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I 

ABSTRACT 

Organizations use existing technologies and create new ones to adapt themselves 

to the changing environment in order to survive. There are varieties of strategic 

choices, which can be utilized in crisis prevention and one of these alternatives is 

the ambidextrous organization. This popular paradigm exists from decades, and it 

still demonstrates a significant interest between scholars and researchers. 

Ambidexterity consists in the ability to realize simultaneously two types of 

activities: exploitation and exploration. Respectively, to exploit existing skills and to 

explore new opportunities that allow obtaining success in the short term but also 

long term. Past researches have revealed that there is a positive relationship 

between ambidexterity and improvement of organizational performance but 

produced effects are not indicated. In the present master thesis, it is possible to 

obtain a panoramic view about the main obstacles for small enterprises and 

answer to a research question that examines what are the main effects at the level 

of efficiency and innovation for ambidextrous organizations. This has been 

realized through the study of secondary data and primary data coming from a 

structured interview to Professor Mathew Hughes, a semi-structured interview to 

two entrepreneurs of small companies and at the end through a multiple case 

studies of two ambidextrous organizations. It appears that for small companies the 

main obstacles are the limited time, the actual full production capacity and 

the relevant taking of risk. Instead, from the multiple case studies, it seems that all 

relationships examined have generated positive effects at both level efficiency and 

innovation. In conclusion, from a combination of all results, it is possible to confirm 

that ambidexterity led many advantages and benefits in companies that adopt this 

type of approach.  

Keywords: ambidexterity, ambidextrous organization, exploration and exploitation. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Introduction to research’s thematic 

Surviving and developing in a dynamic context, such as the current one is indeed 

a great challenge for an organization that constantly tries to respond efficiently to 

all changes and innovation coming from the external environment. At the same 

time, they must be able to preserve the conditions of efficiency in the performance 

of their internal processes and be ready to satisfy actively the increasingly 

uncertain demands of current customers. If in the past, it was taken more 

importance to efficiency or innovation, nowadays management must be able to 

pursue paths, efficiency and innovation equally and simultaneously (Pittino, 2016). 

Companies must be ready to undertake this change even if it is a difficult path that 

it has led to a high rate of failure over the years. 

Due to competitive pressures, rapid technological, economic, environmental, 

social and cultural changes, companies must continuously reconfigure their 

corporate structure. In other words, the organizational management must be 

prepared to acquire a series of skills, processes, procedures, organizational 

structures, decision-making rules, and distinct disciplines in order to undertake an 

effective and coherent path with the personal aim. This allows them to identify 

threats and opportunities and, in this way, they would be ready to reconfigure 

internal and external organizational resources. Firms need to adapt continuously 

to the changing environment, and in this way, they should be able to switch the 

activities between exploitation and exploration (O’Reilly III & Tushman, 2011) and 

must find a balance between these two concepts. This is called ambidexterity. 

Ambidextrous companies are able to exploit existing skills and explore new 

opportunities. (Lubatkin, Simsek, Ling, & Veiga, 2006) This means that the survival 

of enterprises in this dynamic context is possible if and only if they have done both 

the exploitation focuses on utilizing what firms have already identified (March, 

1991) and the exploration focuses on the discovery of what has yet to be known. 

(Chen, 2017) The most relevant aspects that are linked with ambidextrous 

organization is absorptive capacity that Kohen & Levinthal defined as the ability of 

a firm to recognize the value of new, external information, assimilate it, and apply it 

to commercial ends is critical to its innovative capabilities (Cohen & Levinthal, 

1990), dynamic capabilities that is the organization’s ability to integrate, build, and 

reconfigure internal and external competencies in relation to rapidly changing 

environments, (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997) and at the end, the ability to follow 

at the same time both incremental and discontinuous innovation. (Tushman & 

O’Reilly, 1996) 
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These two logics are contradictory because they require separate subunits and 

different common elements that guide activity: structures, process, strategies, 

capabilities (O’Reilly III & Tushman, 2011) and cultures (O'Reilly 3rd & Tushman, 

2004) and other general elements. Therefore, the challenge for the companies is 

the simultaneous management of exploration and exploitation activities reaching 

an equilibrium. For this reason, they must choose the most suitable strategy to 

innovate and achieve a competitive advantage. This can be realized through the 

choice of one of the three types of ambidexterity. In structural ambidexterity, the 

two activities are structurally separated into different units, and they can specialize 

separately while in contextual ambidexterity they are considered autonomous and 

capable of being pursued simultaneously within a single unit. The last one is 

sequential ambidexterity that is characterized by cyclical periods where the 

company goes through episodes of exploitation to exploration with an undefined 

frame of time. Nowadays, there is a recent form called specialization and domain 

ambidexterity where the firm specialized only in one activity and make an alliance 

with one partner to bridge the gap with the other one. 

However, recent scholars have spoken about dynamic ambidextrous that is the 

combination of different practices arising from all three forms of ambidexterity. In 

this way, the companies can reach the adequate benefit from different types and 

consequently mitigate their respective limitations. (Chen, 2017) 

In summary, the ambidexterity is able to work with these two contradictory logics, 

but despite this, to guarantee a balance between exploration and exploitation 

come into play a series of strategies, structures and processes that are useful for 

business success. It is exactly from this that derives the interest to understand the 

main factors that have an impact on ambidextrous organizations.   

Below will be explaining the research question with its specific objectives and at 

the end of the research methodology.  

1.2. Research question 

Past researches have revealed that it is present a positive relation between 

ambidexterity and an improvement of organizational performance. However, they 

do not suggest the effects that this approach produced. At the same time, we are 

aware that this approach touches all activities in the company, and this fact 

creates the base for new research, and it begins the focus of this work. 

The goal of this present research paper is to understand a phenomenon, in 

particular, to identify and examine what are the main innovations and efficiency 

effects that occur on firms that have decided to adopt an ambidexterity approach 

in response to organizational change.  

https://context.reverso.net/traduzione/inglese-italiano/bridge+the+gap
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For this reason, the research question of this study will aim to answer the following 

question: “What are the main effects in terms of efficiency and innovation on 

companies that have decided to introduce organizational ambidexterity?” 

1.3. Objectives  

This main objective is to be achieved through the following specific objectives: 

- To identify the reasons that have led the entrepreneur to adopt an 

ambidextrous approach (strategic aspect); 

- To identify all the factors that have a strong impact on business activities; 

- To identify and after to analyse the implications that the factors (identify before) 

have at the efficiency and innovation level (in other words what they cause in 

positive or negative); 

- To identify the main problems and constraints caused by this organizational 

model for the companies; 

- To elaborate general conclusions regarding the effects that ambidexterity leads 

to the companies. 

1.4. Research methodology 

This research began with a review of the scientific literature on the main concepts 

that have a link with the phenomenon of study. It was made on electronic search 

engines such as google scholar and the keywords were ambidexterity, 

ambidextrous organization, exploration and exploitation.  

We started from the general theme of ambidexterity to enter more precisely into 

the structure and related elements such as innovation, absorptive capacity, and 

dynamic ambidexterity. During this analysis, all the variables studied were 

identified, that is, all the relevant organizational factors within the organizations on 

the basis of which the survey was built.  

1.4.1. Research design 

The research methodology applied to this project is represented by a multiple case 

studies. (Yin, 2009) As several researchers suggested, case study research is an 

act of conduct an analysis referring to one or more specific cases that permit to 

generalize. The aim of this type of research is on understanding a social and 

contemporary phenomenon as sustain. (Yin, 2009) In fact, the approach adopted 

is a qualitative research setting that allows investigating the implications that the 

adoption of the ambidexterity has generated for the company. With this method, 

Creswell asserts that the researcher realizes a complex and holistic 

representation. (Creswell, 1998) It is adopted for exploratory research (Bryman & 

Bell, 2007) and results are integrated with the theoretical concepts. (Glaser & 
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Strauss, 1967) It is essential to consider that the companies that are studied have 

specific characteristics such as large size and undoubtedly the ambidexterity 

approach. 

1.4.2. Data collection 

In the first approach, a descriptive analysis was made based on the secondary 

data sought. The data collection will be carried out mainly through three methods:  

 Structured survey on two big ambidextrous organizations with specific 

features; 

 Semi-structured interviews on two small no ambidextrous organizations; 

 In parallel has been conducted a structured interview with one expert on the 

topic. 

On-line survey 

The platform used for the administration of the questionnaire is google form that 

allows creating free online surveys. Based on the literature, the survey was 

structured and sent to companies after a preliminary test; this method of 

investigation is used by e-mail correspondence (self-administered). This last one 

included an invitation to participate, the objective of the research and the 

presentation of the topic. The CEO can directly access and fill in the questionnaire 

through the e-mail and the answers are immediately accessible by the 

administrator. The survey is divided into three sections. In the first section are 

requested general information on the company's activity, in the central section the 

effects of ambidexterity through Likert scale and multiple-choice questions. Lastly, 

in the final section the limits of this approach. The expected compilation time is 

about 10 minutes. (Appendix 1)  

One of the two sample companies preferred remains anonymous in this paper 

while the other one is COLOP. 

Semi-structured interviews 

The research began with a semi-structured interview with two entrepreneurs 

selected on the basis of the small size of the organizations and according to a 

sampling of convenience among the few companies available. One of these is 

Costa Curvati and the interview was done to the entrepreneur Gabriele Formenti 

while Massimo Rivola is the entrepreneur of the second company Rivola SA. The 

main purpose is to expand the study of the subject without the purpose of 

generalization.  The interview took place by phone because of the impossibility of 

the interviewer and it had an average duration of 45 minutes. It began with a brief 

presentation of the research by the interviewer and then a series of open 

questions fixed for both companies but with the possibility to express other 
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opinions on the subject. The data collected during the interview were studied and 

integrated into the development of the research paper. (Appendix 2)  

Structured interview 

To get a better insight into the research, a short-structured interview was 

conducted with an expert professor on the subject who recently writes a lot about 

ambidextrous organisations. He is Mathew Hughes, Professor of Entrepreneurship 

and Innovation, experts in entrepreneurial management at Loughborough 

University School of Business and Economics. It has been taken contact with the 

expert by e-mail where it was specified the objective of the work and the reason 

including the importance of his contribution. The interview was characterized by 

six open questions about the subject and relating debate. His answer was useful 

to have a specific opinion because he added value to the present work of thesis.  

(Appendix 3) 

1.4.3. Data analysis 

The last relevant phase of the research methodology is the data analysis plan.  

All data collected through surveys, interviews with entrepreneurs and interview 

with expert were transcribed in accordance with the criteria of fidelity and legibility. 

After transcription, the results were studied, and the information crossed with the 

hypotheses developed since the existing literature (Eisenhardt, 1989) to reach the 

objective of this thesis. 
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2. Ambidextrous Organization 

An organization that wants to build its success by achieving competitive advantage 

must be able to perform two basic activities: exploration and exploitation. The 

ambidextrous organization is a concept that has existed for decades and it 

represents one of the most relevant topics of this time in the business field in 

terms of organizational and knowledge management areas. (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 

2004) This popular paradigm in business practice usually involves an intricate 

combination of leadership, empowerment, and diversity of tasks, processes and 

people. (Ajayi, Odusanya, & Morton, 2017)  

Sometimes the organization gave priority to some things rather than others; but 

due to rapidly changing environment, dynamic industrial conditions and conflicting 

between organization’s subdivisions, (Nonaka, Toyama, & Byosiere, 2001) 

companies must be thinking not only the alignment in organization but also the 

adaptation of changing in response to dynamic environment to begin innovative 

and proactive. In fact, they start to consider more their long-term objectives rather 

than only short-term success.  

