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Abstract 

Through an explanatory study of a corporate innovation hub in the financial sector, this 

academic research project investigates the implications of autonomy and control on the 

establishment of organisational ambidexterity through a classification of the innovative drivers 

and their influence. 

This paper reports on how corporate innovation hubs search for external knowledge and 

onboard it through various absorption mechanisms by utilising an in-depth case study as the 

research methodology. More so, how these capabilities also function as drivers for innovative 

efficiency and aid in establishing organisational ambidexterity. To do so, this paper firstly 

identifies and analyses the innovative drivers (e.g., search effort and absorptive capacity) to 

establish how these are presented in the empirical evidence contrary to what literature 

prescribes. Secondly, classifying these to determine their significance for the establishment of 

organisational ambidexterity. Moreover, by introducing the concept of time, discuss the 

implications of autonomy and control on establishing organisational ambidexterity. 

The paper comes to find that the corporate innovation hub in question suffers significantly 

under the influence of their ties to the corporation exerting control, which is reflected in the 

magnitude of both their search effort and absorptive capacity. While the control exerted was 

not significant in the infant stages of their tenure, their need for claiming autonomy led them 

to over-compensate, weakening their ability to organise their operation effectively. Despite 

these findings, the paper concludes that the implications of autonomy control on the corporate 

innovation hub aided in the establishment of not organisational ambidexterity but sequential 

organisational ambidexterity encompassing the element of time. In doing so, their innovative 

drivers (e.g., search effort and absorptive capacity) thus functioned as temporal switching 

mechanisms bridging the era of exploratory activities with the era of exploitative activities. 

Thus, the academic research project concludes that the corporate innovation hub was under the 

illusion of autonomy while the control exerted by the corporation slowly eroded the innovative 

competencies of the organisation. This meant that the corporate innovation hub was only truly 

able to establish sequential organisational ambidexterity. 
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1. Introduction 

In all aspects of business, companies compete to establish a strong position in their respective 

competitive environment. Besides exercising daily business activities and maintaining 

operational efficiency, companies are more than ever forced to invest and strategise towards 

innovation to remain relevant in the competitive scene. Thus, innovative activities have become 

mandatory and a delicate matter to be reckoned with for companies to survive (Baumol, 2002).  

In the quest towards creating incredible innovative feats of strength, companies must combine 

the right mixture of various organisational resources and assets to succeed (Paula, 2018). The 

demand for competitors to best their opponents or co-exist within the competitive environment 

is embedded in the company’s ability to invest and reap the rewards of innovative strategies 

and related activities (Baumol, 2002; Pisano, 2015). Whereas great theorists have outlined 

various methods towards ensuring competitiveness, it is apparent that there is no exact recipe 

for how one can most favourably exploit the regime in which they reside. Having said so, 

evidence suggests that choosing a strategy coherent with ones existing context will 

significantly enhance the chances of succeeding and benefitting from one’s innovative 

endeavour (Paula, 2018). Though innovation can be hard to define as it is created on many 

different levels in companies (e.g., business model, product development, organisationally), 

one thing remains clear (Kylliäinen, 2019). To benefit, one must invest. Companies thus 

restructure and reallocate resources to enhance their ability to benefit from innovation by 

pursuing activities contrary to what was previously believed most beneficial.   

More recently, the era of open innovation has led large corporations down a road requiring 

them to alter the organisational compound of their research & development departments to reap 

the benefits of the knowledge and success that resides within and beyond the organisational 

boundaries. The boundaries that they for years have fought hard to keep from harming their 

ability to appropriate their investments (Chesbrough, 2003b; Teece, 1986). By acknowledging 

the value of the information that resides beyond the firm's boundaries, corporations find new 

and improved ways to benefit from this. With efforts moving towards dissolving the 

boundaries, issues arose which required the firms to reconfigure their approach as the 

misalignment between the organisational context and the complexity of the external 

environment significantly reduced the potential value derived from these activities. 

To accommodate the need for better utilising the knowledge that resided beyond, companies 

started to create decentralised and autonomous innovation hubs that could sever their ties to 
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the corporation exerting control and thus liberate the organisational thinking to go beyond the 

logic of their corporate context. Therefore, by creating autonomous innovation hubs, these 

intra-entrepreneurial ventures could embrace open innovation to an extent that had not 

previously been utilised (Pisano, 2015). By bridging the need for pristine and uncontextual 

ideation with the corporation's interests, companies could now combine streams of technology 

and information between humans, companies, institutions, and larger innovation systems. They 

could convert the ideas of the environment into processes, products, and other services capable 

of being commercialised as a result hereof (Pisano, 2015). 

With the increasing interest for corporations to benefit from the knowledge that resides beyond 

and using innovation hubs to do so, several issues increased the complexity of adequately 

utilising these innovation hubs as an innovative mechanism. The choice of establishing a 

corporate innovation hub can be multi-faceted but is often aimed at addressing the need for 

entrepreneurial culture, disruptive innovation, and corporate image. The decentralisation of 

innovation hubs and research & development further enables companies to let autonomy thrive 

without structured governance and control. Additionally, organisational structures can be tested 

and used to minimise hierarchical dilemmas and corporate policies and make decision-making 

more horizontal, eliminating the establishment of knowledge silos (Edquist, 1997).  

The use of an autonomous innovation hub contributes to the possibility of bypassing the mere 

formalities, governance and policies that prohibit the corporation from embracing the diversity 

of the external environment. Additionally, it envisions both the accommodation of particular 

and a wide variety of innovative projects (e.g., long- and short-term) that aim to sustain the 

corporation in the competitive landscape of their context. Although efforts into this sub-genre 

of open innovation are outlined positively, there are also variables companies must embody 

not to suffer the consequences of naïve and uncontextual implementation. Evidence on the 

matter suggests that autonomous corporate innovation hubs frequently lack proper governance 

structures, a balance of culture and diversity, and communication of common goals and 

corporate missions/strategies, which weaken the potential outcome of the effort (Paula, 2018). 

Data shows that one of the root causes of the failure in innovation hubs is the lack of company 

culture or business unit culture within companies that focus upon innovative activities and 

streamlining and the executive leadership’s ability to convey coherence in their application and 

communication. Whereas many pitfalls of these ventures are outlined in modern theory, none 

address the implications of autonomy and control on balancing these various mechanisms that 

are both argued to provide the autonomous units with direction and purpose, yet also prohibit 
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them from achieving greatness. This thesis then sets out to determine the implications of 

autonomy and control when utilising innovation hub as a mechanism towards innovative 

efficiency in an industry that is notoriously known for being rigid and incapable of making 

quick adaptions. Based on this, this thesis thus sets out to outline this by answering the 

following research question: 

What are the implications of autonomy and control on organisational ambidexterity in 

corporate innovation hubs? 

- How does corporate innovation hubs search for external knowledge? 

- How does corporate innovation hubs ensure efficient processing of external 

knowledge? 
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2. Delimitation 

The following sections aim to elaborate on both the assignment's delimitations and deliberate 

choices that refrain from pursuing certain avenues in theoretical, methodological, and empirical 

settings. According to this, the subsequent section will first dive into the delimitations of the 

empirical evidence made to ensure the integrity of the research project. Secondly, it will 

address the methodological choices and the theoretical delimitations to ensure coherence 

between those mentioned above. 

The first delimitation of this paper is the choice of the research object. The subject of the 

empirical investigation is constituted by a single corporate innovation hub and their efforts 

towards creating novel, innovative solutions and their handling of external knowledge in 

extension of this. As a deliberate choice and a measure towards ensuring that the complexity 

of the research project is managed, the research paper thus refrains from looking at a variety of 

corporate innovation hubs. In doing so, this paper also acknowledges that the generalisability 

of the findings is greatly limited to the context of this paper (Flyvbjerg, 2010). More so, this is 

also covered in the section outlining future research. With an alternative approach, it would 

have been possible to conceive the findings in a more meaningful and generalisable context; 

however, seeing as this paper aims to address the implications of autonomy and control on 

corporate innovation hubs, this was not included in the scope. 

Further, this academic research project acknowledges that the study of a single corporate 

innovation hub (case) significantly limits the applicability of the findings. According to 

Flyvbjerg (2010), this academic research project only aims to serve the initial phase of a more 

significant study. It provides the first novel thoughts on the implications of autonomy and 

control in corporate innovation hubs. The findings of this paper are thus delimited from 

contributing to the body of knowledge. It seeks to outline central issues within an area 

constituted by corporations that, despite exerting control, expect radical and novel innovative 

achievements from their investments into research & development (e.g., corporate innovation 

hubs). 

Regarding the methodological delimitations, the approach to ensuring relevant empirical data 

was limited to the breadth of the interviews conducted in extension of this. By only using 

primary data collected through qualitative semi-structured interviews birthed by the mono-

method design, it is acknowledged that this has its limitations. Given the research philosophy, 

it was thus a deliberate choice to refrain from pursuing too broad an empiric scope as the 
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interpretivistic research philosophy pursued throughout enables a unique interpretation of the 

empiric evidence. Thus, doing this then allowed for a more profound and more concrete 

manifestation of the qualitative case as outlined by the interviewees, which ensured that the 

case at hand was manageable given the limitations in the approach. In hindsight it can be 

acknowledged that despite pursuing a qualitative research methodology, the output resembles 

an in-depth case study with based on qualitative research components. 

Lastly, in the theoretical perspective, it has been chosen to delimit and refrain from outbound 

open innovation as articulated by Laursen & Salter (2006). This is done to focus and narrow 

down the scope to adequately analyse and conclude on the capabilities within inbound open 

innovation. The reason for doing so is that there was an expectation before initiating the 

research that the corporate innovation hub in question was more inclined towards utilising 

external knowledge in an inbound perspective, which was also evident from the collection of 

empirical evidence. Whereas this leaves room for interpretation as to how the outbound flow 

of knowledge would also influence the organisational ambidexterity of the company, this is a 

topic that could be covered in a broader scope within future research. 
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3. Structure of the paper 

As visualised in the following section, this paper thus aims to address the implications of 

autonomy and control on organisational ambidexterity in the context of corporate innovation 

hubs. The paper will pursue the following structure building on the theoretical bridging 

outlined in the literature review and applied in the empirical investigation.  

