philosophy 
is too simple and directly shows the management paradox 
as a conflict between two poles, when the use of Chinese 
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Table 1 Organizational Management Literature from Yin–Yang Perspective: A Summary

Characteristics Main Literature Main Points

Emphasizing the importance of Chinese 
traditional yin–yang thinking for the study of 

local management system

Li 2010, 2012, 2014; Xie and Wei 2012 • The relative balance of yin–yang is different 
from and better than Hegel’s absolute 

sublation of dialectics. 

• Yin–yang thinking is similar to Bohr’s 
complementary principle. 

• Yin–yang thinking is more in line with the 

characteristics of indigenous Chinese 
management research.

Supplementing with and optimizing yin–yang 
to western management system, the collision 

and integration of Chinese and western 

management theories

Cheng 1992, 2010, 2017; Fang 2005, 2012; Lu 
et al 2013; Li and Yang 2017

• It should not only contain the spirit of 
western scientific management but also absorb 

the wisdom of Chinese philosophical 

management. 
• Yin–yang perspective can supplement the 

deficiency of western management theory 

from dynamic and dialectical aspects. 
• Yin–yang thinking needs to be integrated with 

western culture and management thought.

Connecting the paradox in management and 

yin–yang

Lewis 2000; Smith and Lewis 2011; Li 2016; 

Smith et al 2017; Su 2017

• The binary paradox in organizational 

management is similar to the yin–yang thinking. 
• Yin–yang perspective is better than the 

paradox of western management to describe 

the complex dynamics of both sides of the 
contradiction. 

• Yin–yang provides a new perspective and an 

appropriate way to solve the paradox.

Involving yin–yang perspective in the cultural 

research of organizational management and 
cross-cultural management

Fang 2005, 2012; Faure and Fang 2008; Chen 

2008, 2016; An et al 2018; Chen 2018; 
Pauluzzo et al 2018

• There is a whole, dynamic, and dialectical 

paradoxical value in any culture. 
• The dialectical interaction between yin and 

yang is the basis of the formation of human 

communication theory 
• Contemporary Chinese culture has 

undergone great changes, but the traditional 

thinking of yin–yang still runs through modern 
Chinese society.

Emphasizing that yin–yang should be included 
in management theory, and should guide the 

practice of organizational management

Li et al 2011; Du et al 2011; Lu et al 2013; Jing 
and Van de Ven. 2014; Horak and Long 2018; 

Lin et al 2018; Lee and Reade 2018; Chin et al 

2020

• In China’s local management practice, the 
enterprises using yin–yang thinking will form 

a “humanized” management paradigm that 

combines rules with humanity. 
• The concept of change plays an important 

role in guiding organizational change in Chinese 

local enterprises. 
• Yin–yang is used to guide the balance and 

integration of individualism and collectivism in 

cross-cultural management. 
• As a local study of management, the idea is 

not just to explore the philosophy of yin–yang 

but to develop new knowledge of management 
from the perspective of yin–yang philosophy.
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yin–yang thinking or perspective can better explain and 
analyse its complexity and dynamic multilateralism at 
a deeper level.15 Li7 believes that compared with Hegel’s 
dialectics, the differences in yin–yang thinking lie in integ-
rity, conditional mutual transformation, and the perma-
nence of contradictions. In traditional western 
philosophy, Aristotle’s either/or and Hegel’s both/and are 
often used as the core of dualistic logic, while the dualistic 
framework of traditional Chinese philosophy takes either/ 
and of the balance of yin–yang as the core of logic, 
emphasizing the interaction and harmonious unity of the 
two opposites. However, by criticizing Perter P. Li’s either/ 
and logic,3 Li37 believed the both/and logic is an indis-
pensable element of yin-yang, which cannot adequately 
describe the diversity of epistemological expressions and 
methodological prescriptions derived from yin-yang think-
ing. Li believed the structure of Hegel’s dialectical subla-
tion in paradox is almost same as that of the change 
process of yin-yang.37 Although the essence of yin-yang 
is similar to the paradox in the west,30,38 there are signifi-
cant differences in determining priorities and implement-
ing decisions in the field of strategic management.30 

Cheng1 put forward the C theory, pointing out that many 
western scholars only emphasized the overall culture and 
style of Chinese management system and psychological 
characteristics but did not explore the deep ideological and 
philosophical basis of Chinese management system and 
style. C stands for “creativity, change, culture, Chinese 
tradition and Confucianism and their creative”.2 Cheng1 

integrates humanized management and rational manage-
ment to form the C principle to guide the practical devel-
opment and implementation of Chinese management.