Speaking of which, James March noticed that the most relevant challenge for an 

organization consists in their capacity to get benefit from existing resources and 

existing activities (exploitation) and simultaneously, obtain an advantage trying a 

new direction (exploration) to avoid that market and technologies change make 

irrelevant the base of its competitive advantage. (March, 1991) Sure enough, it is 

deduced that the main subject of organizational ambidexterity is going after in two 

opposite directions: exploitation and exploration. The first one refers to 

productivity, efficiency, selection, implementation, choice, refinement, and 

execution; differently the other one indicates the variation, experimentation, 

flexibility, innovation, play, and discovery. (March, 1991) 

Currently most of the large companies, but not only, have adopted an 

ambidextrous approach even if many of them are not aware of it because they 

have not considered their logic of operating. So, to better understand who is 

considered an ambidextrous company, a profile has been outlined below. 

An ambidextrous organization should have these specific features: 

- The company that has introduced in response to a change two distinct aspects 

in his business: exploration (enter in new market’s segment/emerging 

business), and exploitation (activities directly to the improvement of company 

position on the existing market/existing business); 

- The company that has an innovative attitude (e.g., new products, improvement 

of production process...) 
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- The company that has a strong organization with appropriate management; 

In other words, the first activity consists in the adaptation of exploiting current and 

old certainties and at the same time the second, which exploration, promoting 

alignment exploring new possibilities.  

Later O’Reilly and Tushman cloned this logic into a more completed definition that 

is: 

 “The ability of an organization to both explore and exploit: to compete in mature 

technologies and markets where efficiency, control, and incremental improvement 

are prized and to also compete in new technologies and markets where flexibility, 

autonomy, and experimentation are needed.” (O’ReillyIII & Tushman, 2013) 

In the following section, there is a literature review, which underlines relevant 

views of scholars regarding ambidexterity and correlating elements.  

Let’s begin with the explanation of the nature of two logics that built ambidextrous 

organization: exploration and exploitation.  
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3. Exploration & Exploitation 

This dilemma is known as a contradiction between the two activities of exploration 

and exploitation because they require elements of different nature for their 

functioning. Although, they are mutually dependent and can build together 

organizational ambidexterity.  

This is a concept that has existed for decades and represents one of the most 

relevant topics of its time in the business field in terms of organizational and 

knowledge management areas. (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004)  

In the literature, there are many discussions about this definition; however, 

researchers believe that both are learning activities. One of them is March, which 

states that the fundamental matter in exploration concerns experimentation to find 

out new alternatives, while the matter of exploitation refers to the refinement and 

extension of existing competencies. He said: “the essence of exploitation is the 

refinement and extensions of existing competencies, technologies, and paradigms; 

and the essence of exploration is experimentation with new alternatives.” (March, 

1991) More in detail, he explains exploitation as series of things related to 

efficiency, production, refinement, choice, selection, implementation and execution 

while on the other hand, exploration is described as things which are related to 

search, variation, risk-taking, experimentation, play, flexibility, discovery, and 

innovation. (March, 1991) 

After him, other researcher gave their opinion about this concept, and for example, 

Baum and other scholars said that the two logics are connected to learning and 

while the first is obtained by local research, experimental refinement and selection 

of current routines, the second is acquired by the processes of decided variation, 

experimentation, and play. (Baum, Li, & Usher, 2000) Following also Benner and 

Tushman stated that exploitation concerning local research with internal existing 

technological capabilities while exploration is distant research for new 

opportunities. (Benner & Tushman, 2002) 

At the end, He and Wong gave an explanation about the difference between them 

linked to innovation. In fact, exploitation for them consists of innovation activities 

that focus on the development of existing product market extent, while exploration 

deals with new product market domains. (He & Wong, 2004)  

In conclusion, it is possible to affirm that they are both learning activities. The 

exploitation helps organizations to create incremental innovation referring on all 

activities which improving existing products, refining productivity and product 

execution, improvement, implementation and looking on efficiency and to results 

orientation (Hechanova, Regina, & Rodriguez, 2014), while the exploration 

includes radical innovation across researching new possibilities, taking risks, 
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carrying out new research, innovation, variation, searching, varying  product  lines. 

Simultaneously pursuit of both incremental and radical innovations helps 

organizations to be successful at both exploring new opportunities and exploiting 

existing business. (Michl, Gold, & Picot, 2013) In fact, these different kinds of 

innovations require different kinds of activities in organizations, resources, inputs 

and different approaches that led to different types of outcomes. Schumpeter 

defined the two concepts of creative destruction: incremental innovation and 

radical innovation. If the first one refines and improves existing components or 

products, radical innovation represents a departure from existing organizational 

knowledge. (Schumpeter, 1942) 

As said March, these exploration and exploitation logics singularly are not enough 

to guarantee organizations success because: “There will be a swarm of new ideas 

and theories, but no possibility for implementation.” (March, 1991)  

Before explaining the relationship between these two different dimensions, it is 

shown one table of comparison between exploration and exploitation (Table 1). 

Table 1: Exploitation vs. Exploration 

 EXPLOITATION EXPLORATION 

Characteristics 

Refinement, production, 

efficiency, execution, choice 

selection, implementation 

Search, variation, flexibility, 

experimentation, play, 

Risk-taking, discovery, 

innovation 

Structure  Mechanic  Organic  

Strategy  Cost profit Innovation and growth 

Type of innovation  Incremental Radical  

Performance 

implications 

Short-time benefits Long-time benefits 

Level of risk Low risk and certain High risk uncertain  

Aim Optimize  Develop 

Result 

The current market, current 

clients and current 

distribution channels 

The new market, new clients 

and new distribution channels 

Fonte 1: Elaborated by the author, 2018 
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3.1. The relationship between exploration and exploitation 

Finding the balance between exploration and exploitation is a crucial milestone for 

organizations’ achievement although it is very important for organizations to avoid 

focusing on exploration by ignoring the exploitation in an adaptive system of 

changing the environment and vice versa. 

Firstly, most scholars have always treated them as two confronting elements 

because these two different logics could relapse in a conflicting situation due to: 

diverse kinds of resources required in organizations, different organizational 

structures, and different plans and processes within the same company. Despite 

what it is said above, some researchers argue that they can complement each 

other, instead of competing for resources (O’ReillyIII & Tushman, 2013) but 

excellent management is essential. 

It is possible deducing that one of the foremost questions in the organization 

nowadays is how balancing exploitative and explorative activities with 

ambidexterity approach. (Chang & Hughes, 2012) The problem is that in many 

occasions companies gives too much weight on one activity at the expense of the 

other but nowadays as said before, companies must think not only at the 

alignment in the organization but also in adaptation in response to dynamism and 

complexity of the environment. So, to survival in the long-term is vital finding an 

equilibrate balance between these two learning activities. This means that 

exploitation alone is not able to guarantee the success in the organization; in fact, 

March expresses that firms that only adopt exploitation will find themselves falling 

behind of their competition, becoming caught in a state of suboptimal equilibrium. 

(March, 1991) A too large concentration on this activity could certainly bring 

success in the short term but with a high risk of threat to long-term survival (risk of 

self-destruction). If on the other hand more attention is paid to exploration, as 

correctly said March, it doesn’t think on the present but exclusively about long 

period results (March, 1991) and in addition may cause high expenses of 

experimentation without any financial output. The companies must avoid this 

situation in order not to get into negative conditions for the business such as low 

profitability zone or invention stagnation. Therefore, that is where exploitation 

comes in with the aim to reduce risks. In fact, to prevent this situation, 

organizations must be able to balance tasks to manage these conflictual activities 

simultaneously to be successful in the long-term. (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 

Organizational ambidexterity: Antecedents, outcomes, and moderators, 2008) 

It concludes that exploration and exploitation cannot exist without each other 

within the organization, but they must reach together a right balance of activities: 

the seeking of appropriate compromise between the two different logics began the 
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priority for an organization, which wants to guarantee to survive and obtains 

prosperity. (March, 1991) For this reason, it is hard to decide on the trade-off 

between these two dimensions, but an organization needs to find it and implement 

ambidexterity correctly to achieve higher performance. 

Many scholars claim that achieving it is an advantage and that it brings better 

results to organizations despite it is known that the risk of incurring a failure 

caused by inadequate skills or too much concentration on one activity at the 

expense of the other. This is because it is difficult for companies to identify the 

right trade-off between the two activities of exploration and exploitation. However, 

over the years it has been shown that achieving an ambidextrous organization 

bring great advantage to the company in terms of better results between those 

who have adopted this approach and those who are not ambidexterity. After 

different research on organizations, O’Reilly and Tushman, showed that many of 

these with the pass of the decade were able to survive in dynamic environments 

and change thanks to their ambidextrous behaviour. However, these interfering 

activities need to be simultaneously managed in the organization, and they 

observed that many companies were able to survive to pay more attention to the 

importance of adaptability thanks to your approach. From the beginning of 

ambidexterity concept, the way was not linear, in fact, numerous phases 

characterized the implementation process and that have caused many structural 

changes into organizations. (O'Reilly 3rd & Tushman, 2004) This is because a 

universal formula of ambidexterity does not exist, but each company should find 

the balanced compromise to achieve the objectives in relation to own business. To 

ensure success throughout the business cycle (short and long) a company must 

arrange their structure about two different logics. The two types of structures that 

these companies can take are mechanistic structures that are better for 

exploitation and organic structures most suitable for exploration. The company’s 

structure plays a crucial role for all those who seek to create value in the current 

dynamic context characterized by aggressive competition, changing customer 

needs, and also by strong market pressures.  For an organization, it represents 

the skeleton, the backbone of the activity that directs it towards achieving its 

objectives. 

This will be explained more in detail in the next chapter. 

3.2. The tension between exploration and exploitation 

Following the critical review of the literature, it has been known that the idea of 

ambidexterity associates two incompatible logics that generated an organizational 
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paradox. With regard to what has been said, there is currently a strong debate on 

how organizations can successfully combine them to mitigating this trade-off.  

Raisch et al. identify four main tensions concerning the ambidexterity approach 

such as (Raisch, Birkinshaw, Probst, & Tushman, 2009) 

1. Differentiation and integration: these two elements generate the first tension 

because while the first refers to the spatial separation of the exploration and 

exploitation units, the integration promotes carrying out simultaneously the 

two activities within the same unit.   

2. Organizational level and individual level: the level of ambidexterity is the 

second tension that can be generated since the ambidexterity approach 

usually regards the organizational mechanisms for achieving the balance 

between exploration and exploitation, but some studies state that it is based 

in the ability of the individual to explore and exploit. 

3. Static and dynamic perspectives: this third tension is generated because to 

be an ambidexterity organization it is necessity adopting a specific 

configuration, but at the same time since the dynamism of the external 

environment, it would be useful to develop new theories that combine the 

static elements to some dynamic aspects of ambidexterity.   

4. Internal and external perspectives: this last tension focusing on the type of 

research that it is often carried out internally, but many studies state that the 

external acquisition of new knowledge is important for the activity of 

exploration. 
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4. Organization Structure 

The organizational structure has a role of critical importance for those who want to 

create value in the current dynamic context characterized by aggressive 

competition, variable customer’s needs and from the strong pressure of markets. 

Mintzberg defines the organizational structure as follows: "the sum total of the 

ways in which it divides its labour into distinct tasks and then achieves 

coordination among them." (Mintzberg, 1979) It is precisely a set of strategic 

decisions that the company must take to achieve competitive advantage and 

defend it.  In this sense, firms must be able to make appropriate decisions about 

their organizational form in order to survive and reached success in a long period. 

O’Reilly and Tushman presented how the companies should organize to innovate 

and show that they can base their business on four basic structures. These are 

categorized in functional designs, cross-functional teams, unsupported teams, and 

ambidextrous organizations. (O'Reilly 3rd & Tushman, 2004) 

1. Functional designs: project is completely dependent and integrated into 

organizational and management hierarchy (Figure 1);  

2. Cross-functional teams: project is integrated into organization although is 

independent of management hierarchy (Figure 2);  
 

Fonte 3: Adapted from O'Reilly and Tushman, 2004 

Figure 2: Cross-functional teams 

Fonte 2: Adapted from O'Reilly and Tushman, 2004 

Figure 1: Functional Design 
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3. Unsupported teams: project is completely independent of organization and 

management hierarchy (Figure 3); 

 

4. Ambidextrous organizations: as show the (Figure 4) project is organized in an 

independent way where each business unit has own strategy, culture, and 

structure but also integrated into the existing senior management hierarchy.  