 

Figure 1, Structure of paper, own creation 

 

As outlined in the literature review, this paper will build on the theoretical paradigm of open 

innovation, in which companies, to a more significant extent, are acknowledging the 

importance of including external sources in their innovative endeavours. Upon setting the 
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frame, Dahlander & Gann’ (2010) interpretation of the inbound flow of knowledge will then 

be analysed as the paper dives into the external search strategy and absorptive capacity of the 

innovation hub in question. In extension of this, these concepts are further dissected into 

external search breadth, depth, and the ability to recognise, assimilate, and apply new external 

knowledge to commercial ends. The purpose of doing so is that the role of both external search 

strategy and absorptive capacity is twofold, as these also constitute temporal switching 

mechanisms that aid organisations in obtaining sequential organisational ambidexterity. By 

introducing the concept of time, the idea of organisational ambidexterity is thus altered to 

encompass precisely this. The thesis will then introduce and define the role of autonomy and 

control in the empirical context that the aforementioned theoretical concepts will be applied to. 
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4. Literature review 

Whereas this dissertation touches upon various central principles within the streams of 

innovation management, all contributing to the foundation upon which this thesis is to be 

interpreted, not all themes will be covered with the same depth and thoroughness as others. 

Thus, to underline the academic integrity pursued throughout this thesis, the most central topics 

are selected for an in-depth review, not to neglect important aspects of the central topics applied 

in extension of the empirical analysis. The academic foundation utilised throughout this thesis 

can then be split into various streams, each outlining and capturing the essence of the theories 

applied in extension of the empirical investigation. Thus, the following section will be divided 

into closed and open innovation as theoretical paradigms, which establish the theoretical 

regime in which this thesis aims to revolve. Secondly, the central innovative principles that can 

be pursued when utilising open innovation practices. Thirdly, the drivers for proper utilisation 

of those mentioned above. Fourthly, the implications of autonomy and control and innovative 

performance as outlined in the literature.  

 

4.1. The innovation process paradigm 

4.1.1. Closed innovation 

For many years, companies have solely used internal mechanisms to develop and protect the 

integrity of their innovative efforts by organising and appropriating their resource allocation 

while building a somewhat impenetrable barrier around the company (Chesbrough, 2003a). To 

protect their assets, companies would hence seek to establish a high degree of control in order 

for them to both ensure the possibility and quality of managerial reporting as well as to ensure 

that new product development was in line with the competencies and values of the company. 

For a long time, the consensus that research & development was a precious strategic asset and 

that the company with the most prominent research & development effort in their respective 

industries would conquer the market resided (Chesbrough, 2003a). While pursuing these 

principles of organising innovation processes, which have yielded excellent results for a long 

time, literature and empiric evidence suggest otherwise. This will be covered in the next 

section. Closed innovation builds on the principles that to profit from your innovation process, 

companies must intensify the resource allocation towards research and development to such an 

extent that they become the first to discover, develop and eventually supply the technological 

development with the market to win (Chesbrough, 2003a). 
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Figure 2, Closed innovation process (Chesbrough, 2003a) 

 

It is built on the idea that successful innovation requires control and that if companies want 

something done right, companies have to do it themselves. Pursuing a closed innovation model 

will ultimately limit the potential outcome of any innovative effort to the sum of competency 

embodied within the organisation itself. By mobilising internal knowledge resources, 

companies have previously focused on discovering the best ideas and bringing them to market 

by funding internal research and controlling intellectual property using patents. A paradigm 

that for years have reigned supreme now seems to have come to an end as companies more 

frequently opt towards utilising open innovation principles in their attempt to redeem the 

positive effects of encompassing the diversity that resides in the surroundings.  

Thus, a change in mindset happened, where companies, rather than seeking to sub-optimise 

their operation in the greater context, instead include the surroundings in their innovation 

process. The concept of open innovation was thus conceived. As a result, hereof and due to 

many years of trial and error, companies then started to dissolve the boundaries they have 

fought so hard to keep closed. The emergence of open innovation altered the conditions of the 

innovation game. The reasons for this emergence are partly because companies are finding it 

increasingly difficult to retain knowledge within their organisations, as critical assets would 

seek fulfilment elsewhere if their knowledge were not redeemed within their current 

organisation. Moreover, this was also due to the dissolving of boundaries. Increasing 

knowledge flow across organisations and industries provided a unique opportunity for 

companies willing and capable of recognising the value of getting a head start and establishing 

an innovation practice that allowed them to continue to do so. 
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4.1.2. Open innovation 

Now, rather than focusing on intellectual property, closed and strict firm boundaries and 

nurturing the best competencies in-house, companies started to broaden their scope and look 

outwards towards the surrounding world. This new way of thinking about innovation has since 

birthed many initiatives that companies can pursue in extension of open innovation: Idea 

sourcing, technology sourcing, joint ventures, analogous markets, user innovation and many 

more (Chesbrough, 2003a). Thus, rather than limiting their innovative potential to the sum of 

their organisation, companies acknowledged that by opening their organisation and embodying 

the knowledge the resides beyond, they could circumvent the limitations of closed innovation 

as outlined above. In conclusion, companies have started to acknowledge that the assets 

required, tangible or intangible, may not permanently reside within the firm's boundaries 

anymore. This thus shifted the dynamics of the innovation process, forcing companies to 

dissolve or at the very least transform their boundaries into a dynamic membrane. This 

membrane should then be capable of allowing not all but the proper knowledge to flow both 

into and out of the organisation, aiding their innovative capabilities but ultimately also 

establishing an interdependence with the external surroundings (Lichtenthaler & Ernst, 2009). 

Whereas this may point to research & development departments becoming increasingly 

obsolete, this is not the case. Instead, this has proven to be the catalyst required to force 

traditional research & development into iterating on the very foundation that has previously 

been established. The very foundation constitutes the era of closed innovation where secrecy 

was considered one of many sources of appropriating when capturing rents from innovation 

(Teece, 1986).  
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Figure 3, Open innovation process (Chesbrough, 2003a) 

 

Whereas an open innovation process could very much look like the one illustrated above, it is 

apparent that not all processes look like that. An open innovation process may encompass the 

same but likely fewer principles than the ones illustrated above. Having said so, it is 

continuously vital to acknowledge that open innovation in broad terms is defined as a 

“distributed innovation process based on purposively managed knowledge flows across 

organisational boundaries, using pecuniary and non-pecuniary mechanism” (Bogers & 

Chesbrough, 2014). Contrary to closed innovation, the purpose of open innovation is thus not 

solely the direct allocation of resources towards research & development nor to be the first one 

to access the market. Instead, the emphasis has shifted, and acknowledging how critical 

strategic assets may not reside within the portfolio of assets embodied by the organisation lies 

at the very core of this. The self-interest amongst companies has thus been demoted as 

collaborations between new and more diverse stakeholders increase the pecuniary and non-

pecuniary outcome of innovation with new organisational practices while drastically reducing 

the cost of developing novel solutions (Foss, Laursen & Pedersen, 2011). In a state where the 

new era of open innovation reigns supreme, it is apparent that literary contributions towards 

this same era too has blossomed. Whereas Chesbrough (2003a) coined the term open 

innovation, various theorists beyond too cited this very concept in their theories (Dahlander & 

Gann, 2010; Foss, Laursen & Pedersen, 2011; Laursen & Salter, 2006). A palette of central 

and supportive themes soon established. As this was further enhanced by the many theorists 

who decided to contribute to this body of knowledge, Dahlander & Gann (2010) set out to 
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create theoretical and analytical frameworks that could categorise the many contributions and 

help compare the different initiatives to one another. 

4.1.3. The role of organisational ambidexterity 

In general terms, ambidexterity refers to being equally adept at using both the left and right 

appendages. In the context of organisations, organisational ambidexterity takes its root in 

March (1991) categorisation of exploitation and exploration. Whereas March (1991) does not 

touch upon the concept of organisational ambidexterity, Raisch & Birkinshaw (2008) build 

upon these concepts to define it as “an organisation’s ability to be aligned and efficient in its 

management of today’s business demands while simultaneously being adaptive to changes in 

the environment” (p. 375). In order to be ambidextrous, companies must thus find the 

equilibrium where they balance the tasks of exploiting existing knowledge while exploring new 

knowledge domains and implementing this in their organisational activities.  

The body of knowledge surrounding organisational ambidexterity has been challenged by 

authors such as Gupta, Smith & Shalley (2006). They argue that while organisational 

ambidexterity requires vastly different organisational and managerial setups to pursue making 

these mutually exclusive, organisational ambidexterity does not necessarily have to be 

achieved at the exact moment in time. Thus, their contribution evolves around introducing the 

element of time into the equation. Rather than balancing the tasks of exploitation and 

exploration simultaneously, organisations can do so over time and thus adapt their organisation 

according to the task at hand. Gupta et al. (2006) refer to this phenomenon as “sequential 

ambidexterity” and is further elaborated in pursuant literature.  

Upon introducing the element of time into the concept of organisational ambidexterity, Chou, 

Yang & Chiu (2018) continue this tradition as they narrow down on what temporal switching 

capabilities are required by a company to benefit from sequential ambidexterity. Chou et al. 