Cultural Research of Organizational 
Management and Cross-Cultural 
Management Based on the Yin-Yang 
Perspective
In cross-cultural management and cultural research of 
organizational management, some scholars use the yin– 
yang perspective to highlight the dynamic, complemen-
tary, and holistic perspectives. Fang8 was the first to pro-
pose the use of the dialectical dynamic method to analyse 
culture, which is quite different from the mainstream 
bipolar paradigm analysis in cross-cultural management. 
Through a comparative analysis of eight paradoxical 
values in modern Chinese society, namely “guanxi and 
professionalism, face and self-expression, thrift and 

materialism, family orientation and individualism, aver-
sion to and respect for law, hierarchy and competence, 
long-term and short-term orientation, traditional creeds 
and modern approaches”, Faure and Fang16 point out that 
contemporary Chinese culture has undergone major cul-
tural changes, but in terms of the thinking process, modern 
Chinese society remains anchored to the classical yin– 
yang approach. Fang9 proposed to conceptualize culture 
as a value orientation with internal contradiction through 
“situation, context, and time” from the perspective of yin– 
yang. Therefore, there is a paradoxical value in any cul-
ture, which is a process of generation, existence, strength-
ening and complementation, forming the integrity, 
dynamic, and dialectic of culture. Chen and Miller39 

emphasized that western management culture should not 
“lead” but “meet” eastern management culture. They 
believed that Chinese indigenous organizations must 
learn from both eastern and western cultures and create 
better things through the integration of the two. Sometimes 
it is necessary to integrate opposites, which must also 
become part of the dual cultural orientation with “social 
good and self-interest, trust-based and legal relationships, 
teamwork and individual achievement, risk taking and 
caution, business and society, locally sensitive 
and foreign”.39

Pauluzzo et al40 described a cross-case analysis on yin– 
yang balancing17 and on the yin–yang philosophy of cul-
ture with situation, context, and time9 to find that cross- 
cultural learning can help manage cultural dilemmas and 
lead to greater effectiveness in specific settings. Chen41 

and An et al25 proposed from the perspective of organiza-
tional communication that the dialectical interaction 
between yin–yang is the basis of the formation of human 
communication theory, which provides a new research 
perspective for cross-cultural communication manage-
ment. Chen42 proposed a communitarianism model based 
on the dialectics of yin–yang about cultural differences to 
guide the balance and integration of individualism and 
collectivism in cross-cultural management. In the latest 
literature, Chin et al28 propose a new framework for 
a Confucianism business model based on an integrative 
view of paradox and culture angle, which is connected to 
the impact of culture in constructing the frame of business 
models in the Asia-Pacific area. In that model, social 
legitimacy, institutional enablers, and institutional dis-
ablers were put forward in a yin–yang harmony 
cognition.28
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Applying the Yin–Yang Perspective to 
Guide the Practice of Organizational 
Management
Applying the yin–yang perspective to guide the analysis of 
organizational management practice, Li et al43 carried out 
a case study based on the five characteristics of yin and 
yang embodied in the management of a Chinese enterprise 
—“inaction, emptiness, hardness and softness, moderation 
and harmony”—and proposed that embedding the thought 
of yin–yang into the enterprise growth model is important 
for improving the core competitiveness and benefits of 
enterprises. In China’s local management practice, enter-
prises applying the philosophy of yin–yang will form 
a “humanized” management paradigm that combines 
rules with human nature.2,43 Jing and Van de ven,35 

through a case study of an enterprise in China, proposed 
three key aspects related to the concept of yin–yang and 
organizational change: situation, process, and action. From 
the yin–yang perspective, they highlighted the role of 
“potential” and action strategies and the dialectics of 
“inaction”. Lee and Reade44 tested 97 Chinese employees 
in three Japanese subsidiaries in China to investigate the 
leadership and followership dynamic in foreign firms in 
China. They found yin-yang offers an approach to the 
leadership and cosmopolitan followership which have 
a positive effect on employee commitment. Chin et al38 