With reference on the last type of structure, O’Reilly and Tushman declared that in 

innovative fields, ambidextrous organizations obtained significantly more 

successful than the other three structures. (O'Reilly 3rd & Tushman, 2004) 

In summary, these researchers after some analysis on innovation sector found 

that companies tend to apply one of the four organizational models set out below 

to develop and implement their innovations. In addition, they have discovered that 

more than 90% of that using ambidexterity design was successful in their actions. 

(O'Reilly 3rd & Tushman, 2004) 

This type of organizational structure, as explained before, operates in mature 

markets (where efficiency and incremental innovation are crucial) and 

simultaneously in emerging markets (where experimentation and flexibility are 

critical). Although to guarantee success Burns and Stalker in "The Management of 

Innovation”, showed that this form of structure can assume internally two opposite 

Fonte 4: Adapted from O'Reilly and Tushman, 2004 

Figure 3: Unsupported temas 

Fonte 5: Adapted from O'Reilly and Tushman, 2004 

Figure 4: Ambidextrous Organizations 
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model to operate. (Burns & Stalker, 1961) One is the mechanic model, and the 

other one is the organic model. 

- The mechanical approach is better suited to stable environments because it 

has a rather rigid structure with standardized and specific rules and 

procedures. It is characterized by a pyramidal structure with a strict hierarchical 

line, where the decisional fulcrum is at the top while orders are executed at the 

bottom. The same occurs in communication, which has a vertical flow from top 

to bottom, and vice versa. Organizations that adopt this type of structure 

present themselves as highly centralized with a high level of specialization of 

work. 

- In contrast with the mechanic model, the organic one is more flexible and 

streamlined and therefore suitable for environments characterized by strong 

competition and rapid changes. This configuration is described by a 

decentralized structure, where the decision-making process is delegated to 

lower levels of the organizational hierarchy that have control over many 

business activities. Unlike the other model where communication is in a vertical 

sense, in this case, it takes place horizontally between the various units, 

breaking down all barriers. This allows employees to be always informed about 

what is happening in the organization and since the work is not standardized, 

they have a more flexible in carrying out their tasks. 

Nowadays, it is essential for the business survival moves toward an organic model 

that it facilities the adjustments in line with an external environment characterized 

by situations of uncertainty, competition, and technological changes. 

With the pass of the years, scholars identified three main strategies used to reach 

the state of organizational ambidexterity and they are structural or simultaneous 

ambidexterity, contextual ambidexterity and sequential ambidexterity. The first two 

approaches are sustained respectively from O’Reilly and Thusman and the other 

from Birkinshaw and Gibson. The most relevant difference between structural and 

contextual is that the first one pays more attention to units while contextual 

focused on individuals as it is shown in Figure 5. (O’ReillyIII & Tushman, 2013) 
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Sequential or temporal ambidexterity is the third type of organizational structure 

where the focus is on reacting to the environment and thereafter taking the best 

course of action, either exploration or exploitation. 

Nowadays, it is individuated a very recent structure defined with the name of 

specialization and domain ambidexterity that it is explained as followed. 

4.1. Structural or simultaneous ambidexterity 

The first form of classification proposed to reach a balance between exploitation 

and exploration activities is defined as structural or simultaneous ambidexterity 

and it is obtained through the simultaneous pursuit of both activities using distinct 

business units. Although, O’Reilly and Tushman have exposed that it’s impossible 

to have only distinct structural unit for each logic, but also different competencies, 

systems, incentives, processes, (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2008) and cultures and 

these must be internally aligned. So, companies operate in different markets but 

are put together thanks to a shared vision that includes strategic corporate values 

and coordination mechanisms related to shared assets. (O’ReillyIII & Tushman, 

2013) Simply, structural consists of single and separate units for the two ways 

operating to combat the tension caused by a trade-off between exploration and 

exploitation. 

From this viewpoint, the key of success with this type of ambidexterity is the ability 

of the organization to sense and seize new opportunities through simultaneous 

exploration and exploitation. (O’ReillyIII & Tushman, 2013) 

One of the most vivid cases of the type exposed in this paragraph is the case of 

Google. This company recognizing its structure has adopted a structural 

ambidexterity approach because now Google has a clear separation between old 

business and new business. In practice, it operates with Google Search and 

YouTube as core business that are separated from the non-consolidated business 

as GoogleX and Google Capital. This example illustrates how a company can 

Figure 5: Structural Ambidexterity vs Contextual Ambidexterity 

Fonte 6: Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004 



 

 

Ambidextrous organizations: managing evolutionary change 

 

19 

improve its performance through the balance between exploration and exploitation 

in the same company. In fact, the success of the organization in question is strong 

and evident.  

4.2. Contextual ambidexterity 

Gibson and Birkinshaw generated the second classification that it is called 

contextual ambidexterity. It consists of the ability to reaching alignment and 

adaptability in the whole business unit at the same time. (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 

2004) Differently from the other two approaches, the present one focusing on 

people and on their ability to balance exploration and exploitation. 

In fact, the contextual approach is achieved when employees devote themselves 

to realize their work and analogously, pay attention to give their opinion, advice or 

judgments in order to improve the functioning of it. However, this balance is 

achieved if a corporate culture is present at the base of the company because that 

has the ability to encouraging individuals to formulate their opinions on how best to 

divide their time between the conflict between exploitation and exploration 

activities. 

In summary, contextual ambidexterity, differently from the others, emphasizes on 

individuals rather than on units and is achieved when they agree that their unity is 

aligned and adaptable.  

To highlight the adoption of contextual ambidexterity, it is taken the example of the 

Toyota production system. Employees in the organization carry out to two 

activities in parallel because they engage in the classic work activities (routine) 

and at the same time, they have the task to suggest new ways of operating their 

job (to be more efficient). This is a clear vision of exploitation and exploration. In 

addition, Toyota in order to ensure this type of ambidexterity has created an 

excellent working environment with a corporate culture that allows employees to 

pursue this dual objective.   

4.3. Sequential or temporal ambidexterity 

The last form of ambidextrous organization is sequential, and it is defined as 

temporal switching between exploration and exploitation. It consists in the 

continuous evolution of its structure and processes to align itself with the changing 

changes of the external environment. In other words, they are companies that can 

realign in a short time their structure whenever there is a change in strategy. 

Tushman and Romanelli gave their definition about the sequential form of 

ambidexterity: “Firms evolve through punctuated changes in which firms adapt to 

environmental shifts by realigning their structures and processes, a sequential 
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process.” (Tushman & Romanelli, 1985) Briefly, this is an oscillation between 

stages but to obtain success companies are competent to do this and usually, 

phases of exploitation are longer than exploration. 

In summary, the sequential structure could be more useful in a context 

characterized by stability, slower moving environments (e.g., service industries), 

and for smaller firms (O’ReillyIII & Tushman, 2013) because they must be ready to 

support all activities during the change. 

Apple is a famous electronic company that is efficient in achieving short-term goals 

but at the same time able to implement innovative capabilities that allow it to 

explore new boundaries. Sequential ambidexterity is precisely this ability to 

change its structure over time, aligning it with the evolution of its strategy. Apple 

reflects this because it is known for its excellence in exploiting new technologies, 

adapting them through continuous improvements based on the will of consumers. 

However, they have become explorers through technology, design and 

functionality in the launch of new products because they have created/create new 

competitive areas. Apple has a high level of exploitation and exploration that 

continues to lead it towards success. 

4.4. Specialization and domain ambidexterity  

To these three forms of ambidexterity just exposed, it is possible to add a very 

recent form called specialization and domain ambidexterity. This is an alternative 

view to reach the balance between the two logics. With this form, the company can 

specialize in exploitation or exploration and then make an alliance with partners 

capable of providing the missing activity. In alternative companies can balance the 

two activities by exploring in one sector but exploiting in another. (Hughes, 2018) 

In short, with this form, organizations could better manage resources and avoid 

some tensions that would be generated by the coordination between exploration 

and exploitation. The tensions and the amount of resources needed to operate 

both in the field of exploration and exploitation have meant that for some 

companies the specialization may be better for the performance. This could be the 

case for the small businesses that will be exposed later. 
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5. Absorptive Capacity 

It is well known that each company chooses the most appropriate strategy for their 

own business in order to gain a competitive advantage and through the absorptive 

capacities, they could obtain an additional value. This is another crucial element 

that is related to the ambidextrous organization. First, it gives a definition of what 

are these capacities. The first theory was proposed by Cohen and Levinthal who 

defined them as the ability to identify new external information, absorb it and finally 

apply it to their business and at the same time as the ability to create a new one. 

These are viewed in literature as a crucial variable to determine the viability and 

success of the innovation strategies (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990) and on the base of 

this, Hernández-Espallardo, Solís-Molina, and Rodríguez-Orejuela research the 

effects that these absorptive capacities have on business performance. On an 

article published on Journal of Business Research, they showed the results: in the 

presence of a low level of absorptive capacity in the company, this one has limited 

knowledge to introduce an improvement in the current activities and at the same 

time enter in new business. In other words, the firm has the knowledge to be able 

to carry out only one of these activities and in this regard achieve success. In 

summary, it is deduced that if the company has limited absorptive capacity, it is 

better to promote/encourage one of the two activities: exploitation or exploration. 

In this case, a strategy of specialization could avoid entering in a risk area that 

could cause the failure of the company. Contrary, if the company has a high level 

of absorptive capacity, it would have enough internal knowledge to improve their 

business in which they are already active and simultaneously have new 

knowledge to launch themselves into new exploration activities. In other words, the 

company acquires a set of skills in order to operate according to the logic of 

exploitation and exploration. Therefore, in this case, a firm using all the knowledge 

available can adopt ambidexterity strategy that, as explained above, leads to a 

high level of company performance. In fact, for most researchers, absorptive 

capacity is the key concept to obtain success with this: a high level of absorptive 

capacity leads the company to reach an equilibrated balance between exploitation 

and exploration (Hernandez-Espallardo, Solis-Molina, & Rodriguez-Orejuela, 

2018). 

In conclusion, absorptive capacity is one of the most crucial factors to be an 

ambidextrous organization. In the following paragraph is presented another 

relevant element at the base of ambidexterity.   
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Figure 6: Absorptive capacity 

 
Fonte 7: Elaborated by the author, 2018 
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6. Dynamic Capabilities 

Dynamic capabilities are described as “the firm's ability to integrate, build, and 

reconfigure internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing 

environments.” (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997) 

In order to achieve ambidexterity and therefore to carry out activities based not 

only on existing knowledge and processes but also on new and emerging markets, 

dynamic capabilities are considered one of the fundamental components. In fact, 

according to O'Reilly and Tushman, dynamic capabilities are the basis of the 

company to be ambidextrous. As stated above, it is, therefore, necessary to avoid 

doing too much exploitation because companies are gradually becoming obsolete 

and fail, but it is important to pay attention also on long-term views although 

uncertain. The solution is to find a balance between these two different dimensions 

in order to reduce the risk of failure. If from one hand, they must be able to 

perceive changes in the competitive environment in terms of technology, 

competition, customers and regulations and on the other hand, they must be able 

to manage and seize these opportunities and threats.  