(2018) here come to find that while “the pursuit of these two paths (exploratory and 

exploitative) inevitably leads to conflicts due to incompatibility” (p. 752), companies can invest 

in various mechanisms that function as temporal switching capabilities. The aforementioned 

temporal switching capabilities are constituted by 1; the absorptive capacity of a company and 

2; the business strategy (e.g., search strategy and organisational structure). By utilising these 

mechanisms, companies can circumvent the paradox of balancing the simultaneous utilisation 

of exploratory and exploitative activities and mitigate the conflicts.  
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4.1.4. Categorisation of open innovation 

As the body of knowledge within open innovation grew more dominant and started to embrace 

more diverse aspects than before, Dahlander & Gann (2010) acknowledged that someone had 

to categorise the existing literature. Whereas the literature up to this point had matured, 

Dahlander & Gann (2010) argue that to advance it further, one must first take stock of the 

existing literature. This later birthed the conceptual framework that they present in their 2008 

paper “How open is innovation?” which categorises open innovation in both inbound and 

outbound activities as well as pecuniary and non-pecuniary. The very essence of their 

contribution revolves around questioning the foundation that previously constituted the 

appropriation of innovation within the old paradigm. This is a question that the existing 

literature does not fail to address. However, for the existing body of knowledge to unfold, 

Dahlander & Gann (2010) argue that one must distinguish between different levels of openness 

to recognise the advantages and disadvantages of the various literary contributions and methods 

to approach open innovation. To address the absence of coherence between central focal points 

within the literature, Dahlander & Gann (2010) propose this analytical framework to combat 

precisely that and also because they acknowledge that for companies to stay abreast of 

competition, they must engage with their environment (Chesbrough 2003a; Laursen & Salter, 

2006; Dahlander & Gann, 2010). 

 

4.1.4.1. Outbound open innovation 

As previously mentioned, Dahlander & Gann (2010) acknowledge the need for categorising 

the existing literary contributions to weigh the advantages and disadvantages of the various 

degrees of openness. The findings of their 2008 paper will be discussed in the following 

sections, which is constituted by outbound pecuniary, outbound non-pecuniary, inbound 

pecuniary and inbound non-pecuniary openness.  

Firstly, they describe the categorisation of an outbound and non-pecuniary flow of knowledge. 

The theories consolidated within this category is constituted by Henkel (2006) & West (2003). 

This type of openness is described as revealing, and it refers to “how internal resources are 

revealed to the external environment” (Dahlander & Gann, 2010, p. 703). Whereas the financial 

gains of pursuing an open innovation strategy such as this are not direct, but rather an indirect 

effect of revealing internal resources to the market, it is argued by Teece (1986) that there are 

informal measures one can utilise to capture the rents from one's innovation. These measures 
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are crucial if the appropriation regime of the industry does not allow for legal measures to be 

placed (e.g., trademarks, copyright protection or patent). Thus, while Dahlander & Gann (2010) 

argue that the onset of financial gains is not instantaneous, some measures allow for some 

appropriation before the final financial gain (e.g., first-mover advantages and the lock-in 

effect). Having said so, some disadvantages also reside, and these are, e.g., the risk of 

competitors having “better complementary assets and production facilities to make use of the 

technological advance” (Helfat, 2006; Dahlander & Gann 2010, p. 704). 

 

Next is the outbound and pecuniary flow of knowledge, which Dahlander & Gann (2010) 

characterise as the selling strategy. This degree of openness is an extrapolation of Lichtenthaler 

& Ernst (2007) contribution to the total body of knowledge, as they explore the role of licensing 

in the context of open innovation. Whereas licensing or selling are both strategies that 

companies can pursue when utilising open innovation, these also speak directly to the 

appropriation regime of that given context. With this degree of openness, the company receives 

its financial gains up front, and any secondary benefits are thus harvested at a later point in 

time. This way of commercialising a company's invention allows the company to pursue legal 

measures of appropriation, such as patents, to secure the intellectual property and the rents 

thereof (Teece, 1986). As argued by Dahlander & Gann (2010), the advantages are that 

companies can develop a portfolio of patents, as out-licensing or selling the technologies could 

be done outside of the current business context. Many previously shelved ideas due to lack of 

relevance in the business context can now function as a product of its own, increasing the 

degree to which companies can leverage their investments within research & development. 

These innovations are ultimately a result of an intensified research & development investment. 

Chesbrough & Rosenbloom (2002) cite that as out-licensing and utilisation of open innovation 

principles become more common, we must then alter “our traditional notion of technology 

management” (p. 550). This calls for a change in business model and is especially important 

as emphasis shifts and companies want to utilise the spill-over technologies from their 

investments into research & development to a more significant extent. The downside of this 

type of open innovation is that any collaboration process is somewhat cumbersome. Thus, 

companies often experience what Arrow (1962) refers to as the disclosure paradox. For 

companies to enter a collaboration, they must then disclose sensitive information before 

establishing any formal agreement of financial gains, thus exposing themselves to the risk of 
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misuse. Thus, the disclosure paradox outlines how opportunistic behaviour expelled by the 

other party may establish an inherent risk of being misused when entering a collaboration. 

 

4.1.4.2. Inbound Open Innovation 

Thirdly is the inbound and non-pecuniary flow of knowledge that enables companies to utilise 

external sources of innovation to fuel their internal innovation process (Dahlander & Gann, 

2010). For companies to utilise this approach, Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West (2006) 

suggests that companies must first source the existing environment for solutions as there are 

no reasons for developing something that already exists. Companies may find developed 

technologies on the market that they can utilise in extension of their purpose, thus aiding them 

in achieving their goals by using pre-matured technologies harvested here-from. Having said 

so, it is not solely acknowledged that this is the right course to pursue, as the quality of the 

sourcing commenced by a company is ultimately a result of their absorptive capacity, being 

their ability to 1; recognise, 2; assimilate and 3; apply the knowledge to their context (Cohen 

& Levinthal, 1990). Moreover, Cohen & Levinthal (1990) also argue that the absorptive 

capacity is a result of prior experience, and hence, one must invest in absorbing. Laursen, Leone 

& Torrisi (2010) have also contributed to the body of knowledge surrounding absorptive 

capacity. They pose how it is dictated by a company's investment into 1; monitoring capabilities 

and 2; assimilation capabilities. This will be further elaborated on in the respective section 

outlining absorptive capacity later in this piece. As previously mentioned, an advantage of 

pursuing this strategy of open innovation is that it allows companies to circumvent the dual 

development of existing and available technology as this can be harvested from the market ripe 

with technological advancement. It is here vital to emphasise that the technology in question is 

not only supplied in its final format, as knowledge in the form of an intangible asset is also 

traded and utilised by companies tapping into this market for technology (Arora & 

Gambardella, 1994). The disadvantages of pursuing a sourcing strategy are that if companies 

bring too many variables into play, there is an increased risk of the quality of the final product 

being impacted negatively. Thus, if the complexity of the operation rises above the capabilities 

of the organisation, the financial gains of pursuing this strategy will be rendered void as the 

company was not capable of following through on the task of successfully utilising the 

knowledge. This is also emphasised by Simon (1947) in his book Administrative Behaviour: A 

Study of Decision-Making Processes in Administrative Organisation, where he discusses the 

intricacies of the attention span problem. This simply outlines how employees can only focus 
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on a handful of tasks before experiencing diminishing returns on the efficiency of that 

employee. Simon (1947) extrapolates this phenomenon to the organisation to argue that if 

organisations do not manage and balance their effort, they can suffer the same fate as the 

employee. 

Lastly, Dahlander & Gann (2010) outline the acquiring strategy by combining the inbound 

flow of knowledge with pecuniary benefits. The essence of this type of open innovation 

strategy is that it builds on the in-licensing and acquiring of external knowledge assets and 

expertise. One way of pursuing a strategy is to use the market for technology, as outlined by 

Aurora & Gambardella (1994). This means that some companies specialise in developing 

various technologies that they then use IPR to capture the rent from before commercialising it 

on the market for technology. From this market, other companies can then pay to utilise this 

technology in their setup and the initial producer thus effectively enters their supply chain 

setup. When discussing assets of a more intangible nature (e.g., knowledge embodied in human 

resources), it is also possible to hire external knowledge using this strategy. The advantage of 

doing so is that companies can circumvent having to produce or even find the knowledge 

required to overcome obstacles. It is likely that someone else has endured the same problem at 

some point in their lifecycle and have since found and commercialised a solution that others 

can now benefit from. An issue that may arise in extension of this open innovation strategy is 

that companies may find that they lack the competencies to properly evaluate and later identify 

and apply the right external resources. Thus, it becomes increasingly important that the 

company exercise a high degree of control over the number of elements they introduce to their 

setup, not to make it overly complex. In extension of this, companies must acknowledge that 

whereas some solutions may be derived from analogous markets (Franke, Poetz & Schreier, 

2014), others may be found within a distant realm. Therefore, companies must gauge their 

effort so that the solutions acquired from external markets are not too closely tied to the existing 

context. This may dilute potential solutions due to proximity, but on the other hand, the 

solutions are not so distant that the contexts may be incomparable. 

 

As emphasised in section 3.1.3. The role of organisational ambidexterity: two very central 

topics arise: Absorptive capacity and a company's ability to search across various managerial, 

organisational, and industrial dimensions. Thus, the section below will, in extension of the 

section above, both outline and delve into how these topics within the literature are especially 
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relevant in this context. More so, this will also bridge the literary gap between inbound open 

innovation, the drivers hereof and organizational ambidexterity.  

 

4.1.5. Search strategy 

In his 1991 paper Exploration and exploitation in organisational learning, James G. March 

discusses how companies at an increasing rate must balance their efforts between “the 

exploration of new possibilities and the exploitation of old certainties” (March 1991, p. 71). 