put forward an explanation for the cognitive framework of 
yin-yang, and expounds how to use it as a meta theoretical 
tool to describe the contradictory and complementary 
dynamics of Chinese strategic thinking. They proposed 
eight paradoxical situations facing Chinese organisations 
based the yin-yang change and raise four strategic propo-
sitions regarding how competing Chinese higher education 
institutes handle the conflicting yet complementary 
dynamics in China. Horak and Long45 analysed the rela-
tionship between power and trust in the enterprise organi-
zation from the yin–yang perspective, and believed that 
the relatively natural, mutual integration, and mutual 
dependence shown by the analysis of yin–yang was more 
appropriate than that by traditional western management 
theory in terms of power and trust. Lin et al7 explained the 
leadership style of Chinese expatriate managers from the 
perspective of traditional Chinese philosophy. The leader-
ship style of Chinese expatriate managers is influenced by 
some factors in Chinese traditional philosophy and foreign 
cultural context, which is consistent with the view of yin– 
yang balance.7

Implications of the Study and 
Directions for Future Research
The positive growth of China’s economy during the period 
of COVID-19 can be displayed and promoted as 
a successful development experience in management. 
Therefore, we believe that the Chinese experience in orga-
nizational management can also be concerned and used for 
reference by non-Chinese audiences. Sorting out the yin- 
yang perspective, a significant characteristic of Chinese 
management is a contribution to the literature research of 
management disciplines. We do not emphasize that yin- 
yang is superior than western management theory. We 
propose that yin–yang perspective can supplement the 
deficiency of western management theory from dynamic 
and dialectical aspects. The literature research of manage-
ment disciplines should not only contain the spirit of 
western scientific management but also absorb the wisdom 
of Chinese philosophical management. Chinese indigenous 
organizations, even some other non-Chinese organizations, 
can learn from both eastern and western cultures and 
create better things through the integration of the two. 
According to the review, applying the yin–yang perspec-
tive to the theory of paradox in management is well suited 
for research on Chinese indigenous characteristics. We 
examine the paradox in management through the yin– 
yang lens and proposes an application of the yin–yang 
perspective examined in Chinese indigenous management 
research. Based on a literature review, the study empha-
sizes that yin–yang should be part of management theory 
to guide the practice of organizational management. We 
believe that our study makes a significant contribution to 
the literature because it discusses how to improve the 
practice of organizational management in a cross-cultural 
background, in the backdrop of an increasing number of 
Chinese multinationals in world markets and of foreign 
multinationals in Chinese markets. This study also pro-
poses some directions and implications for future research 
on the yin–yang perspective by applying it to China’s non- 
profit organizations, the practice of organizational manage-
ment in the cross-cultural background, and the awareness 
of the limitations and deficiencies of the yin–yang 
perspective.

Theory and Theory Development
Compared with previous studies, we find that the Chinese 
concept of yin-yang emphasizes more on the interaction of 
interdependent contradictions, and further explains the 
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dynamic interaction between the two sides of the contra-
diction, which is not deeply involved in the western man-
agement paradox. The traditional Chinese philosophy with 
yin-yang perspective as the main research perspective can 
better describe the complex and changeable duality, and 
better describe the complex dynamics of both sides of the 
contradiction than the western paradox of management. 
We think that the traditional Chinese philosophy of yin- 
yang provides a new perspective for the western manage-
ment paradox, which is the optimization and supplement 
of the western management paradox. Future research on 
Chinese indigenous management should be a combination 
of Chinese and western, and while the essential structure is 
still the modern western management system, it should be 
supplemented by and improved upon in terms of effect, 
purpose, and function through the yin–yang perspective. 
Whether Chinese culture such as yin-yang philosophy is 
independent of or complementary to modern western cul-
ture will provide ideological and intellectual basis for 
China’s business management.

Applying Yin–Yang Perspective to Non- 
Profit Organizations in China
Scholars have proposed traditional theories for non-profit 
organizations, such as market failure, government failure, 
and contract failure, using Aristotle’s thinking of either/or 
to assume that non-profits and government are antagonis-
tic. In modern times, many scholars consider that non- 
profits and governments can work synergistically, similar 
to Hegel’s both/and dialectics, in ways that meet public 
needs and benefit both parties.46,47 However, the illustra-
tion of dualism or exclusive opposites in western literature 
does not best interpret the relationship between non-profits 
and the Chinese government. Most existing non-profits in 
China are directly differentiated from the administrative 
departments of the government, as a result of the national 
administrative reform, and takes a “path of generation 
within the system”.48 From the perspective of “path depen-
dence”, these non-profits are bound to be more or less 
“official”, or strongly or weakly dependent on the govern-
ment. Based on this, some Chinese scholars state that the 
unique characteristics of China’s non-profits is the “dual 
nature of government and people”, which means that the 
behaviour of the organization is subject to the dual control 
of administrative mechanism and autonomous 
mechanism.49