This becomes dynamic capabilities that Teece defines as the distinct skills, 

processes, procedures, organizational structures, decision rules and disciplines 

that enable the senior leaders of a firm to classify threats and opportunities and to 

reconfigure resources. (Teece D. J., 2006) 

In summary, an ambidextrous company in order to be able to compete 

simultaneously in both mature and emerging markets (respectively exploitation 

and exploration) requires that firms possess for operational capabilities and for the 

ability to recombine and reconfigure internal assets whether tangible or intangible: 

dynamic capabilities. In fact, as said Teece: "Winners in the global market place 

have been firms that can demonstrate timely responsiveness and rapid flexible 

product innovation, coupled with the management capability to effectively 

coordinate and deploy internal and external competencies.” (Teece, Pisano, & 

Shuen, 1997) 
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7. Innovation  

In the present section, the topic of innovation will be treated, as we know this has 

a very strong link with ambidexterity organization. A company, to survive, needs 

innovation: its absence could represent a serious risk for its business because that 

could block its growth and find itself in a stagnant situation. In a long time, this 

could transform in failure. For this reason, if a company wants to prosper and 

obtain a lasting advantage respect its competitors, it must undertake innovative 

initiatives.  

Innovative activity, aimed precisely at developing new products and introducing 

them to the market, is a fundamental source of growth for the organization. (Bauer 

& Leker, 2013) In fact, innovation is one of the extremely important factors that 

besides impacting on business results represents the key to differentiation from 

the competitors. To promote innovation in companies, there are several drivers of 

innovation. Although the most relevant in this field is organizational growth linked 

to structure, economic aspect connected to efficiency, the competition to realize 

the best products on the market (Gann & Salter, 2000) and the new ways in which 

we are using communication and information technology. The ambidextrous 

organization that wants to flourish and achieves success must be willing and ready 

to evolve in relation to the new conditions of the external environment. So, these 

companies must be able not only to undertake innovative activities but also to 

achieve a balance between exploration and exploitation. 

Depending on the characteristics that innovative activities bring to the 

product/service, they can be divided into incremental and radical innovations. If 

with incremental innovations, we obtain small improvements in the existing 

product, in processes, in technology, or in knowledge; with radical innovations, we 

obtain new performance deriving from substantial changes in the company's offer 

regardless of what the firm already does and already has. Schumpeter classified 

more in detail these different types of technological innovation and nowadays, they 

find their place in the two logics of ambidexterity. The activity of exploitation is 

characterized by an innovative activity, which refers to small improvements and 

enhancement in companies' existing products, activities, and processes with the 

aim of being more efficient: these types of activities are incremental innovations. 

On the other hand, from the point of view of innovation, the exploration takes the 

form of radical innovation because it is characterized from the creation of new 

products complements with continuous experimentation. Although, companies are 

always different and for this, it is important to remember that a radical innovation 

for the small organization might be considered as incremental innovation by a 
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huge organization. (Schumpeter, 1942) 

Bauer and Leker demonstrate that the combined pursuit of innovative exploration 

and exploitation activities leads to a high level of innovative performance. Sure, 

higher than that which would be achieved by focusing on a single type of 

innovative activity. (Bauer & Leker, 2013) 

In summary, organizations that are able to combine both radical and incremental 

innovations may have an advantage and the balance between exploitative and 

exploratory activities has a positive impact on innovative performance. 
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8. Dynamic Ambidexterity 

Recent studies have shown a new approach to solving the tensions arises 

between two logics, which is called dynamic ambidexterity. (Chen, 2017) 

This type combines different characteristics and practices arising from all three 

ambidexterity forms, allowing companies to derive the appropriate benefits from 

each of them while avoiding the limits. In this way, organizations have the 

opportunity to excel in both areas, obviously obtaining results in the long run with 

fewer results in the short term because there is a large investment.   

As explained, this new form is composed of all three classic types (Chen, 2017):  

1. First, dynamic ambidexterity uses structural ambidexterity at the enterprise 

level. In fact, a dynamical company should simultaneously pursue two 

directions: having business units that take advantage of existing opportunities 

and business units that explore radically new opportunities. For each of them, 

the organization should have different strategies, structures and of course 

processes.  

2. Second, dynamic ambidexterity benefits from contextual ambidexterity at the 

business unit level. This is achieved by implementing a work environment, a 

corporate culture that generates an organizational context that gives the 

opportunity for employees of individual business units to give space to their 

ideas by encouraging them to the activities of exploitation and exploration. 

3. Finally, it also acquires value from the sequential structure. New initiatives of 

exploration in one's own activities are developed, and then it is determined 

whether these exploratory initiatives can be developed in the existing business 

units (exploitation) or require the establishment of a new business unit 

(exploration). 

In conclusion, since each structure has some advantages and some 

disadvantages, the dynamic ambidexterity is a combination of them: structural 

ambidexterity at the company level, contextual ambidexterity at the business unit 

level and sequential at the project level. (Chen, 2017) 

Dynamic ambidexterity is a recent view that it could be useful for some companies 

that have spotted some gap with each one of the other forms. However, different 

scholars don’t think that it is possible to put together these different types of 

structures and denigrate this new view remaining loyal to historical opinions.  
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9. Expert interview 

Since the ambidextrous organization is a very active subject nowadays, it was 

considered interesting to listen directly to one opinion of an expert in the field.  

Mathew Hughes is Professor of Entrepreneurship and Innovation, experts in 

entrepreneurial management at Loughborough University School of Business and 

Economics. He is specialized in the organization and management of 

entrepreneurship and innovation in the firm and in addition, he has delivered 

executive masterclasses on building the innovative organization, growth strategies 

and the role of leaders for strategic change and corporate entrepreneurship. 

Hughes is also a member of some journal: the Editorial Board of the Journal of 

Management Studies, Journal of Business Venturing, British Journal of 

Management and International Journal of Entrepreneurial Venturing. The choice 

coming from his relevant career and recent publications on the organization 

subjects with particular reference to ambidexterity. In fact, the professor has done 

researches through scholar experiences and after he has formed his personal 

framework on this concept. 

He defines ambidextrous organization like an achievement of an adequate 

balance between exploration and exploitation up to a level in which the values of 

exploration and exploitation do not become destructive (e.g., SMEs) or is capable 

of separating the two to protect the organization from these tensions (e.g., in larger 

firms).  To understand his position, it was asked what his view of the first definition 

of an ambidextrous organization by March is: “Maintaining an appropriate balance 

between exploration and exploitation is a primary factor in system survival and 

prosperity.” (March, 1991) The decision of the present question is because many 

publications in literature are very different from the historical concept of 

ambidexterity. However, he totally agrees with March and he underlines that the 

dependent interest variable should be not only the performance as different 

scholar sustained but also the survival of the company. 

Exploitation and exploration are two contradictory logics that generates 

fundamentally irreconcilable tensions, and for his theory, the main features that 

characterized the tension are simultaneity, trade-off and balance, synchronicity 

and dexterity, magnitude of its dimensions, managing tension, firm survival. 

According to his opinion, it can be perceived that he is a supporter of the structural 

(or simultaneous) form of ambidextrous organization because he said that the 

works general falling under the structural argument view while the contextual 
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ambidexterity that both dimensions can be high and co-exist in a firm is 

underdeveloped.  

Sure, for companies simultaneously work through these two dimensions is no a 

small matter, although the success is also linked other elements almost certainly 

lies in the size, age and resource endowment of the firms in question. This aspect 

is relevant because reflex with an argument addressed in the following chapter as 

ambidexterity and small enterprises. 

In fact, Hughes brings the example shown by himself and Chang in ”European 

Management Journal”, in which small enterprise end up striving for not a combined 

approach to exploration and exploitation because they do not have the ability or 

resources to separate as a solution to tension. Despite everything, for his point of 

view, the key to achieve success with ambidexterity is the idea that an 

organization may vary in how it exhibits exploration and exploitation across levels 

and parts of the business. 

From the critical review of the literature, a great many conflicting views emerged 

between authors on the subject in question. Consequently, as the last question of 

the interview, it has been asked to him what he think about the current debate on 

the subject and the answer was very interesting. In fact, Hughes, said that 

personal opinions are normal and possible in every single context, but the 

fundamental problem is the level of analysis.  He sustains that ambidexterity at the 

individual level means something very different to the organizational level to the 

point where there are questions over the wisdom of arguments that imply a 

relationship between the two without adequate testing. Unfortunately, many 

publications do not make such a division and as a result, there is a great deal of 

confusion regarding the subjects. In addition, of this, he underlines that there is a 

lack of consistency in theoretical treatment and a definite inadequacy among 

studies, clearly specifying their theoretical assumptions and starting point.  

  

https://www.researchgate.net/journal/0263-2373_European_Management_Journal
https://www.researchgate.net/journal/0263-2373_European_Management_Journal
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10. Ambidexterity and small enterprises 

When it talks about an ambidextrous organization, the reference is always done to 

medium and large companies. This is because small businesses often don’t have 

enough resources to take this path successfully. It is only the entrepreneur who 

makes the decisions from different points of view (including the strategic one) and 

this can be a limit in consideration of many relevant aspects. From the literature 

review, it has emerged that many times companies must be able to balance the 

activities of exploitation and exploration for the survival. Although this requires 

resources that in small businesses are absence and representing the biggest 

cause of failure. These limited resources, particularly in terms of knowledge, skills, 

managerial and financial skills, systems and organizational structures could 

influence its ability to perceive and respond to external changes. As a result, small 

businesses may find more difficult to implement an ambidextrous strategy that 

requires constant monitoring of the environment while proactively meets new 

market needs.  

This approach also emerged during the interview presented in the previous 

chapter, where the expert Hughes presented his vision of small businesses. He 

said that very often they do not tend to pursue a combined approach between 

exploitation and exploration for reasons already mentioned, such as resources and 

limited skills to achieve in both. However, the difficulty for them is to research an 

equilibrium to run away from collapsing, but the difficulty is different from the 

impossibility. As also explained in the theoretical chapters, for the small 

companies could be adequate the form of sequential ambidexterity represented by 

the ability to combine own structure in time according to the evolution of own 

strategy. Alternatively, also the form of organizational ambidexterity outlined 

recently defined domain ambidexterity where there is a specialization only in one 

single ambidextrous dimension and using external activities to balance the other 

one. 

The objective of this master’s thesis is to investigate the main effects in terms of 

efficiency and innovation that specific factors generate in the ambidextrous 

organization. In this sense, a multiple case studies was developed by selecting 

two large companies but during the course of the research, it seems interesting to 

explore whether small companies have an interest in evolving, whether they have 

base conditions for undertaking this and, above all, what are the main obstacles 

they encounter in implementing such a strategy. In response of these questions, a 

semi-structural interview was conducted with two entrepreneurs from small 

companies. The two firms identified belong to two different contexts and the 
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results don’t allow drawing general conclusions, but these reflections could start a 

more in-depth empirical research on the phenomenon. 

10.1. Costa Curvati  

Costa Curvati is the first company selected. It is an Italian firm that for almost fifty 

years operating in the wood sector and it has evolved to become a leader in the 

production of curved plywood for major brands in the furniture and contract sector. 

(Costa Curvati, s.d.) It is a family-run business where one partner is responsible 

for the operational part and the other one for the administrative part. 

After the explanation of the thematic, the entrepreneur showed a real interest in 

this approach and stated that he had thought over the years to evolve his 

business, but he realized that it is too risky. In fact, in recent years, in response to 

current market trends, has developed in addition to the traditional product a series 

of articles with innovative materials, and technologies increasingly advanced. 

However, one is aware of not being constant in monitoring the surrounding 

environment because, as the entrepreneur explains, the management of this 

activity requires time, staffs and skills that the company doesn’t have. 

In absence of internal resources, collaboration with external subjects for small 

ambidextrous companies is needed and, in this regard, the entrepreneur Formenti 

Gabriele, has declared to collaborate with topics that support him from a strategic 

point of view and also, he has a consultant for the financial aspect. While he has 

not a partnership with firms in the field of research and development since his 

company operates for the most part of the business on request from the 

customers and therefore has never considered it essential. However, it does not 

exclude this aspect as it was now necessary to obtain a greater advantage. The 

result is that the entrepreneur does not have a good degree of openness, but he is 

inclined to accept proposals from external and objective subjects. 