Thus, as a means to categorise the various aspects of open innovation and, more specifically, 

the company’s quest for securing longitude of operation within the organisation, March (1991) 

divides these various search behaviours into two categories: explorative and exploitative 

search. Firstly, he argues that explorative search is constituted by experimenting with new 

alternatives to provoke the collective trains of thought that largely dictate the outcome of ones 

effort. Whereas this type of search is often associated with adverse outcomes due to uncertainty 

and distance in terms of the context in which companies search, this also manifests as a favour 

for companies pursuing this strategy. When building on the sense that higher risk equals higher 

reward, this search strategy is loaded with uncertainty and promises great return when engaged 

correctly. On another note, March (1991) categorises the counterpart, exploitative search, as 

the safer strategy and a strategy that will inevitably mean doom for the given company. While 

this may sound drastic, the strategy itself builds on refining existing procedures and building 

on the current competencies within the company. As emphasised before, the downside of this 

strategy is that if a company solely build on its existing competencies and always make certain 

choices, then path dependency will inevitably lead you to a point where competing companies 

who pursued a balance between explanatory and exploratory search now have a portfolio that 

can sustain them due to the gambling and embodying of uncertainty. In the competitive 

landscape, this will inevitably aid the other organisations in sustaining their operation, whereas 

the company that chose to only pursue exploitative activities will start lacking behind. 

While March (1991) contributes to the foundation of this next section, this theory will not come 

to play a central role in the empirical analysis. Instead, this will partly build on the work of 

Katila & Ahuja (2002), who continues the research initiated by March (1991). They do this by 

focusing on how firms search for solutions to their problems, which in a more general context 

embraces both exploratory and exploitative search as it constitutes the very reason for doing so 

in the first place. The essence of Katila & Ahuja (2002) builds on how March (1991) who in 
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his contribution, argues that in “search for solutions to problems, firms position themselves in 

a unidimensional search space that spans the spectrum from exploitation to exploration“ 

(March 1991; Katila & Ahuja, 2002, p. 1183). Opposite to this, Katila & Ahuja (2002) establish 

a multidimensional perspective, where they extend previous research by adding the 

perspectives search scope and search depth.  

 

4.1.5.1. Search depth and external search depth 

Firstly, Katila & Ahuja (2002) present search depth, which is a topic that ultimately builds on 

the existing pillars of the company and places previous experience in central regard. Thus, by 

building on the existing knowledge regime within the company, Katila & Ahuja (2002) argue 

that companies can eliminate the risk of failure in their search operation. To eliminate the risk 

of false starts, companies must establish routines utilising their existing knowledge, which 

ultimately gears their search operation with increased reliance (Levinthal & March, 1981; 

Katila & Ahuja, 2002; Laursen & Salter, 2006). Secondly, as a derived effect of operating a 

business, companies can benefit from an increase in their experience, which, like before, both 

fortifies their search operation and makes it more predictable, as employees are tenured within 

conducting this specific type of research. Katila & Ahuja (2002) further probes the increase in 

experience by acknowledging that an alternative derived effect increases efficiency. This is due 

to an increase in experience enabling companies to firstly; better decompose complexity and 

tasks hereof into more manageable chunks. Secondly; to be able to sequence activities in a 

more sensible way that accommodates managerial and organisational problems that may 

previously have hindered the efficiency as well as to eliminate potential redundancies in the 

operation. And thirdly; by repeating processes and process artefacts, companies will establish 

a profound knowledge and thus understanding of these process artefacts enabling them to 

enhance efficiency by combining artefacts in new ways that an inexperienced scholar would 

not be capable of (Katila & Ahuja, 2002; Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995).  

To equalise the importance of increased knowledge, Katila & Ahuja (2002) also emphasise that 

knowledge may lead to path dependency. Thus, encompassing too deep and thorough 

knowledge on few matters will limit the potential range of solutions to that knowledge universe.  

Thus, the marginal gains of the search depth find the point at which it will be subject to 

diminishing returns, emphasising the ties to the continuum presented by March (2001). Dosi 

(1988) also touches upon precisely this in his paper sources, procedures, & microeconomic 
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effects on innovation. It is argued how the negative effect of using the same knowledge ties 

companies to their technological trajectories. The relationship between search depth and the 

innovative efficiency of a company is thus non-linear, also pointing towards a more balanced 

approach being the more sustainable solution. In extension of this, it becomes increasingly 

essential to reap the benefits that emerge prior to the diminishing returns kicking in.  

To elaborate on how search depth can limit the potential of an organisation, this is derived from 

the risk of becoming too familiar with a single domain. By doing so, companies can risk 

introducing rigidity into the organisation and, as a result of this, limit the novelty of their 

solutions. Moreover, the strengths and upsides of search depth transform into weaknesses, 

leaving the company vulnerable and unable to innovate relative to other firms. Laursen & Salter 

(2006) continue this tradition as they hypothesise the relationship between innovative 

performance and the external search depth of the organisation. Like to Katila & Ahuja (2002), 

Laursen & Salter (2006) also argue that the external search depth embodies a curvilinear 

relation to innovative performance and that companies can suffer the consequence of 

diminishing returns if not balanced correct. Activities relating to external search depth are in 

this perspective more likely to provide higher innovative performance, which is a point where 

this theoretical contribution extends beyond that of Katila & Ahuja (2002).   

 

4.1.5.2. Search scope and external search breadth 

Lastly, Katila & Ahuja (2002) introduce the term search scope as the alternative to search 

depth. In the article itself, search scope is not considered a mutually exclusive counterpart to 

search depth, though the topics are discussed separately. Thus, as a second parameter, search 

scope is defined as a tool that “enriches the knowledge pool by adding distinctive new 

variations” (Katila & Ahuja, 2002, p. 1185). By doing so, this search strategy completely 

negates the most dominant downside of the other search strategy, which is the limiting factor 

that ties the outcome to the company's domain. Secondly, and supported by Fleming & 

Sorenson (2001) and Nelson & Winter (1982), by expanding the search scope, you also 

increase the potential for recombining existing features due to new knowledge areas previously 

neglected or un-identified. Katila & Ahuja (2002) build on this by elaborating how introducing 

new knowledge elements in the role of an extra variable extends the total amount of possible 

combinations of the knowledge elements. Whereas there are various upsides to pursuing the 

search scope strategy, one must not neglect that there are also downsides. Firstly, companies 
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choosing to opt for this strategy must consider how the costs of implementing new knowledge 

elements increase exponentially as they are added to the organisation making it more complex 

(Katila & Ahuja, 2002). The increased integrational costs are also accommodated by a decrease 

in reliability as the innovative efficiency of the company is diluted. Thus, the organisation will 

face both organisational and technological limitations prohibiting them from solely utilising 

this search strategy. Katila & Ahuja (2002) argue that the organisational implication of this 

strategy requires organisations to develop networks internally and externally to cope with the 

increased complexity from the enhanced scope (Henderson & Clark, 1990). 

In extension of the work done by Katila & Ahuja (2002), Laursen & Salter (2006) introduce 

the concept external search breadth and depth, which draws on some of the same principles 

that Katila & Ahuja outline in their work. The latter, external search depth, is associated with 

the search depth in the way that it outlines how deep the utilisation is. The effects of this are 

covered in section 4.1.5.1. Search depth and external search depth. However, they also differ 

as the search depth relates to the depth of knowledge utilisation, whereas external search depth 

outlines the depth of external source utilisation.  

Contrary to this, Laursen & Salter (2006) define their external search breadth as the number 

of external sources utilised. To put this into perspective, the search depth relates to the quality 

of the source utilised in innovative performance, whereas external search breadth equates to 

the quantity of the effort. Common for both Laursen & Salter (2006) and Katila & Ahuja (2002) 

is that they see the firm's absorptive capacity as a necessary predecessor for successfully 

utilising the external environment to your advantage. As the scope of this thesis is twofold, the 

section below will build on the categorisation of the behaviour seen above by discussing 

theoretical contributions to absorptive capacity and how the capabilities of the firm relating to 

the absorption of knowledge inevitably dictate the potential outcome of innovative efforts. 

 

4.1.6. Absorptive capacity and learning 

In their 1990 paper, Cohen & Levinthal coin the term absorptive capacity and define it as “the 

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

to commercial ends” (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990, p. 128). In their work pioneering how 

absorptive capacity takes on a central role in explaining firms' innovative performance, they 

suggest that it is likely a result of the prior related knowledge of that firm. Thus, in the 

perspective of Cohen & Levinthal, companies must actively pursue establishing a knowledge 
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foundation the sooner, the better, as this will inevitably influence their ability to recognise, 

assimilate and apply the value of external information to their commercial end. Whereas this 

does not all fit under the same umbrella, Cohen & Levinthal (1990) also distinguishes between 

the absorptive capacity of the individual and the organisation's absorptive capacity.  

Concerning the cognitive basis and the absorptive capacity of the individual, it is argued that 

the most influential factors are prior related knowledge and diversity of background. Setting 

the stage for the organisational absorptive capacity, one would assume that it could be 

manifested as the sum of the individual absorptive capacity. However, this is not the case. 

Instead, the organisational absorptive capacity is defined as a result of path dependency. Thus, 

it can be traced back to the investment, or lack thereof, in research & development (Cohen & 

Levinthal, 1990). 

An important aspect covered is that individuals and organisations must ensure sufficient 

overlap in knowledge to establish a holistic understanding of the current knowledge domain. 

Cohen & Levinthal (1990) thus state that, whereas the scope of the learning must be within the 

relevant topic, it is not necessarily the topic that adds to the accumulated efficiency of the 

company. Instead, the focus lies on learning to learn because a company is both individually 

and organisationally trying to enhance its capabilities within recognising, assimilating, and 

applying external knowledge to its business setting. The organisation itself and the employees 

herein are all mediators taking on being the catalyst that can enable the unique paring of various 

sources of knowledge to commercial ends. While on the topic of knowledge foundation, Zahra 

& George (2002) also acknowledge in their re-conceptualisation of absorptive capacity that 

organisations must utilise their knowledge foundation to exploit the surrounding sources. 

