
Paradoxical Leadership: 
Unleash Your Inner Parks & Recreation Mastermind 

Kristen Marks, Executive Director
Centerville-Washington Park District

February 4, 2025



• Learn your strategic style and how to 
enhance it

• Learn the importance of embracing the 
challenges of paradox in your teams 

• Examples of positive team outcomes 
when paradox tensions are faced

Objectives

“The test of  a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposing ideas in mind…and still retain the ability 
to function.” ~F. Scott Fitzgerald



What is your strategic style?

• A strategist is person skilled in planning action or 
policy – or has the skill to formulate and implement 
your organization’s strategy.
– Who are you picturing?

• There are five types…which one are you?
– The King
– The Servant
– The Elder
– The Prince
– The Joker



Source: Jeroen Kraaijenbrink, Forbes Contributor





Let’s Define Paradox
• We have dilemmas in life that have 

opposing options that beg us to make a 
choice. 
– The paradoxes are persistent contradictions 

that lurk within these dilemmas
• Past/future
• Stability/change
• Centralization/decentralization



What is the Paradox Mindset?
•Instead of choosing between "either/or" 
options, a paradox mindset emphasizes 
"both/and" thinking to integrate opposing 
demands and find innovative 
solutions….change from a problem solver 
to managing polarities.

• It involves recognizing that tension and conflict between 
opposing elements are natural and can be a source of 
growth and creativity when managed effectively…It’s not if 
you face tension, but how.



Show it with…
1. Openness to Contradictions

2. Flexibility

3. Long-Term Thinking

4. Resilience



Importance…
1. Fosters creative problem-solving. It moves people 

beyond compromise to solutions that combine the 
best of both worlds.

2. Enhances collaboration by openness to diverse 
perspectives

3. Demonstrates adaptability and can build trust 
amongst the teams you lead

4. Builds sustained relevance as you become good at 
navigating evolving stakeholder needs



Your Turn…
Let’s practice scenarios to put 
the Paradox Mindset in Action



Find Your Mule



Find Your Mule

• Focus on solutions that balance 
rather than polarize. Reframe the 
question.

• Stay grounded in action, rather than 
being paralyzed by indecision.

• Combine strengths from both sides 
to achieve a more resilient outcome.



Scenario 1
Conservation vs. Accessibility
Scenario: A park district is considering building 
a paved trail to improve accessibility for 
individuals with mobility challenges. However, 
the construction could disrupt sensitive habitats 
and wildlife corridors.  



Scenario 2
Program Variety vs. Budget 
Limitations
Scenario: A recreation center wants to expand 
its offerings to include diverse programs such 
as yoga, coding classes, and art workshops. 
However, budget constraints mean not all 
proposed programs can be funded.  



Scenario 3
Tradition vs. Innovation
Scenario: A popular annual event at the park 
has been running for decades, but attendance 
has started to decline. Staff members suggest 
introducing new activities or rebranding the 
event, which some community members 
oppose.  



Scenario 4
Public Demand vs. Resource 
Sustainability
Scenario: With a surge in park visitors, the 
community is requesting additional amenities 
like restrooms, playgrounds, and picnic areas. 
However, the increased usage risks overtaxing 
the park’s natural resources.  



Scenario 5
Equity vs. Revenue Generation
Scenario: The district’s new sports complex has 
the potential to generate significant revenue 
through premium memberships and private 
events. However, community members worry 
this will limit access for lower-income families.  



Scenario 6
Safety vs. Visitor Freedom
Scenario: After a series of minor accidents, the 
district considers enforcing stricter rules, such 
as limiting off-leash dog areas or banning 
certain recreational activities like kayaking in 
certain zones. Some visitors feel these 
measures would detract from their experience.  



Scenario 7
Seasonal Staffing vs. Year-
Round Needs
Scenario: The district struggles to retain skilled 
seasonal employees, particularly lifeguards and 
park maintenance workers, who leave for year-
round opportunities. Full-time staffing isn't 
feasible due to budget constraints.  



Scenario 8 
Community Preferences vs. 
Environmental Best Practices
Scenario: Many residents enjoy large, 
manicured lawns in public parks, but 
maintenance (e.g., mowing, watering) conflicts 
with environmental initiatives like converting turf 
to native prairie.  



Scenario 9
Rapid Growth vs. Cultural 
Preservation
Scenario: A growing community necessitates 
the rapid development of new parks and 
facilities. However, longtime residents fear 
losing the small-town feel and cultural identity 
of existing spaces.  



Scenario 10
Event Popularity vs. Park 
Preservation
Scenario: A successful music festival hosted in 
a park draws large crowds and generates 
significant revenue but leaves behind damage 
to the grounds and infrastructure, requiring 
costly repairs.  



The Paradox Mindset at CWPD



Yankee Park Tennis Courts



Renovation of the Grant Park Barn



Bill Yeck Park Yellow Trail



Refund Policy



Program Accommodations



Pavement Repair and Replacement



At Your Agency…

• What is in your mission, vision, values, 
goals objectives or cultural values that help 
reinforce your purpose and make opposing 
tensions easier to take on?

• CWPD Vision: To become the outdoor 
recreation destination of choice for the 
community we serve.



At Your Agency…

“The art of walking upright here
Is the art of using both feet.

One is for holding on.
One is for letting go.”
~Glenn Colquhoun

• We need to help our teams shift their thinking 
to embrace a paradox mindset – managing 
tensions can take you beyond “compromise” 
and “tradeoffs” to a higher place than you 
otherwise would be.



At Your Agency…

Paradox Mindset Inventory
Take the quiz:



What Type Of Strategist Are You? 5 Types 
And Their Pros And Cons

How to Embrace The 4 Leadership Paradoxes

Five Paradoxes of an Innovation Culture -
Government Executive

Embracing the Paradoxes of Leadership | 
INSEAD Knowledge

Why Agile Leaders Need To Be Master 
Strategists And Three Ways To Get Started | 
ACESENCE

Mindset shifts to make to be a both/and leader

Resources:

https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeroenkraaijenbrink/2023/08/01/what-type-of-strategist-are-you-5-types-and-their-pros-and-cons/
https://www.hypeinnovation.com/blog/4-leadership-paradoxes-and-how-to-embrace-them
https://www.govexec.com/management/2019/01/five-paradoxes-innovation-culture/154531/
https://knowledge.insead.edu/leadership-organisations/embracing-paradoxes-leadership#:%7E:text=A%20paradox%20is%20formed%20by,must%20also%20monitor%20their%20employees.
https://blog.acesence.com/why-agile-leaders-need-to-be-master-strategists-and-three-ways-to-get-started/
https://www.fastcompany.com/90998495/mindset-shifts-to-make-both-and-leadership


OPRA wants your feedback. 
Please fill out the session evaluation:
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