A negative aspect for the company is the contradictory relationship between the 

partners. Due to their personal attitude, partners very often find themselves in a 

situation of contrast in the taking of innovative decisions that consequently limits 

any alternative investment. 

It is said that the ambidextrous organization can bring a great advantage in 

collaboration with some practices of age management. This is the reason why the 

entrepreneur was asked if he thinks to bring new generations in his company, but 

the answer was as follows: "For the moment no, being the Italian situation a little 

uncertain I prefer not to include new generation in the business. In the future, 

based on how the market in the wood sector will go, we will see". 



 

 

Ambidextrous organizations: managing evolutionary change 

 

33 

After understanding the conditions in which the company is positioned (whether it 

would have some basis to undertake this path or not), I asked what are from its 

point of view the main obstacles for his organization that block the implementation 

of this strategic approach. The entrepreneur first explained the lack of time and the 

inadequate skills of both his own and of the staff that currently has in his company. 

In addition, he argues that this type of evolution would also require a change in 

structures and machinery that would lead to a significant investment in economic 

terms.  

In conclusion, the entrepreneur states that if in the future he will decide to 

undertake a strategy of this kind, he should certainly dedicate much more time to 

this activity than to the operational one and set up a team of people who know the 

company with people completely outside and a common agreement with the 

partner. 

10.2. Piero Rivola SA 

The second selected for the interview is Rivola Piero SA, based in Rivera. This 

company was found in 1960 and operates in areas ranging from the execution of 

sanitary installations, heating, and tinsmith with a particular focus on the 

maintenance of burners directly at homes in the country. In addition, in this case, 

the company has family management between brothers with the intention of a 

generational change within the company (Piero Rivola SA, s.d.). 

The entrepreneur is very interested in ambidexterity and immediately shows me 

company history. In fact, in the past, he has undertaken a different business 

activity as the field of car washes both at the level of construction and at the level 

of management. (Piero Rivola SA, s.d.) However, this has been a strategy of 

differentiation to acquire new market shares in terms of product and territory.  

They do not have partnerships with external parties that allow them to be promptly 

informed about the strategic behaviour to be undertaken and he understands the 

trends based on relations with suppliers or on participation in trade fairs that allow 

them to have a complete overview.  With reference to external consultants, the 

entrepreneur thinks that it would be useful to have them to obtain a more objective 

view of the situation of his company that would help him to bring improvements 

and innovation.  

This family-run firm has a very strong corporate culture and it is present in all 

managing partners who, even if the ideas are strongly conflicting, always find a 

solution. Always referring to the family character, in the company and has already 
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started an introduction of new generations in business management that 

represents a further point in favour of ambidexterity. 

In conclusion, after having understood that the company would be ideally ready 

and willing to evolve towards an ambidextrous strategy, the obstacles that block it 

have been investigating. The entrepreneur in first place identifies the growth of 

management complexity; the current activity absorbs practically most of the time 

available to them occupying all the production capacity, so it is difficult for them to 

think of introducing such a change. Moving away from it generates a lot of fear in 

the entrepreneur because he does not want to risk neglecting it and losing 

important developments. This generates the second problem that is the lack of 

people with key roles in the company because being a small company does not 

have the skills and knowledge to take this big step.  

The entrepreneur ultimately declares that in the future the situation will be different 

in the company and also the approach to this issue given the studies of the new 

generations that will guide the business.  

10.3. Analysis 

During both interviews with entrepreneurs, it was noted a real interest in evolving 

its structure in the future. Awareness is the first step to success, and both 

entrepreneurs are conscious of the real advantage that this strategy could bring to 

the company, but they are also conscious of the enormous obstacles that should 

be overcome. These converge in the same direction for both from the interviews. If 

the entrepreneur who runs the entire business is not aware of this, the project is 

certainly a failure from the beginning. In addition, both declare themselves open 

and willing to accept external opinions and suggestions that could be crucial for a 

small business to adopt an ambidexterity approach given its limited resources. The 

two companies differ in their membership aspect, while in Costa is very often an 

argument that limits some relevant decisions, Rivola can appeal to family 

management to begin an ambidextrous organization. In addition, it has already 

begun to introduce a new generation within the company, which brings advice and 

different vision thanks to different degrees of education. In conclusion, the 

obstacles declared by the two entrepreneurs are common to both because they 

first identify the limited time available by declaring that the current core business 

occupies the full production capacity of the company and from this derives the 

second limitation linked to the risks. In fact, there is a very high level of 

uncertainty, which generates fear and creates barriers to changement. 
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Exploration is certainly characterised by a high level of risk taking, which for small 

businesses is a major obstacle to be overcome. In fact, the ambidextrous 

organizations must be able to balance the two logics, but for the entrepreneurs 

interviewed, the fear is to give too much weight to the new exploration activities 

neglecting the core business and risk-reducing to failure in both.  

However, despite the obstacles, both entrepreneurs are open and aware of this 

alternative and strategic approach, satisfying some aspects deemed useful for 

ambidexterity. In this sense, they could consider adopting one of the different 

approaches described above, which represents a valid solution for small 

businesses: 

- Sequential ambidexterity where the balance is reached oscillating between 

exploitation and exploration and it can be an excellent solution for small 

businesses that do not have the resources to pursue a simultaneous 

balance. 

- Domain ambidexterity, in this case, the small companies can ease resource 

limitations and avoid challenges in organizing and coordinating exploration 

and exploitation, specializing one and balancing the other in an alternative 

domain. 
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11. Multiple case studies 

The present paper based on a multiple case studies that consists of two 

observations of the same phenomenon but different for the economic sector and 

geographical context; these will be exposed after with a narrative style. While a 

company is active in the steel industry in Swiss, the sector where the other one 

operates is the fields of home and office product in Italy. The companies selected 

have another touchstone. This is represented by the ability to evolving their offers 

gives more focus on some new management and technology skills due to 

continuous and persistent social and economic global challenges. The differences 

in size and sector make them a heterogeneous sample, but the answers given are 

useful for general observations. 

The methodology used came from empirical and non-empirical because some 

information regarding firms has been picked up from company’s web sites, 

companies report, and available documents and others are raised from the survey 

replies. The results coming from a cross between the combination of these two 

cases. Following a deep analysis of the literature concerning the ambidextrous 

organization, the logic of exploitation and exploration and the relating activity 

sectors builds the survey to conducting the practical cases that it is analysed in the 

present chapter. Both organizations have answered fully to survey, but one of 

them preferred to remain anonymous and to maintain this privacy agreement, this 

company will be called Company X. This and COLOP have been carefully 

selected because they respect some specific features that were established in 

advance. These points are: 

1. Company that has introduced in response to a change two distinct aspects in 

his business: exploration (enter in new market’s segment/emerging business), 

and exploitation (activities directly to the improvement of company position on 

the existing market/existing business); 

2. Company that has an innovative attitude (e.g., new products, improvement of 

production process...) 

3. Company that has a strong organization with appropriate management; 

In fact, it has been done a comparison between these elements with companies 

and it rises that they reflected each point of classification: for this research, they 

can be considerate ambidextrous organizations. 

In the following paragraphs are presented more in details the necessary 

requirements and after the factors that are been indagated in the survey. 
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Requirements 

With reference to the present research, some requirements that companies must 

satisfy are established in advance. These four sampling principles are as follows 

(Table 2): 

1. The size of the company must be a medium or large size (in terms of employees); 

2. The organization must be active on the market from 10 years and that carries 

out these two businesses from 5 years; 

3. It must have a divisional organizational structure by product with two or more 

business units that represent explorative and exploitative activities; 

4. The sector will be different per each selected company. 

It is done a comparison table between companies and four principles that have 

been satisfied. 

Table 2: Companies requirements 

Principles   Company X COLAP 

1. The size of the 

company must be a 

medium or large size 
(in terms of employees) 

Number of employees 

3000 

Number of employees 

500 

2. The organization 

must be active on 

the market from 10 

years and that 

carries out these two 

businesses from 5 

years 

It was born in 1970 

It has different business 

from more than 5 years 

It was born in 1980 

It has different business 

from more than 5 years 

3. It must have a 

divisional 

organizational 

structure by product 

with two or more 

business units that 

represent explorative 

and exploitative 

activities 

It has 4 division: 

 Steel; 

 Energy; 

 Shipping; 

 Investment; 

Simple divisional 

structure: 

 Product families; 

 Product specials; 

 

4. The sector will be 

different per each 

selected company 

Steel industry sector Consumer discretionary 

sector 

 
Fonte 8: Elaborated by the author, 2018 
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Factors 

The organizational factors are observed from a theoretical way and after put in 

practice case to reach the impacts of these factors on organizational 

ambidexterity. From a theoretical point of view, a series of internal factors that 

define the revolutions of a company are raised in response to changes in the 

external environment: culture, training, communication, coordination, internal 

system technology (IT system), research & development, organization structure 

and at the end innovation. The interaction between these factors is necessary to 

support ambidexterity strategy between subunits.  

In the specific case, we want to identify the relationships between factors and 

causality elements with the aim to understand the impact in terms of efficiency and 

innovation.   

To better conduct this work it is important to understand the cites factors. 

1. Every organization has its own culture that most of all prejudice the 

behaviour and ability of a company to respond successfully of external 

changes. It refers on beliefs, assumptions, values, and ways of interacting 

that contribute to the unique social and psychological environment of an 

organization. (Gothamculture, s.d.) 

2. Training consists in the development of technical competencies inside the 

company. The importance of employee training as a key factor of success. 

3. Communication is information sharing between people within and outside 

an organization that is performed for the benefit; in fact, it is one of the most 

important factors because communication skills in a company led to 

success.  

4. Another important factor is coordination because it avoids the drawback of 

organization and helps the company to find a solution that led it to success. 

It is the synchronization and integration of activities, responsibilities, and 

command and control structures to ensure that the resources of an 

organization are used most efficiently in pursuit of the specified objectives. 

(Business Dictionary, s.d.) 

5. Internal system technology (IT System) is an organized system for the 

collection, organization, storage and communication of information that 

allows having an internal network and connection between subunits. 

(Quora, s.d.) 

6. Research and development allow the company to develop itself because 

it refers to innovative activities undertaken by corporations or governments 

in developing new services or products or improving existing services or 
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products. 

7. Ducan said that organization structure is the most important factor that 

influences companies that are ambidexterity. It is a system that outlines 

how certain activities are directed to achieve the goals of an organization. 

8. The last is innovation that gives the process of translating an idea or 

invention into a product or service that creates value or for which customers 

will pay. (Business Dictionary, s.d.) 

11.1. Company X 

Company X was established in seventy years and the headquarter is in 

Luxemburg, but the corporate responsibilities are divided into more than one 

country where each one has specific tasks. It is a global large-sized company that 

is present in several diversification sectors such as industry, energy, shipping and 

others.  The aim of Company x is to guarantee a good service to suppliers and 

customers all over the world. Nowadays, it is active in the international’s business 

and a global presence in over 50 countries. The international success is also 

ensured thanks to all employees that are more than 3000 throughout the world. 

The company in question operates in trading with some interests in production and 

direct sale with one divisional organizational structure that allows the organization 

to have a high level of flexibility. This is also because the failure of a division 

doesn't directly touch the others. In fact, the work is organized into four global 

divisions (each one within this structure correspond to each organization’s 

product) that represent single business units and refers to various industries and 

product categories. These four business divisions within the organization are 

industrial division regarding steel production and distribution, energy division, 

shipping division and the last one includes some diversified activities. The 

evolution of this company over the years still to have an extraordinary success 

also because periodically it decides to renew itself by proposing and introducing 

innovation. In fact, it has a clear vision that allows it to write its future thanks also 

the big ability to capture essential trends in the business despite it is a very 

uncertain sector. 