Whereas the work of Cohen & Levinthal (1990) takes on a seminal role in the period leading 

up to today, it is apparent that work conducted in 1990 was meant to suit a vastly different 

context than the one known today. Thus, while many of the principles outlined by Cohen & 

Levinthal are still widely accepted when discussing the topic of absorptive capacity and 

innovative performance, Zahra & George (2002) acknowledged the topicality of absorptive 

capacity and thus produced a re-conceptualisation that would both suit the new context but also 

elaborate on the ambiguity that the misalignment had produced. The critique that Zahra & 

George (2002) raise towards the existing knowledge surrounding absorptive capacity is 

specifically aimed at addressing the implications of “ambiguity and diversity of its definitions, 

components, antecedents and outcomes” (p. 185). They argue that ambiguity and diversity 
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make the concept unreliable by introducing uncertainty. Therefore, it is no longer capable of 

supplying explanatory power to the context that it is applied to, despite its vast application in 

modern-day literature (Chou et al., 2018; Chesbrough & Bogers, 2013; Foss et al., 2011).  

Rather than companies focusing on antecedents and path dependencies, Zahra & George (2002) 

outline and distinguish between a firms’ potential and realised capacities and, more 

specifically, how these can influence the “creation and sustenance of its competitive 

advantage” (p. 185). According to Zahra & George (2002), the potential absorptive capacity 

of the firm is constituted by their knowledge acquisition and assimilation capabilities, which 

relates how Cohen & Levinthal (1990), in their seminal work, outlined the first two steps in 

their definition of absorptive capacity. The latter, thus being the realised capacity, is defined 

as “knowledge transformation and exploitation” (Zahra & George, 2002, p. 185). This relates 

directly to the latter part of what Cohen & Levinthal (1990) define as absorptive capacity, 

ultimately proving the foundational inspiration for Zahra & Georges (2002) contribution to the 

body of knowledge. 

Thus, the previously mentioned vagueness and ambiguity are not contained in defining 

absorptive capacity itself. Instead, Zahra & George (2002) emphasise that it is contained in the 

actual outcome of said activities. Building on the instruments posed by Cohen & Levinthal 

(1990), they bundle the innovative output into one category and label it competitive advantage.  

By doing so, Zahra & George (2002) bridge the theory pertaining to open innovation and, more 

specifically, absorptive capacity to the dynamic capabilities view of the firm as presented by 

David Teece, Gary Pisano & Amy Shuen (1997) in their paper Dynamic Capabilities & 

Strategic Management. Up till this point, empiric evidence of the innovative outcome mainly 

pertains to the realised capacity of the firm, not the potential, and this is where Zahra & George 

argue that research falls short. In fact, by stating that there is a disproportion between empiric 

evidence on the realised versus potential outcome, Zahra & George (2002) identify a gap in the 

existing literature which they can address. Lastly, Zahra & George (2002) find that the potential 

capacity arm firms with more freedom to adapt and increased strategic flexibility allow firms 

to better monitor, pursue, and ultimately take advantage of a dynamic industrial context (Zahra 

& George, 2002).  

Whereas the contribution outlined above better describes the context or setting to which this 

thesis is going to apply, the scope of the paper does not align with the principles being enforced 

in the thesis. None of the theories presented concerning absorptive capacity in the section 
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above directly addresses the topic of this thesis (Corporate Innovation Hubs). To extrapolate 

the findings of applying the theories to the empirical evidence, one must instead ensure 

coherence between the theoretical paradigm of the selected theories unless applied in extension 

of a dual-paradigm comparative analysis. This is not the case. For the empirical analysis carried 

out in a later section, Cohen & Levinthal’ (1990) portraiture is thus elected for application. It 

builds on organisational practices and routines rather than the dynamic capabilities described 

by Zahra & George (2002). Having said so, Zahra & George’ (2002) contribution is not going 

to be neglected in applying the theories. Instead, the analysis itself will build on the foundation 

constituted by Cohen & Levinthal’ (1990) interpretation, which is then infused and enforced 

by the arguments posed by Zahra & George (2002). 

 

4.1.7. Autonomy and control in innovation management 

In his paper The broken wheel: The inseparability of autonomy and control in innovation 

management”, Feldman (1989) argues that there is a gap in the existing literature on the mutual 

dependency of autonomy and control. Whereas literature up to 1989 has primarily focused on 

either 1; how autonomy within business development units leads to increased innovativeness 

and 2; how hierarchical control can also help ensure businesses' innovativeness. Feldman 

(1989) bases his literary contribution on his critique of the division between the two topics, as 

mentioned above. When dealing with both autonomy and control, it becomes relevant also to 

establish the basis of their interpretation, Weber (1946) thus interprets control as being “the 

exercise of authority through a hierarchal structure that limits or channels behaviour” 

(Feldman 1989, p. 86) whereas autonomy is defined as “self-directed behaviour within general 

limits set by managerial control” (Feldman, 1989, p. 86). Rather than considering autonomy 

and control as opposites or mutually exclusive states that companies pursue to create innovative 

performance, Feldman (1986) suggests that these do co-exist and that “autonomy assumes 

autonomy or independence from something” (e.g., control) (Feldman, 1989, p. 86), thus 

proving his point that without control, from what is it then precisely that companies or business 

development units are trying to become autonomous. 

Thus, rather than seeing autonomy and control as opposites in a continuum that inevitably 

dictates the impossibility of co-existence, Feldman (1989) argues that autonomy is only 

relevant to discuss in extension of the managerial control exerted by a governing body of the 

organisation. Whereas many theories build on the principle that companies in a vast and 
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challenging continuum must find the equilibrium in which they thrive, Feldman (1989) presents 

the argument that if the control and autonomy are not concurring, then a vicious cycle can 

manifest, which “undermines commitment to an organisation’s goals” (Feldman, 1989, p. 83).  

The essence of Feldman (1989) is that innovation within corporations demand the regulation 

of both parameters and that by successfully balancing and aligning these, principals and their 

agents can reap the reward as it promotes “creativity and experimentation” (p. 83). This, paired 

with the absorptive capacity-enabled ability to stimulate organisational learning, can create 

synergies between the ability to learn or absorb and utilise knowledge, as presented by Cohen 

& Levinthal (1990), and the creativity and willingness to experiment enabled by the balancing 

of autonomy and control.   

Common for both is that they require the organisation to have the knowledge established for 

human resources on behalf of the organisation to manifest the synergies between organisational 

creativity, organisational learning, and the possibilities of pursuing open innovation initiatives. 

Feldman (1989) articulates that “organisations require interviewees to have a highly developed 

sense of the legitimate possibilities of autonomy in the organisation” (p. 83), which applies to 

not only the context outlined in his paper, but the very resource-based paradigm as articulated 

by Barney (1991).  

To extrapolate the findings of Feldman (1989), one must first look into the context of the 

literary contribution to assess whether there is valid applicability between the two. The piece 

itself was developed in 1989, which speaks to the fact that it was a drastically different context, 

and the piece must thus be interpreted in compliance with this. To ensure the validity of any 

conclusions drawn, it is crucial to remain critical in the application. Therefore, the work must 

not be considered a single truth but rather a theorist's contribution to how issues between 

autonomy and control may be viewed. This does not only apply to the context at hand, but 

every theory outlined in the section above and applied in extension of the empiric evidence 

presented.  

Secondly, Feldman bases his findings on studying three new-product development processes 

within a large specialised organisation which initially points in the direction that any 

conclusions drawn within his contribution do not apply to the MobileLife case studied in this 

piece. MobileLife is an innovation hub, and thus a separate business unit, whereas the business 

development units studied in Feldman (1989) are placed within each production division. 

However, one must acknowledge that the theoretical articles will never truly fit the current 
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reality. A minor deviation in context such as this does not make the conclusion of Feldman’s 

(1989) paper void. To combat the change in context, one must simply remain critical in the 

application of the theory and account for the contextual differences.  
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5. Methodology 

This section elaborates on the methodological views and considerations made within the thesis. 

According to the research onion outlined by Saunders, M., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, A.’s (2012), 

the methodology will primarily be based on the guidelines for collecting, using, and analysing 

data. The guideline of Saunders et al. (2012) is an excellent fit as it has a regional focus on 

accommodating business, management, and economic research methods throughout a long 

series of years (Saunders et al., 2012). Hence this section will present our research method 

according to the following order: 5.1; research philosophy, 5.2; structure of reason 5.3; data 

collection and research method, 5.4; research strategy and 5.5; research scope. 

 

5.1. Research Philosophies 

Addressing the systems of perception and use of research philosophy is crucial. Human 

research philosophy is shaped daily based on continuous impressions. Thus, the adopted 

assumptions and beliefs are eminent factors that affect how one views and develops knowledge 

and how one conducts and sees research and the world around us (Saunders et al., 2012). This 

section will elaborate on the foundation and prerequisites outlined in extension of the research 

philosophy pursued in the thesis. Furthermore, this will also contribute to the validity of the 

research method in this thesis. As the cornerstones of research philosophy assumptions, 

ontology and epistemology will be elaborated and accounted for to understand the individual 

philosophy’s building block for understanding reality and knowledge. As the philosophies and 

aspects hereof have been accounted for, we will discuss our choice of research philosophy and 

the assumptions made to trace how this shaped the thesis.  

 

5.1.1. Ontology  

Ontology is related to the assumption and self-understanding of what is real. Hence, it is vital 

to comprehend the thoughts of researchers and their perception of how the world operates and 

their view upon it (Saunders et al., 2012). Ontology is a critical factor in the separation of 

research philosophies as it is often a key factor for distinguishing one method from another. As 

the philosophies discussed beneath are reliant on how one perceives the reality we live in and 

whether one exists independently, these will be outlined. The purpose here is firstly to 

acknowledge that the choice of research philosophy will significantly influence the basis on 

which we as researchers are to comprehend and interpret the empirical evidence. This also 
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influences how the questions towards the interviewees are shaped and how this data is then 

processed and perceived ex-ante. Ontology is here divided into two aspects: objectivism and 

subjectivism. The ontology concerns the nature of reality and whether the reality exists as 

independently or as a function of our perception of the reality we perceive (Saunders et al., 

2012). 