China’s non-profits are characterized by the duality of 
government and people, which makes the relationship 
between their own development and the government’s 
macro supervision contradictory but often able to effec-
tively deal with the paradox. Therefore, it is important to 
apply a yin–yang perspective to investigate how and to 
what extent the relations between the non-profits and the 
government are based on the former’s unique 
characteristics.

Practice of Organizational Management in 
the Cross-Cultural Background
From the literature on yin–yang in organizational manage-
ment, in addition to Chinese local organizations, applying 
the yin–yang perspective is especially suitable for cross- 
cultural organizations with Chinese backgrounds. This 
includes Chinese organizations abroad and foreign organi-
zations in China. On the one hand, Chinese organizations 
abroad must face contradictions, coordination, and coop-
eration in leadership and management between the foreign 
and Chinese cultures. Many of China’s overseas organiza-
tions also need to consider factors such as the Chinese 
government’s macro supervision. On the other hand, for-
eign organizations in China are also facing confrontation, 
cooperation, and adjustment between Chinese cultures and 
their own. The market-oriented view that western organi-
zations hold needs to consider local policies, regulations, 
and relations with the government. The underlying logic of 
value creation in some Chinese business models led by the 
government may not be dominated by commercial market 
logic, but by the ultimate vision to fulfil both social and 
commercial missions.28 The yin–yang perspective, which 
embodies opposition, competition, and pursuit of harmony 
and balance, can better deal with these complex and 
dynamic relationships.

Limitation and Deficiency of the Yin–Yang 
Perspective
Li50 and Li et al29 alert indigenous Chinese management 
researchers to the danger of Chinese exceptionalism and 
overconfidence in the belief that yin–yang is “superior to 
all” other cognitive frames or logical systems in dealing 
with organizational paradoxes. It is also necessary to 
integrate western management ideas, take their strengths 
and compensate for their weaknesses, and adopt a way of 
combining Chinese and western philosophy.1,10,11 The 
traditional thinking of yin–yang has some limitations, 
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such as unclear logical analysis and causal relationships, 
too general and abstract concepts of yin–yang, and lack 
of operational management practices and tools.18 When 
applying the yin–yang perspective to the analysis of 
management, we should pay attention not to apply it 
mechanically and directly, and should not be overconfi-
dent that yin–yang is “superior” to all other cognitive 
frameworks or logical systems in managing paradoxes.29 

The perspective of yin–yang can supplement the defi-
ciency of western management theory from the dynamic 
and dialectical aspects, and the formal logic of either/or 
in the west can also make the indigenous research more 
rigorous and detailed, strengthen the elaboration of 
abstract and general logic of yin–yang and causality, 
reduce the use of local research of traditional Chinese 
philosophy, and simplify the complexity.

Conclusion
Through a comparison between Chinese and western dualis-
tic dialectics, the yin–yang perspective seems more suitable 
for paradox management than the static dialectical logic of 
either/or and both/and. The yin–yang philosophy treats 
debates or controversies as dynamic dualities to avoid any 
one-sided biases. However, the application of traditional 
Chinese philosophy in the field of management is still in the 
exploratory stage. Scholars have mainly focused on compar-
ing Chinese and western management theories, involving the 
yin–yang perspective in the cultural research of organiza-
tional management and cross-cultural management. In recent 
years, some scholars have begun to apply the yin–yang per-
spective to guide the practice of Chinese indigenous organi-
zational management. However, yin–yang has some 
limitations, such as unclear logical analysis and causal rela-
tionships that cannot be applied independently without the 
western management system. The yin–yang perspective 
needs to integrate western culture and management. 
Therefore, in theory, future research on indigenous organiza-
tional management should study how to better integrate 
Chinese and western management systems, that is, by apply-
ing western management systems from the yin–yang perspec-
tive. In practice, a comparative analysis from the yin–yang 
perspective based on the characteristics of Chinese organiza-
tions in a cross-cultural background would be useful.
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