Exploitation and exploration 

Company X is able to compete in different markets; this means that it has the skills 

to make exploitation with some old business and with an aim of short-term 

success and simultaneously across exploration of new business reach the long-

run aim. This ability of Company X to follow different logics and find a balance 

between these two activities is called ambidexterity. Remembering that an 

ambidextrous organization is a firm that does this: to exploit existing opportunities 
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competing in mature segments and explores new ones in emerging market 

segments. This reflects Company X approach that with the pass of the years has 

reached success with an important value. The structure’s type that the present 

adopted is simultaneous ambidexterity where the activities oriented to exploitation 

and exploration are developed in different business unit at the same time. The 

company’s CEO declared that for his company is important to continue constantly 

to exploit but at the same level of importance doing exploration activities because 

for their business are crucial flexibility, variation, innovation, and discovery. The 

main reasons that convinced Company X to adopt an ambidexterity approach are 

the emergence of new technology, the identification of new business opportunities 

and some external pressure like, customers, political and social conditions and 

competitors. With reference to this last one cited aspect, all of them have done the 

same thing, which means they have moved into new businesses. For the CEO this 

is a necessary approach in order to survive in the sector because it is continuously 

changing due to external pressure, not adapting consequently that will destroy the 

business. In fact, with the course of the years, this ambidexterity approach has led 

to a strength advantage in Company X. Despite the fact, the importance to 

balance these two activities is high, but it is equally high the level of difficulty. For 

the company in question, the most crucial elements to combine with the aim to 

reach this balance between exploitation and exploration activities are first the 

resources (information, reputation, and knowledge) and competencies 

(combination of knowledge, capabilities, skills, abilities, behaviour, and attitude). In 

addition, also the strategy plays an important rule and at the end the way of 

thinking. The CEO doesn’t think that this type of organization has some limits but 

has some relevant problems regarding the management of the two logics linked to 

his sector. This because there are a lot of unpredictable external factors that 

potentially can change his business significantly and/or the entire sector. From 

relationships considered was found that: 

Culture has led to more motivation and collaboration but no job satisfaction.  

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in profitability (e.g., 

income and expenses), in sales (e.g., quantity of goods/services sold) and in 

growth (e.g., development in maturity, age, size) while in terms of innovation, 

they have had an increased in idea generation (e.g., process of creating, 

developing and communicating ideas) and in resources and competencies 

Training has led to more productivity and motivation but no collaboration.  

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in growth (e.g., 

development in maturity, age, size) and have had improvements of aspects linked 

to employees (e.g., increase in availability and punctuality, less errors, reduction of 
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absenteeism). In terms of innovation, these relationships have had an increased 

in idea generation (e.g., process of creating, developing and communicating ideas) 

and in competition. 

Communication has led to more collaboration and strongly more productivity and 

information. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in profitability (e.g., 

income and expenses) and in sales (e.g., quantity of goods/services sold) while 

they have not effects in terms of innovation. 

Coordination has led to more job satisfaction, motivation and productivity. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in sales (e.g., quantity 

of goods/services sold) and increased in growth (e.g., development in maturity, 

age, size) while they have not effects in terms of innovation.  

Internal system technology (IT system) has led to more productivity, 

collaboration and technology. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have improved aspects linked to 

employees (e.g., increase in availability and punctuality, less errors, reduction of 

absenteeism) while in terms of innovation, they have had an improvement of 

innovation process (e.g., implementation of a new or significantly improved 

production, including significant changes in techniques, equipment and/or 

software). 

Research and development are an indifferent factor that has nothing related to 

quality, productivity and profitability.  

In fact, these relationships have an impact only in increasing of competition in 

terms of innovation. 

Organization structure has led to more productivity, technology and 

collaboration. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in growth (e.g., 

development in maturity, age, size) and they have had an improvement of 

organizational management (e.g., leadership, coordination, engagement, polices); 

in terms of innovation, they have not effects. 

Innovation has led to more quality, productivity and technology. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in profitability (e.g., 

income and expenses), in sales (e.g., quantity of goods/services sold) and 

increased in growth (e.g., development in maturity, age, size) while in terms of 

innovation, the effect is only an improvement in innovation strategy. 
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In conclusion, according to the questionnaire conducted by this case of study, it is 

possible to learn that the main effects in terms of efficiency and innovation on this 

ambidextrous organization are at the level of efficiency. The following tables easily 

illustrate the focus of analysis to better understand the results (Table 3 and Table 

4). 

Table 3: Impacts at the level of efficiency in Company X 
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Increase in sale 

                

Increase in growth 

                

Improvement organizational 

management                 

Improvements of aspects 

linked to employees                 

Fonte 9: Elaborated by the author, 2018 

Table 4: Impacts at the level of innovation in Company X 
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Increase idea generation   

              

Increase in resources and 

competencies 

  

              

Increase in competition   

              

Improvement of process 

innovation 

  

              

Improvement in innovation 

strategy 

  

              

Fonte 10: Elaborated by the author, 2018 

All the relationships investigated, starting from the factors, which have a strong 

impact on business activities and have generated a positive effect on the 

organization. The table shows that the main effects in terms of efficiency are 
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certainly an increase in sales followed by an increase in profitability and growth. 

As far as the effects in terms of innovation are concerned, they are less than the 

previous ones and the most significant effect is the increase in competition. 

11.2. COLOP  

The company COLOP was found in 1980 by Mr. Karl Skopek and it is one of the 

leading international manufacturers of modern stamp devices based in Austria, but 

it has many subsidiaries and partners all over the world. It is a commercial 

company, which deals with the development, production, assembly and 

distribution of plastic and metal stamping devices through its approximately 500 

employees and consultants worldwide (120 markets). In addition, each year 

organizes about 1,200 events to bring together business contacts and keep them 

up to date on everything. This firm is very active in the promotion of sustainability, 

in fact, it is at the forefront in the subject of regulations and environmental 

protection laws with the standard ISO 14001 that assuring a more sustainable 

future. With regard to recycling, it has been committed for several years to 

optimising its energy requirements. COLOP has made these issues central to its 

business by developing a comprehensive and sustainable environmental concept 

and putting it into practice in all areas of the company. In terms of research and 

development, the company is very active, so that it is constantly seeking to 

optimise both existing and new products in its processes. 

Exploitation and exploration 

The firm in question operates in home & office products industry with one 

divisional organizational structure that allows the company to have a high level of 

flexibility. In fact, the work is organized into two separate business units; one with 

families’ products that are printer line while the other one is highlight and special 

products division that for example through a radical innovation is entering in a new 

emerging market. In fact, innovation plays an important role in COLOP, which is 

why the entire product engineering process is managed internally. This allows the 

success of the company making it growth in production. The company declares 

that by using the best methods and technologies, they can develop the most 

innovative products with the best quality/price ratio on the market, to ensure 

flexibility and very fast delivery times guaranteeing excellent customer satisfaction. 

With the advent of the internet of things, this corporation invests to discovering 

always something of new with the aim of increasing its value proposition and 

satisfies its clients. In other words, it is doing exploration. Although, doing this 

doesn’t compromise its core business, in fact, continues to operate with standard 

products but adjusting them to customers’ needs through incremental innovation. 
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The company’s CEO declared that for his company is very important to continue 

constantly to exploit but it is also important doing exploration activities because for 

their business are crucial to being open for new opportunities, changes, market 

developments. The main reasons that convinced COLOP to adopt an 

ambidexterity approach are the emergence of new technology and the 

identification of new business opportunities. With reference to this last one cited 

aspect, the major of competitors have not done the same thing of it, so it is the first 

mover of its sector. For the CEO this is a necessary approach in order to survive in 

the sector because the current market is decreasing, digitalization is moving on. In 

fact, with the course of the years, this approach has led to a strength advantage 

and still today through innovation. Despite the fact, it is important to balance these 

two activities and at the same level is difficult to equilibrate all in the company. For 

it the most crucial elements to combine internally with the aim to reach this 

balance between exploitation and exploration activities are first of all the resources 

(information, reputation and knowledge), competencies (combination of 

knowledge, capabilities, skills, abilities, behaviour, and attitude) and technologies. 

In addition, also the strategy, coordination and way of thinking play an important 

rule. The CEO doesn’t think that this type of organization has generated particular 

problem in his organization, but he has identified as the biggest limit the people 

involved into this process, they all have to be "open-minded" and ready to 

cooperate and this is not always possible. The reports surveyed in COLOP gave 

rise to the following results:  

Culture has led to more motivation, collaboration and also job satisfaction.  

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in growth (e.g., 

development in maturity, age, size) and they have had an improvement of 

organizational management (e.g., leadership, coordination, engagement, policies). 

However, in terms of innovation, they have increased in ideas generation (e.g., 

process of creating, developing and communicating ideas), in resources and 

competencies, in addition, they have had an improvement of innovation process 

(e.g., implementation of a new or significantly improved production including 

significant changes in techniques, equipment and/or software) and at the end, of 

innovation strategy. 

Training has strongly led to more productivity, a little less motivation but no 

collaboration.  

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have had an improvement of 

organizational management (e.g., leadership, coordination, engagement, polices) 

and of aspects linked to employees (e.g., increase in availability and punctuality, 

less errors, reduction of absenteeism). In terms of innovation, they have had an 
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improvement of innovation process (e.g., implementation of a new or significantly 

improved production, including significant changes in techniques, equipment 

and/or software) and of innovation strategy. 

Communication has led to more collaboration and strongly more information but 

no productivity. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in growth (e.g., 

development in maturity, age, size) and they have had an improvement in 

organizational management (e.g., leadership, coordination, engagement, polices) 

and of aspects linked to employees (e.g., increase in availability and punctuality, 

less errors, reduction of absenteeism). In terms of innovation, they have 

increased in ideas generation (e.g., process of creating, developing and 

communicating ideas), in resources and competencies, and they have had an 

improvement of process innovation (e.g., implementation of a new or significantly 

improved production, including significant changes in techniques, equipment 

and/or software) and of innovation strategy. 

Coordination has led to more job satisfaction, motivation and productivity. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have had an improvement of 

organizational management (e.g., leadership, coordination, engagement, polices) 

and of aspects linked to employees (e.g., increase in availability and punctuality, 

less errors, reduction of absenteeism). In terms of innovation, they have 

increased in ideas generation (e.g., process of creating, developing and 

communicating ideas), in resources and competencies, and they have had an 

improvement of process innovation (e.g., implementation of a new or significantly 

improved production, including significant changes in techniques, equipment 

and/or software). 

Internal system technology (IT system) has strongly led to more productivity, 

collaboration and technology. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have had improvement of 

organizational management (e.g., leadership, coordination, engagement, policies) 

and of aspects linked to employees (e.g., increase in availability and punctuality, 

less errors, reduction of absenteeism). In terms of innovation, they have had an 

improvement of innovation process (e.g., implementation of a new or significantly 

improved production, including significant changes in techniques, equipment 

and/or software). 

Research and development is a factor that has led to more quality, productivity 

and profitability.  
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These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in sale (e.g., quantity 

of goods/services sold) and in growth (e.g., development in maturity, age, size). 

However, in terms of innovation, they have increased in ideas generation (e.g., 

process of creating, developing and communicating ideas), in resources and 

competencies and they have had an improvement of innovation process (e.g., 

implementation of a new or significantly improved production, including significant 

changes in techniques, equipment and/or software). 

Organization structure has strongly led to more productivity, technology and 

collaboration. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in profitability (e.g., 

income and expenses), they have had an improvement of organizational 

management (e.g., leadership, coordination, engagement, polices), of aspects 

linked to employees (e.g., increase in availability and punctuality, less errors, 

reduction of absenteeism). In terms of innovation, they have increased in 

resources and competencies and they have had an improvement of innovation 

process (e.g., implementation of a new or significantly improved production, 

including significant changes in techniques, equipment and/or software). 

Innovation has strongly led to more quality, productivity and technology. 