Objectivism is described as “the belief that social entities exist in reality external to social 

actors concerned with their existence.” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 131). Thus, objectivism marks 

that there is only one reality, and that the reality supersedes the perception of individuals. 

Therefore, social beliefs and perception result from an external reality in a world that 

independently exists as an empirical entity (Holden & Lynch, 2004; Saunders et al., 2012). 

Subjectivism asserts that one can attach own meanings to the reality one lives in. It challenges 

the objective approach with believing in multiple realities based upon the social beliefs that 

create the reality around one and asserts that perceptions and actions are derived from social 

phenomena. It is further articulated that in subjectivism, one must understand the subjective 

reality to interpret the individual’s perception, thinking and actions (Saunders et al., 2012). 

In this thesis, we acknowledge subjectivism. We believe that reality is based upon the 

individual’s perception, ultimately creating an infinite number of realities. Therefore, actions 

made are not absolute as we see the context as a frame for interpretation and meaning that is 

socially constructed by how it is perceived. Further, we believe that every individual has 

assumptions about all aspects of the world. In the case of MobileLife, we acknowledge that the 

individual perception and interpretation of our contributors and interviewees vary within the 

organisational structure, the definitions of job titles, and one’s affiliation to diversity and 

division of employees. Motivation and expectations thus differ amongst the individual 

employees. In the interviews conducted in this thesis, there has been a focus on enabling and 

allowing the interviewees to bring their perception of the organisation, its affiliation, culture, 

motivation, and management, as well as their own, partake on contributing. As the subjectivism 

pursued, this has been a deliberate action that creates a multi-faceted foundation upon which 

the thesis can then draw various distinctions. Doing this has likewise enabled us to go beneath 

the superficial, to assume and anticipate deeper meanings behind the empirical data collected 

through interviews. By connecting empirical data collected with the theoretical framework 

using subjectivism, this has then enabled a discussion between the perceived discrepancies 

amongst the interviewees. Lastly, to discuss facets such as the interviewees' articulation of their 
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perceived interpretation, the different realities hereof, and their perspectives, which is then 

aligned with the research question.  

 

5.1.2. Epistemology 

The term epistemology is articulated as “what constitutes acceptable knowledge in a field of 

study” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 132.). In summary, epistemology is the theory of knowledge 

(DeRose, 2005). Contrary to ontology, epistemology focuses on how we know, what we know. 

It questions what research is or is not and what methods research is built upon and how it is 

utilised. To understand what is considered proper knowledge and research, one must 

acknowledge how researchers consider data and what methodological approach and 

philosophical background make the basis of their research (Nielsen, 2021). 

The purpose of choosing an epistemological standpoint is to define what is considered 

knowledge, what is not and how much authority is delegated to the sources of approved 

knowledge. This adds to the thesis because it creates a foundation or a lens that we as 

researchers can use to interpret the empiric evidence collected in extension of the interviews. 

Saunders et al. (2012) propose four epistemological research philosophies that constitute how 

researchers approach their data and dissect it: Pragmatism, Positivism, Realism, and 

interpretivism. In the coming sections, the four epistemological research philosophies will be 

identified and analysed to further elaborate on our choice of philosophy, more so, to provide a 

research philosophical lens that is to be utilised in extension of the thesis. 

The first philosophy to be discussed is Pragmatism. The pragmatistic view derives from the 

scepticistic perception that none can find eternal and immutable truth to the world. Hence, they 

praise that the world is constantly changing and truly dynamic (Holm, 2018). Instead of 

focusing on the theoretical and abstract conception of truth, pragmatism suggests focusing on 

action and practical applicability (Saunders et al., 2012). Thus, this asserts that the world can 

be interpreted differently as no single view can give the entire picture. Reflected in subjectivism 

and objectivism, multiple realities can exist enabled by the method utilised. Saunders et al. 

(2012) further highlight that the research question is one of the most critical determinants. One 

position can appropriate a better answer to a question than another, depending on the scope of 

the academic research. Though pragmatism is not necessarily built upon multiple methods, 

choosing the right method(s) enables the most reliable and credible answer to advance research 

(Saunders et al., 2012; Holm, 2018). 
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Positivism asserts that the only credible data is the one that can be observed. Subsequently, the 

philosophy states that there is only one reality, and that data can only be acknowledged with 

objects measured (Holm, 2018). Positivism proposes to use the inductive method as the 

structure of reasoning, and research must gather a large amount of objective and theoretical 

independent observations to be later aggregated into theoretical theses. The philosophy is not 

characterised as a one subject area but rather characterised by working empirically on all 

subjects (Holm, 2018). Therefore, the positivistic ontology is independent of social actors and 

strictly sets the individual in an objective stance. In that way, only the observed phenomena 

can contribute to credible data, which is seen as facts (Saunders et al., 2012).  

 

Realism is divided into two beliefs: direct realism and critical realism. This philosophy is 

strictly objective as it builds upon the aspect of objectivism as “… objects have an existence 

independent of the human mind” (Saunders et al., 2021, p. 136). Like positivism, observable 

phenomena can provide credible data. Direct realism asserts that what is seen is through our 

senses, and thus the experience pictures the reality perfectly. Critical realism asserts that 

everything experienced is sensations and that the image our senses give us can be deceiving 

(Saunders et al., 2012). Realism uses the deductive structure of reasoning to deduct hypotheses 

and directly trials them empirically. If the hypothesis is confirmed, it can be validated. If it is 

not validated, it will be falsified and undergo a method of falsification until it is confirmed 

(Holm, 2018). The idea behind re-trialling is that continuous test ensures the scientificity of the 

study. Despite critics arguing that social actors can never take a completely objective stance, 

they will be biased by culture, world views, and general belief (Holm, 2018; Saunders et al., 

2012). 

At last, interpretivism builds upon subjectivism. The philosophical view focus’ on the social 

actor and accounts for complexity in the social world and that reality is a social construct. 

Additionally, the world consists of multiple realities that change over time. Thus, it challenges 

positivism as data will be affected by the social actor who perceives and interprets the reality 

based on contextual drivers. Contrary to the objective stance, the actor must take a stance in 

empathy. By doing so, one will understand and view the world in the shoes of others, as a result 

of this acknowledging that the perceived reality is that of individuals (Saunders et al., 2012; 

Holm, 2018). Thus, the data collection related to interpretivism is made of smaller qualitative 

samples. This is reasoned behind the need for details and perception of subjective meanings as 

the motivator of actions (Saunders et al., 2012). More specifically, in data collection, the 
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researcher is a part of what is being researched as studies beforehand are already biased by the 

researcher's motivation (Saunders et al., 2012). 

This assignment has put weight on qualitative interviews, which attributed subjective opinions, 

assumptions, and emotions to their interpretation of MobileLife as a business unit and its 

affiliation. Thus, it has made good sense to assist with a subjective view on how this data 

collection has been carried out. As the definition of interpretivism relies on and is dependent 

on a subjectivist philosophy that further emphasises that humans contribute to the creation and 

understanding of organisations and their realities, we are more inclined to utilise the 

interpretivistic research philosophy primarily. MobileLife’s vision and employment are built 

and structured around creative minds, innovation, and ideas (Appendix 1; Appendix 2), further 

strengthening the choice to approach the empiric evidence in a subjectivistic ontological view.  

By utilising this approach, we have then enabled us to identify critical characteristics of the 

interviewee’s interpretation of management and innovation. In continuation of the choice of 

interpretivism research philosophy, the data collection technique used corresponds to the in-

depth qualitative investigations that Saunders et al. (2012) acknowledges. However, 

acknowledging that the empirical foundation is constituted by two interviewees, this speaks to 

the resemblance of an in-depth case study. Despite Saunders et al. (2012) pointing towards a 

qualitative study, this could be further probed by including more qualitative examples into the 

research scope. Nonetheless, this then enables the interviews to carry out subjectiveness in the 

form of in-depth details, motivating factor and reality behind actions and situations based on 

the perceived reality of the interviewees. 

The empirical view of interpretivism also accommodates the strength of one’s subjective 

opinion. The interviewees' interpretations seek to support our research in answering 

organisational dilemmas based upon the choice of social actors in MobileLife as a corporate 

innovation hub. 

 

5.2. Structure of reason 

The following session will initially shed light on the different reasoning structures used when 

carrying out an academic research project. Structures of reasoning give the reader an idea of 

what course of action we, as researchers, has used and to what extent the theoretical and 

empirical data has been handled. The structure of reasoning is also to be used as an extension 

to the choice of research philosophy to get from reason to the research (Saunders et al., 2012). 
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To come from reason to research, there are identified three different structures: deduction, 

induction, and abduction.  

The structure of deduction is based upon existing theories. From these theories, researchers 

make a preliminary assumption of the phenomena of investigation and form a hypothesis to 

test its validity. Thus, the deductive method requires empirical data and observations to test the 

preliminary hypothesis. Finally, the hypothesis will either be validated or falsified. In the case 

of falsification, the hypothesis will be revised to gain verification. In summary, deductive 

studies start with the general (theories) and end with the specific (empirical data) (Andersen, 

Hansen & Klemmensen, 2012; Saunders et al., 2012).  

Contrary to this, the inductive acts the other way around. In inductive studies, you initially 

observe the empirical reality and collect data in the researcher's observation of a phenomenon. 

Additionally, researchers look for patterns or themes that might prove valid. Thus, one must 

form a hypothesis or theory about how one must approach the phenomena. As mentioned 

briefly, induction is therefore starting in the specific (empirical data) and moving to the general 

(theory) (Saunders et al., 2012). 

The last structure is abduction. “Instead of moving from theory to data or data to theory, an 

abductive approach moves back and forth, in the effect of combining deduction and induction.” 