These relationships, in terms of efficiency, have increased in profitability (e.g., 

income and expenses), they have had an improvement of organizational 

management (e.g., leadership, coordination, engagement, polices). In terms of 

innovation, they have increased in ideas generation (e.g., process of creating, 

developing and communicating ideas), in competition and they have had an 

improvement of innovation process (e.g., implementation of a new or significantly 

improved production, including significant changes in techniques, equipment 

and/or software). 

In conclusion, according to the questionnaire conducted by this case of study, it is 

possible learnt that the main effects in terms of efficiency and innovation on this 

ambidextrous organization are equally at both levels. The following tables easily 

illustrate the focus of analysis to better understand the results (Table 5 and Table 

6). 

Under the assumption that all the relationships investigated have generated a 

positive relation, from the table it can be deduced that the main effects in terms of 

efficiency are certainly an improvement organizational management and the 

improvements of aspects linked to employees. With reference to innovation level, 

the main effect is the improvement of process innovation that it that was generated 

by each one relation. 
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Table 5: Impacts at the level of efficiency in COLOP 
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Increase in sale 

                

Increase in growth 

                

Improvement organizational 

management                 

Improvements of aspects 

linked to employees                 

Fonte 11: Elaborated by the author 

Table 6: Impacts at the level of innovation in COLOP 
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Increase idea generation   

              

Increase in resources and 

competencies 

  

              

Increase in competition   

              

Improvement of process 

innovation 

  

              

Improvement in innovation 

strategy 

  

              

Fonte 12: Elaborated by the author 

11.3. Analysis 

This chapter presents the main results of the multiple case studies based on a 

theoretical framework. With the pass of the years, Company X transformed itself 

from a slow heavy steel company to an important global organization. COLOP has 

a strength innovative footprint acquired through the still attitude to explore new 

technologies. The differences in the sector’s type have had a great influence on 

the results since the first company is active in the steel industry, while the second 

operates in home and office products industry. However, the reasons that 
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encouraged the companies’ CEOs to undertake this evolution towards 

ambidexterity are the same. These are represented by the emerging of new 

technologies that caused continuous changements and by the opportunity to enter 

in new businesses that could lead the company to reach an additional advantage. 

As O’Reilly explains in his paper, this last one aspect is the key of success for 

simultaneous structure. In fact, both companies have a simultaneous structure 

characterized by single and independent business units but able to achieve a 

balance as also Mathew Hughes suggests during his interview. This takes place 

because for both CEOs the logics of exploitation and exploration are very relevant 

in their economic activity and equally important is their balance. The two 

companies that operate in existing business and in emerging business have a high 

level of absorptive capacity. These, as stated in the respective paragraph, are the 

ability to identify new external information, absorb it, apply it to business, and at 

the same time be able to create new ones. In fact, today COLOP is engaged in 

this last activity. This element is relevant for ambidextrous organizations such as 

dynamic capabilities that are the abilities to integrate, build, reconfigure everything 

that has been done and what will be done. Lastly, companies have also an 

innovative footprint, in particular, COLOP for the dynamism of his sector. In fact, to 

evolve in relation to the new condition of external changements it is necessary for 

making incremental and radical innovation. Despite this, from the literature is 

raised that it is neither simple nor clear, in fact, there are many critical elements 

that are considered. Among the most important identified by the CEOs is the 

resources and competencies that are often a big obstacle for small businesses. 

The balancing of them is an essential element in companies that try to be 

ambidextrous. Their lack in small businesses precludes an organizational 

evolution. Another element that the CEOs indicate as relevant is the internal 

strategic balance and finally, the way of thinking. With reference to the last cited, 

this is not always considered but its role is extremely important in organizations. 

The CEO of COLOP, in fact, has indicated this element as one big limit in his 

company clarifying that not all employees are "open-minded" and often they are 

not open to cooperate. Instead, the only problem identified by Company X refers to 

unpredictable external factors that could influence his business.  

All investigated factors have generated positive relationships, which in turn have 

had an impact on the companies in question. The objective was to identify the 

main effects in terms of efficiency and innovation. At level the of efficiency in 

Company X there is an increase in sales, followed by growth, in COLOP the 

relationships investigated have produced effects in terms of improving 

organizational management and aspects related to employees. Instead, at the 
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level of innovation the situation is different: in Company X, the unique indicated 

effects is at the level of competition, while in COLOP the relationships have 

generated important effects as an increase in resources and competencies and in 

the generation of ideas. In fact, COLOP’s CEO has declared that the innovation is 

for his business the base for permanent development.  

In conclusion, in this report is possible to understand that the aspects around 

ambidexterity are very similar includes the important advantage that ambidexterity 

has brought to the companies but the effects identified are really different. As 

mentioned above, the main cause could be the diverse economic sector and 

consequently, the results of the survey cannot be generalized. 
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12. Conclusion 

The concept of ambidextrous organization is used to indicate the capacity of a 

company to combine exploitation and exploration activities; in other words, to gain 

the maximum profit from current activities and at the same time from the 

researching of new opportunities. Nowadays reaching the balance is the most 

important issues for organizations, but to do this it is necessary to have an 

adequate resources and competencies to ensure actual success and to lay the 

foundations to obtain the future one. From the literature review and from the 

analysis implemented in the present thesis, it raises that there is a positive relation 

between success and ambidexterity. The expert in matter that has been 

interviewed has confirmed the same thing that CEOs affirmed in the survey; they 

have assisted to an important advantage from the moment that they have begun to 

pursue both activities: exploitation and exploration. The main goal of this thesis 

was to investigate what are the main effects in term of efficiency and innovation in 

companies that have decided to adopt an ambidexterity approach. In order to 

reach the aim, some sub-objectives were identified.  

This thesis was started with an introduction about the importance of ambidexterity 

in organizations and after it has been explored the relations and tensions between 

exploitation and exploration. Moreover, organizations structure, absorptive 

capacity, dynamic capabilities and innovation are studied because are important 

aspects linked to ambidexterity. The conflicting opinions that over the years have 

generated a debate around this concept have produced the interest to listen to the 

Professor Mathew Hughes. This is the first research tool that has allowed to have 

an ambidexterity clarification and to strengthen the theoretical framework through 

a structural interview. During the secondary data collection, it has emerged that 

ambidexterity is often related to an improvement in business performance leading 

to the company’s success. However, in many cases this refers to large size 

companies because small own few resources. In fact, these limitations in terms of 

resources and skills reduce the capacity for innovation by focusing mainly on 

incremental aspects rather than on research and development activities. The 

second research tool consists of two semi-structured interviews with two small 

business entrepreneurs with the aim to explore the interest in the evolution and in 

obstacles that are noticed. The last and main research tool aims to answer to 

research question by a multiple case studies. In this respect, a qualitative survey 

has been conducted and first has been investigated the relationships between 

specific organizational factors and specific elements and after these have been 

studied indicating the type of effect. All the relationships explored in the survey 

have generated positive effects at the level of efficiency and innovation. The 
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integration of secondary data with the interview with professor and the 

entrepreneurs with the results obtained from the analysis of the two companies 

has allowed answering fully to the research question, highlighting that 

ambidexterity is a winning strategy for the survival and business development. 

However, in the case of small businesses that have been reviewed from the 

literature and the interviews, a lack of resources and competencies limits the 

development of an ambidextrous strategy. In addition to this, another obstacle is 

the high level of risk in evolution. Despite this, small companies could start to 

approach this strategy either with a sequential structure or with a domain 

ambidexterity structure as clearly explained by the expert in his research paper. In 

fact, as Hughes explains, it is an activity carried out simultaneously, but without 

the need to implement internal changes. From the moment that they declare to be 

unready for changement, they could rely on external subjects to reach the 

balance. As many scholars sustain, also the professor believes that it is a winning 

strategy for all companies to avoid a situation of failure. It is right and proper to 

move towards the logic of exploration balancing it with what is already been done. 

The results relating to the effects are not generalizable due to the different 

economic context.  

In conclusion, it is appropriate to indicate some limits of the present research and 

it is important to explain them in order to overcome them through future research. 

The first limit found is the number of companies examined, which are only two. In 

addition, since these organizations have different identities in two different 

contexts, the results cannot be generalized, however, it would have been 

interesting to investigate the same phenomenon through a sectoral analysis, but 

the limited availability of the companies contacted has limited this type of 

approach. Secondly, the unit of analysis of this article is the organization, while 

contextual ambidexterity is more interested in the individual and group level as 

emerged from the literature. In addition to this, another limitation was the 

availability of ambidextrous experts, which limited the in-depth study of the current 

debate. It would have been interesting to undertake a Delphi analysis with 

ambidextrous experts with conflicting opinions in order to investigate the paradox 

by identifying a common line between experts on this much debated issue. As a 

non-focal element of the research paper, two short interviews were conducted with 

the aim of investigating the main obstacles that small business entrepreneurs see 

in the evolution of their business. In this regard, it would be interesting to carry out 

more specific and in-depth studies.  In the last instance, this thesis went to identify 

the impacts on efficiency and innovation. In future studies, other types of impacts 

on companies could be investigated. 
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Appendix 1 – Survey template 

 

Dear Sir/Madame, 

I am a master’s student in Business Administration with a Major in Innovation 

Management at SUPSI-University of Applied Sciences and Arts of Switzerland.  

As part of my last year study, I am writing my Master Thesis concerning the topic 

of ambidextrous organizations.  

I contact you in order to submit you an online survey. 

The purpose of my thesis is to understand what are the main effects of an 

ambidextrous organization on company performance. 

In order to reach my goal, I kindly ask the CEO of your organization to fulfil the 

online questionnaire. In this way, I will be able to understand the effects of 

ambidexterity in terms of efficiency and innovation for the selected sector.  

I will be grateful if you could answer to my short questions, as you could help me 

in giving an additional value to my thesis.  

 

Practical information 

The survey is organized in three main parts and should last maximum 10 minutes. 

If you have any questions about the survey, please email me: 

“erika.formenti@student.supsi.ch”. 

I really appreciate your contribution! 

 

Thank you for considering my request and for your precious collaboration. 

Sincerely, 

Erika Formenti 

  

http://www.supsi.ch/home_en.html
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Appendix 2 – Small enterprises interview template 

 

 

 

 

Ambidextrous organization 
 

Progetto di Tesi 
 
 

Master in Business Administration 
SUPSI 

 
 
 
 

Guida all’intervista 
 
 
 
 
Indagine qualitativa 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Data dell’intervista: 30 
Novembre 2018 
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Come parte del mio ultimo anno da studente Master in Business Administration con 

major in Innovation Management presso la SUPSI sono chiamata a svolgere una tesi di 

master sul tema delle organizzazioni ambidestre.   

Lo scopo della presente è quello di comprendere quali sono i principali effetti di 

un'organizzazione ambidestra sulla performance aziendale. Questo concetto fa spesso 

riferimento ad imprese di grandi dimensioni per questo si è ritenuto anche interessante 

indagare se aziende di piccole dimensioni hanno un interesse nell’intraprendere una 

strategia di questo tipo, quali sono gli ostacoli da superare e se hanno alcune condizioni 

che favorirebbero le basi implementative.  

DOMANDE DI INTERVISTA 
 Nome 

 Sede 

 Settore di attività  

 Composizione della direzione 

 Numero di dipendenti (dimensioni) 

 Tipo di gestione 

 Clientela nazionale e/o internazionale 

CONCETTO DI ORGANIZZAZIONE AMBIDESTRA 

ll termine di organizzazione ambidestra si utilizza per indicare la capacità di 

un’impresa di riuscire a conciliare efficienza e cambiamento. Questo significa svolgere 

due attività contemporaneamente:  

- Exploitation: trarre il massimo profitto dalle attività esistenti;  

- Exploration: esplorare nuove strade.  

1. Ha mai pensato di intraprendere una strategia ambidestra nella sua azienda? Se si, 

quali sono le principali ragioni per cui non lo ha mai fatto?  

2. Ha delle partnership o delle reti di network con soggetti/imprese esterne 

all’azienda che le permettono di essere tempestivamente informato in merito al 

comportamento strategico da intraprendere? 