(Saunders, 2012, p. 147). The abductive method starts with the researchers wonder or surprise 

of observation or phenomenon. The wonder tells that the researchers’ expectations and initial 

knowledge do not encompass what is experienced with the observation. Thus, the researcher 

investigates and processes this wonder by using theory. The theory used can be a new theory 

to elaborate and understand the experience or by modifying or using existent theory. Thus, the 

abductive method stands out by not following specific rules nor testing for validation but 

focusing on creating context to understand the phenomenon at hand. As with deductive and 

abductive methods, there are no established steps to follow (Bryman, 2016). 

In this thesis, the abductive structure of reasoning has been chosen as both inductive and 

deductive approaches has been utilised in combination throughout. The structure of reason 

pursued within the thesis thus takes on the abductive approach as the premise of the thesis was 

based on the premise of theory, upon which the initial hypothesis was derived. Upon falsifying 

these, empiric evidence collected suggested that we alter the theoretical approach to the 

phenomenon we collected empiric evidence on. Thus, the research method initially followed a 

deductive approach but based on new information was later reconfigured into an abductive 
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approach. This then outlines that we as researchers became wiser throughout the research 

period, which required that we reconfigured our approach to accommodate for new empiric 

evidence. 

As the research method was being applied and empiric evidence was collected through prior 

MobileLife employees, this awakened a wonder and switched the research premise from the 

initial focus of testing the deductive hypothesis. The step was to investigate what theoretical 

data was present and form a hypothesis to validate by executing on the research question 

(Hansen & Klemmensen, 2012). To accommodate the adequate data used for addressing the 

research question, four semi-structured interviews were facilitated with Kristoffer Phillip 

Nielsen & Marie Andersson to support our theoretical view as a structure of reasoning 

(Saunders et al., 2012).  

To our surprise, the first interview changed the approach to our structure. Instead of relying on 

premises and a present hypothesis, we found ourselves unable to develop the expected 

propositions. As this could not be defined beforehand, knowledge was collected that 

alternatively outlined a perspective recognised in the literature of how organisations can 

establish organisational ambidexterity across the concept of time. Without further information 

of the organisation, activities, employees and general understanding, we had to extend the 

empirical basis that the thesis was to revolve around.  

As Saunders et al. (2012) and Bryman (2016) articulated, the structure of reason was altered to 

inductive reasoning. We built assumptions and hypothesis that there would be a significant 

difference in the interpretation and understanding of organisation management and roles within 

the company based upon the background and prior terms of employment. After conducting 

interview #2, we were amazed to find clear evidence that supported our thesis of differences in 

behaviour and interpretation between two employees with different backgrounds underlining 

the interpretivistic research philosophy pursued in the thesis. Using the abductive approach 

enabled us to 1; set up a deductive generalisation with theoretical frameworks and hypothesis 

as well as to accommodate the interpretivism pursued in the thesis and 2; to approach and 

subjectivise interviewees and assign them realities while inductively re-interviewing both 

parties in hindsight. This structure of reason enables us to articulate our analysis and 

understanding of how the empirical and theoretical data can improve and strengthen the 

research question and the reason behind our approach. 
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5.3. Data Collection and research method 

This section will address the research method. Prior to this, we have accounted for chosen 

research philosophy and approach. This affects the outcome and considerations of the three 

inner layers of the research onion 1; methodological choice, research strategy and time horizon 

of this research paper (Saunders et al., 2012). The reasoning behind this section is to ensure 

coherence throughout the research design and to demonstrate the thought process behind 

decisions and conclusions throughout the paper.  

With the choice of research philosophy and approach, this thesis will be based upon a mono-

methodological choice taking a stand in the in-depth case study research design (Saunders et 

al., 2012). This research design revolves around interpretivistic research trying to make sense 

of socially constructed realities and phenomena.  

COVID-19 has reduced the degree to which a naturalistic approach has been able to be pursued 

– this is because of the restrictive nature of COVID-19 on the facilitation of physical meetings. 

Whereas this has prohibited us from truly experiencing the perceptions of our interviewees, 

MobileLife also no longer exists. Thus, beyond COVID-19, it would not be possible to enter 

the frame of which the ideas and thoughts of the interviewees were shaped. According to the 

interpretivism utilised throughout, the reality that we as researchers can perceive would thus 

not align with the perceived reality of our interviewees. Following this line of argumentation 

points in the direction that given restrictions, the interviews have followed a naturalistic, 

interactive, and emergent research design. 

The in-depth case study research method proposes that the research strategy starts with a 

deductive approach, where testing of the theoretical propositions is done with qualitative 

procedures (Yin, 2006). The characteristic of this research is based upon the studies of 

interviewees perceived relationships and meaning of MobileLife and our perception of 

contributors’ view upon reality. Thus, when conducting interviews, we are met with non-

standardised data, which allows for questions and procedures underway to vary and alter 

depending on the process. Additionally, follow-up responses can change the outcome of the 

research development. This is due to the interactive approach of semi-structured interviews and 

the ongoing development that emerges in the interpretivism research philosophy (Saunders et 

al., 2012). To elaborate on this, seeing as the interviewees are using their recollection as to the 

basis for their answers, we must also account for the development of their characters and how 

this reflects their recollection, seeing as their perceived reality changes based on their state of 
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mind. Though the mono-methodological approach can be criticised in various ways, one could 

argue that the in-depth articulation of two interviewees is insufficient to view the insights and 

organisational deficiencies in MobileLife. As researchers, we tend to bias towards too few 

interviewees, creating a significant division of consequences regarding the entrepreneurs’ prior 

affiliation to the parent company Danske Bank A/S. As a measure towards accommodating 

this, two separate sets of interviews were conducted concurrently with the research unfolding. 

Additionally, exploratory research enables us to conduct in-depth interviews to acquire 

knowledge through “experts” that throughout MobileLife’s tenure perceived the reality in 

specific ways. These alternative realities are also subject to exploration, as questions regarding 

MobileLife speaks to each subjective reality based on the interviewee participating. The 

explanatory approach accommodates the need for a semi-structured interview that allows the 

researchers to alter the line of questioning based on the previous questions and answers. 

As each interview was conducted, we, as researchers, refined the questions based on the 

collected empirical evidence. This allowed for the empiric evidence to target the research 

paradigm which gives more valuable insights into the aspects that questions were raised in 

extension of. However, using subjectivism as the ontological approach raises some awareness 

of the risk of misinterpreting the empirical evidence. Whereas the empirical foundation is based 

on the recollection of two employees, these both speak to their own perceived reality. By 

adding more interviewees, one would get a broader spectrum of answers, however, seeing as 

each draw on the distinct perceived reality of the person, it would leave more room for 

misinterpretation. Lastly, as researchers, we are vulnerable to being biased and perceive the 

data from an interviewee without matching it to other interviewees in the same situations. Thus, 

we acknowledge that as a critical downside to in-depth interviews with limited interviewees. 

 

5.3.1. The interview guide  

To support the deductive approach that was pursued in the initial stage of the research process, 

this investigational artefact was used to help direct our line of questioning to the theoretical 

scope at hand. This proved to successfully guide the questioning in the first round of interviews, 

however, despite directing the questioning to certain aspect it was apparent that other issues 

than the ones initially coined in the interview guide were more central. Thus, by pursuing a 

semi-structed interview technique, the interview guide was created to ensure adherence to the 

theoretical foundation without guiding the conversation to such an extent that it would limit 

the output of the interviewee. Having said so, it was evident that prior to facilitating the four 
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interviews, it was important that the questions were manifested in such a way that it would not 

directly lead the interviewee into certain conclusion. Thus, when asked in regard to various 

topics, an open line of questioning was central to ensuring that that empirical foundation was 

not further tainted by both the presence of the researchers nor the manifestation of the questions 

posed.  

Upon conducting the first round of interviews, central topics arose that altered the course of 

the questioning. As the research methodology switched from deductive to abductive, the 

interview guide was refined with new theoretical topics that were to be covered in the second 

round of interviews. By utilising the semi-structed interview technique, it was important that 

during the interviews, we would ensure that topics were covered by crossing them off on the 

list. Whereas this approach introduces some uncertainty as the researchers allow the 

interviewees to pursue certain avenues of argumentation, it also serves as an instrument to re-

direct the conversation. The output of the utilisation was that the conversation to some extent 

became very anecdotal where both interviewees would reflect on past activities and roles within 

MobileLife while almost storytelling. 

 

5.4. Research strategy 

The section will elaborate on the choice of research strategy in this thesis. By choosing a 

strategy, we choose a plan to achieve the goal of this thesis by answering our research question. 

This section presents and argues our link between the methodological approach to our 

philosophy and data collection methods of choice.  

By the research question, resources and methodological considerations in this chapter, the 

strategy choice of this thesis is an in-depth case study. With the approach of an interpretivist 

research philosophy and abductive reasoning the case study of MobileLife has been utilized to 

empirically investigate the phenomenon of our research question. This strategy is chosen as: 

“case study strategy also has considerable ability to generate answers to the question why?, 

what? and how?.” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 179). In extension, this approach enables us to 

utilise our methodological approach to analyse, interpret, and understand why and how the case 

company acts as it acts (Saunders et al., 2012). 

The inductive method is used to take specific data and apply this to a general theoretical 

proposition. Nevertheless, as in this thesis, we have elaborated and presented conceptual 

possibilities that are to be examined, which generates a balance between inductive and 
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deductive approach resulting in an abductive approach. As with this thesis, our interest and 

wonder further developed in line with the conducted interviews as new “cases” of data and 

quality appeared, and thus the direction of focus and research shifted accordingly. The case 

study has enabled us to seek and select data that create purpose for our theoretical foundation 

and collection of data continuously. The choice of case studies also derives from the purpose 

of this thesis. This thesis seeks to strengthen the existing literature and to highlight possible 

gaps which can be further addressed. The thesis does not have the strength to verify any gaps, 

though it can illuminate a wonder and create suggestion for further research on corporate 

innovation hubs, by taking the first steps in conducting this case study of MobileLife. 