3. Sarebbe disposto ad avere consulenti esterni che potrebbero aiutarla ad avere una 

visione più oggettiva della situazione della sua impresa? 
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4. I punti di vista dei soci sono per la maggior parte delle volte allineati o sono 

piuttosto contrastanti? 

5. Essendo un’azienda a carattere famigliare, pensa di introdurre nuove generazioni 

nella gestione aziendale? 

6. Quali pensa siano per la sua azienda gli ostacoli più rilevanti da superare al fine di 

essere in grado di intraprendere una strategia ambidestra? 

7. Concludendo, ha altre considerazioni a riguardo dell’argomento? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GRAZIE PER LA PREZIOSA COLLABORAZIONE! 

 

Erika Formenti 
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Appendix 3 – Expert interview template  

 

Dear Mathew Hughes, 
I am a master’s student in Business Administration with a Major in Innovation 
Management at SUPSI University of Applied Sciences and Arts of Switzerland. As part 
of my last year study, I am writing my Master Thesis concerning the topic of 
ambidextrous organizations. 
I contact you because I’m conducting a short-structured interview and I would like to 
submit you some questions. The purpose of my thesis is to understand what are the 
main effects of an ambidextrous organization on company performance.  
In order to reach my goal, I kindly ask you to participate answering to my questions, 

as you could help me in giving an additional value to my thesis. 

After this you will be recontact for one short survey.  

If you have any questions about the survey, please email me: 

“erika.formenti@student.supsi.ch”. 

I really appreciate your contribution! 

Thank you for considering my request and for your precious collaboration. 

Sincerely, 

 

Erika Formenti 
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Questions Answer 

1. According to your opinion, what are 

the organizational elements that 

characterize an ambidextrous 

organization? 

 

2. Could you kindly give me your opinion 

about the balancing of these two 

logics, deemed as contradictory 

(exploitation and exploration)? 

 

3. “Maintaining an appropriate balance 

between exploration and exploitation 

is a primary factor in system survival 

and prosperity” (March, 1991, p.71).  

What do you think about this 

sentence? 

 

4. Do you think that is possible for 

companies simultaneously work 

through the tensions that the logics 

generate? In which way? 

 

5. According to your personal point of 

view, what are the aspects that the 

company should pay particular 

attention in order to achieve success 

with this organizational structure? 

 

6. In conclusion, can you kindly give me 

your opinion about the current debate 

on ambidexterity. 
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Appendix 4 – Scheda progetto di tesi 

Master of Science in Business Administration 

with Major in Innovation Management 
 

TITOLO PROVVISORIO DELLA TESI DI MASTER 

 

Ambidextrous organizations: managing evolutionary change  

 

STUDENTE  RELATORE 

     

Nome Erika Formenti  Nome Siegfried Alberton 

Indirizzo Via Scarlatti 11/A - Cantù (CO)  Indirizzo  

E-Mail Erika.formenti@student.supsi.ch  E-Mail Siegrfried.alberton@supsi.ch 

Telefono 00393337854388  Telefono  

FOCALIZZAZIONE DEL TEMA 

 

Situazione 

iniziale/ contesto 

generale/ 

premesse 

Surviving and developing in a dynamic context, such as the current 

one is certainly a great challenge for companies that always try to 

respond efficiently to all changes while keeping pace with the 

innovations dictated by the external environment. At the same time, 

they must be ready to actively satisfy the increasingly complex and 

uncertain demands of current customers. 

To achieve success in both areas, companies must be willing to 

change, even if this has brought a high rate of failing over the years 

because it’s a difficult path. The organizational management must be 

prepared to acquire a series of skills, processes, procedures, 

organizational structures, decision-making rules and distinct 

disciplines in order to undertake an effective and coherent way with 

the personal aim. That allows them to identify threats and 

opportunities and, in this way, they would be ready to reconfigure 

internal and external organizational resources.  

In the literature, these abilities are defined by the term Dynamic 

Capability (Teece , Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). They represent the base 

of a functioning organizational structure; in fact, Tushman e O'Reilly 

argued that Dynamic Capability is the crucial cornerstone of being an 

ambidextrous organization (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008). 
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It is characterized by two central abilities: the first ability is to improve 

the own core business (exploitation) and simultaneously the second 

is to explore new technologies and markets (exploitations). 

In this regard James March claims that the most important challenges 

for an organization are on one side the ability to make profit through 

existing resources and activities (exploitation) and on the other side 

to explore (exploration) new paths in terms of technologies and 

markets of avoiding losing your competitive advantage (March, 1991). 

To understand the most relevant characteristics about the two 

businesses of ambidexterity, see the Figure 1. 

Figure 1: The scope of Ambidextrous Organization (O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 2008) 

The ambidextrous organization is represented by the capability to 

integrate exploration activities regarding efficiency, increase in 

productivity and the reduction of change with exploitation activities 

like research, discovery, autonomy, innovation and increase in 

change. The difficulty is to reach a balance between two paths  

(Pittino, 2016) that is to operate simultaneously in a mature and 

emerging markets (to explore and exploit)  (O’Reilly & Tushman, 

2008). The literature proposes three approaches that can be followed 

to have a successful ambidextrous organization.  

- Sequential Ambidexterity  

(Tushman & Romanelli, 1985) state that companies should evolve 

through a series of pre-established changes to adapt their business in 

relation to a variable external environment. In this sense they 

continue to realign their structures and processes sequentially. A very 

famous example of a company that introduced this approach into its 

business is Hewlett-Packard (HP). In 25 years, HP has repeatedly 

moved from a centralized to a decentralized structure. Despite this, 

HP has failed to make the change from the production of PC to 

service activities: it was not effective in the exploration phase. 
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- Simultaneous Ambidexterity  

It is also called structural and it is a process that performs the two 

activities (to exploit and explore) using separate units. This approach, 

according to O'Reilly and Tushman, involves not only separate 

structural units, but also different skills, systems, incentives, 

processes and cultures (each one aligned internally) (O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 2008). Evidently all these units are connected together with 

a corporate strategy, shared values and resources (at the corporate 

level) and finally the company culture. 

- Contextual Ambidexterity  

Sequential and structural approach tries to resolve the tension 

between exploration and exploitation through structural tools. In 2004, 

Gibson and Birkinshaw proposed an alternative approach that could 

resolve this tension at the individual level through what is called 

contextual ambidexterity  (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004); it works on the 

individual’s ability within the organization. In fact, it is ambidextrous 

when individuals agree their personal units are aligned and adaptable 

(strong corporate culture). 

For example, in the Toyota model, factory workers unroll routine tasks 

concerning the assembly of automobiles (exploitation), but at the 

same time they are called to experiment and suggest new ways to 

work efficiently (exploration). 

LEGAME CON IL PROFILO DEL MASTER 

 

Legame con i 

contenuti 

sviluppati nel 

percorso formativo 

Entrepreneurship, business development and innovative 

management of the organization are relevant topics in this Master. 

The subjects that will be covered in this thesis has a strong 

correlation mainly with the following modules of the Master: 

- Organizational and Leadership: this module was followed during 

the third semester. The purpose was to define the role of the 

leader and the organization in different contexts organizational 

and at various levels. The theme of ambidexterity organization 

has been faced with a link to dynamic capabilities. 

- Economics & Management of Innovation: also this module has 

been followed in the third semester. It was based on the 

knowledge and skills to analyze and evaluate the effects of 

innovation and their implications in a holistic perspective. The 

focus on innovation culture has been raised several times 
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considering the organizational dynamics to enable and manage 

change. In order to stimulate innovation, the notion of 

Organization Ambidexterity (concepts of exploration and 

exploitation) has been treated sometimes. 

- Advanced strategic management 2: this module was carried out 

during the second semester and it focused on the development 

of innovative strategies through the use of the Business model 

concept. The business model offers a holistic view of what the 

company does, but in the currency dynamic world arises the 

need to innovate in business models. This conception is very 

similar to Ambidexterity because Innovation management very 

often tries to find a balance between Exploration and exploitation 

activities. 

OBIETTIVI PRINCIPALI  

Obiettivi del lavoro 

 

(cosa si deve aver 

raggiunto a tesi 

conclusa?; 

contributo della 

tesi alla solu-zione 

del problema)  

The main problem is the effect that involves each ambidexterity 

activity in a company. As a consequence, the research question 

about this thesis became: 

“What are the main effects in terms of efficiency and innovation on 

companies that have decided to introduce organizational 

ambidexterity?” 

This main objective is to be achieved through the following specific 

objectives: 

- To identify the reasons that have led the entrepreneur to adopt 

an ambidextrous approach; 

- To identify all the factors that have a strong impact (positive or 

negative) on companies; 

- To identify and after to analyse the implications that the factors 

have on companies; 

- To identify the main problem caused by this organizational 

model; 

- To elaborate general conclusions regarding the effects that 

ambidextrous activities entail in the company. 

METODOLOGIA 

Approccio e 

strumenti da 

utilizzare per 

raggiungere gli 

obiettivi  

The first step to reach the objective of the present study is an 

empirical analysis of the literature concerning ambidexterity and its 

relative concepts.  

- The approach that will be adopted is a qualitative research 

setting. This choice was made because the problem 

investigating is very specific and profound. With this method, 
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Creswell asserts that the researcher realizes a complex and 

holistic representation  (Creswell, 1998). This method varies 

from the quantitative because the logic behind the analysis is 

different. It is adopted for exploratory research  (Bryman & Bell, 

2007) and results are integrated with the theoretical concepts  

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In others world, this method will allow 

to investigate the implications that the adoption of the 

ambidexterity approach has generated for the company. 

- The design that will be used for the research of this paper is a 

multiple case of study; it can be used in most situations in 

preference to single case studies to achieve more robust results 

(Bengtsson, 1999). This considers the complexity of the concrete 

situation in which the events occur despite the fact, the starting 

point is always the theory (Yin, 2005). 

It is important to consider that the companies that will be studied 

will have characteristics such as: large size and undoubtedly the 

ambidexterity approach. 

- The Data Collection will be carried out mainly through two 

methods:  

- Structured interviews on 2 (or 4) companies with specific 

features that will be selected in Swiss and in England; 

- In parallel will be build a Delphi Analysis with some (3 or 4) 

experts on the topic. 

- The last relevant phase of the research methodology is the 

determination of the Data Analysis plan. The faithful transcript of 

the interviews will be performed and then the results will be 

reported and discussed in the document. All results could be 

strengthened and discussed with the arguments arise during 

Delphi analysis. 

Once the results will be studied, these will be crossed with the 

hypotheses developed on the basis of the existing literature 

(Eisenhardt, 1989).  
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FATTIBILITA’ DELLA PROPOSTA 

Risorse necessarie, 

accesso alla 

documentazione, 

disponibilità di dati 

e/o informazioni, 

livello di 

complessità e/o di 

ampiezza del tema, 

tempo a 

disposizione 

From a first literature critical review it arise that theoretical 

documentary are easily accessible because the proposal thematic 

is very studied.  

Analogously, different cases studies and others publication are 

present on web.  

From the other hand, the activity concerning the interviews could 

represent an high level of difficulty because it could be difficult to 

identify specific profile’s companies and especially, they must be 

available to submit themselves on interview.  

The available time should be sufficient to reach the fixed goal and 

in fact, a plan has been draw. However this plan will be adjust 

along the road. 

STRUTTURA DELLA TESI 

Indice di massima 

 

(se possibile, 

descrizione dei 

probabili contenuti 

dei capitoli) 

1. Abstract 

2. Introduction  

3. Research question and specific aims 

4. Research methodology 

5. Literature critical review 

6. Interview analysis  

7. Comparison between interviews and literature 

8. Answer to research question 

9. Conclusion and limits 

10. Recommendation and suggest for future research 

11. Bibliographic  

12. Allegation 
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Piano di 
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(breve 

descrizione 
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procediment
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