Choosing a single case study strategy does have its limitations. It limits the reliability and 

generalisability of having multiple studies either showing replication of the same finding or 

showing contextual factors which are deliberately different (Flyvbjerg, 2010). In our case, we 

acknowledge the limitations but still believe that the contribution and conclusion of our 

research paper are adequate in the context of a case study. It has further enabled us to explore 

existing theory and to challenge and source new research questions based on our case of 

MobileLife. As researchers, we have also found single case study strategies more manageable 

than multi-case studies (Saunders et al., 2012). 

 

5.4.1. Primary data 

After accounting for exploratory choice, this next section will shed some light upon the 

collection of primary data using semi-structured qualitative interviews (Saunders et al., 2012). 

This choice is based on the election of an in-depth case study research method that 

accommodates exploring multiple views and perspectives of the innovation management and 

structure division of MobileLife from interviewees with two different backgrounds. Evidently, 

this research design does not categorize as a qualitative study, as this would require a broader 

scope consisting of more interviewees. However, though we only conducted interviews with 

two different persons, this still investigates the direct relational engagement and individual 

participation of these, reinforcing the role of social actors and targeting the subject of this thesis 

(Showkat & Parveen, 2017; Morris, 2015). As previously mentioned, the research philosophy 

of this paper entails that we investigate the perceived reality of our interviewees, which points 

in the direction that you can utilise a scarcer audience in the research. Having said so, it is 

apparent that the two-person interview in extension of this academic contribution is inadequate 

and that a more well-rounded and profound conclusion could have been drawn on behalf of 
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more extensive research. We acknowledge the need for a more thorough empirical 

investigation. However, seeing as MobileLife no longer operates, it has also been difficult to 

trace down leads willing to participate. Additionally, without knowing the exact employees 

employed at MobileLife, it has not been possible to target the audience using a questionnaire. 

To accommodate the lack of breadth in the empirical foundation, two interviews have been 

held with each party to ensure that the depth of the perceived realities compensates for the lack 

of breadth mentioned above. As a result, hereof, the research design thus became longitudinal 

as we involved repeated observations through interviewing the interviewees twice and at 

different points in time. 

 As articulated throughout the chapter, we believe that the choice of our primary data being 

constituted by semi-structured, in-depth interviews is sufficient given the research philosophy 

pursued in the paper. It significantly accommodates the need for opinions and engagement from 

interviewees streamlining the interpretivistic research philosophy and ontology to gather 

qualitative data for the exploratory case study of our research question. Without using the 

articulation of Robson (2011) on focused interviews, our wonder and research questions would 

not have appeared. Allowing Kristoffer to elaborate freely within the overall theme of direction 

enabled us to gather relevant empirical data, which allowed us to carry out the empiric 

investigation that leads to the conclusions drawn in subsequent sections. 

The primary data has critical points to it as well. Thus, this next section will elaborate briefly 

on the reliability, bias, generalisability and validity of the data collected. 

Concerning the reliability of the paper, it is apparent that the interpretivistic research approach 

alongside the subjectivistic ontology does not emphasise the dual-frequency of interviews as 

conducted in this research project. As the purpose of the paper is to tap into the perceived 

reality of the interviewee, interviewing them twice would ultimately enforce the post-

rationalisation of their answers, creating discrepancies between the two intelligence.   

In the case at hand, however, we come to find that the semi-structured, non-standardised data 

collection approach was realistically a feasible solution to ensuring some degree of reliability 

in the conclusions drawn hereof. More so, the pros of pursuing this research method outweigh 

the cons of mismatching research philosophy and methodological approach. 
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5.4.2. Secondary data 

Secondary data is categorised as data obtained in advance by others and, to an extent, was 

collected for other purposes. Thus, secondary data is where we, as researchers, are secondary 

users of data collected. Secondary data can be divided into multiple sources and methods as to 

how it is conducted, varying the perspective and purpose of the data. Publication hereof allows 

researchers to quickly obtain data and save time on accessing sources as primary data and 

conducting interviews, which might not have been possible. Also, it allows to partially answer 

the research question(s) by accumulating knowledge, interpreting and analysing secondary data 

gathered on the internet (Saunders et al., 2012). 

 This research paper has used primary data as the most dominant data source to support the 

analysis and conclusions hereof. Though, secondary has been used to elaborate and assert the 

frame of our research question. As longitudinal compiled data, multiple sources have been used 

as theoretical articles to create our literature review and theoretical basis consisting of books, 

journals, and academic publications. To a lesser extent, we have used snapshot and longitudinal 

multiple source data to gather information upon industry statistics and reports to elaborate on 

the use and impact of CIH’s in different industries. This data highlights and supports more 

general knowledge about Corporate innovation hubs impact on corporate corporations on 

innovative strategies and endeavours. Finding and utilising secondary data regarding corporate 

innovations hubs on organisational ambidexterity and implications of control and autonomy 

has been little to none. In total, the secondary data has been used to link practical and theoretical 

perspectives to make sense, interpret and assume prerequisites to our study and case company 

of choice. Therefore, secondary data shows its disadvantages as we conclude and interpret the 

data to purpose our research question (Saunders et al., 2012). 

The primary data has been dominant and required for this study. Using primary data, it becomes 

inevitable that bias and assumptions are present, which is addressed and elaborated upon in the 

following chapter of data analysis (Saunders et al., 2012). 

Discussing the bias, one might challenge that bias will become a disrupting factor in shaping 

and understanding the data collected. Significantly as research philosophy pursued adds a dual-

faceted perspective to the reality that is subject to analysis. When dealing with subjective 

intelligence that has also been post-rationalised, we as researchers need to interpret our findings 

in the empirical investigation further. In doing so, and by making the choices that have been 

made throughout, this has inevitably shaped the outcome of the thesis, thus proving that our 
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presence has influenced the outcome of the study. Discussing the bias amongst the interviewees 

is also something that can be identified. Firstly, Kristoffer is a true self-proclaimed 

entrepreneur. This undeniably shapes and influences his specific way of rationalising his 

perceived reality at MobileLife. To combat the bias exerted by Kristoffer, Marie was contacted 

and interviewed as a measure towards ensuring that Kristoffer’s bias would not reign supreme 

in the further interpretation of the empirical evidence. Thus, it becomes important to emphasise 

that this was not with the purpose of outweighing or diluting the bias exerted by Kristoffer, but 

rather, that by combining the two, this would strengthen the academic integrity and create a 

more vibrant manifestation of the activities at MobileLife. By combining the two, the 

rationalisation of us as researchers added a derived bias based on how we perceived them as 

persons and how we, in retrospect, thus recollect the interviews. To combat the bias exerted in 

both interviews, a transcription has been made, which serves as a measure towards 

documenting the conduct of the interviews and as a measure towards concealing the bias that 

they both attributed their specific choice of wording. Given the research approach pursued in 

the thesis, it would not make sense to eliminate bias altogether. In extension of this, it is thus 

argued that there is a shared acknowledgement of the existence of bias which adds to the 

individual perceived reality of the interviewees and thus enforces that the disruptive forces of 

bias are accounted for. 

 

Accounting for generalisation, the in-depth case study with a foundation of semi-structured 

interviews often does not fit the idea of using subjective in-depth interviews for statistical 

generalisations across a large population. Thus, we acknowledge that generalisation as a 

statistical matter is not obtained in this thesis. Having said so, we firmly believe that by using 

pre-existing theoretical propositions, we can create relations between our empirical data and 

the theoretical framework used. This supports that the empirical foundation of this thesis’ 

findings has theoretical significance (Saunders et al., 2012; Morris, 2015). 

Lastly, the validity is to be discussed. This chapter of methodological clarification seeks to 

support the general question of validity in this thesis. As previously mentioned, we have used 

open questions and non-leading bias to approach and accommodate truthful and relevant data 

that can contribute to our research question's adaption and conclusion. According to the 

research philosophy utilised throughout, it is essential that the authors also acknowledge their 

presence in extension of the validity. Furthermore, this study is just one contribution to the total 

body of knowledge surrounding innovation hubs and why this should not be considered a sole 
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truth. Instead, this piece should be approached as a contribution or a lens that can be used in 

perceiving the behaviour of innovation hubs under the influence of autonomy and control. 

Having said so, we firmly believe that the validity of both our primary data is sufficient and 

processing of empirical foundation, especially given the backgrounds of the two interviewees 

and the empirical investigation hereof. 

5.5. Research scope 
5.5.1. MobileLife 

MobileLife is a corporate innovation hub of its mother corporation Danske Bank A/S. Danske 

Bank is Denmark’s largest bank, and financial corporation housing more than 22.000 

employees worldwide, with half of these resided in Denmark (Danske Bank, n.d.) With 150 

years in traditional banking, serving everything from institutional banking to household 

customers, it has become increasingly technological and global over the last 20 years. This has 

allowed for the international merger and acquisition of entities in the northern- and European 

countries. With the technological era, customer eccentrics have become a crucial attribute to 

accommodate in the modern world of banking. In the pursuit to acquire and succeed in 

customer satisfaction and intuitiveness, Danske Bank has – in order to stay competitive – 

sought to invest heavily in technology and innovation hereof to stay ahead of the market and 

amongst the most developed traditional banks. By doing this, they stay innovative and offer 

customers frictionless solutions with speed, where Danske Bank has urged to position itself as 

frontrunners on technological platforms and strategised towards novelty. With the mindset of 

investing in technology as payment form and banking applications, Danske Bank will benefit 

both in customer volumes and future cash flows, consisting of less manual handling costs and 

more artificial intelligence and self-service (Rossau, 2014). 

To establish and cultivate innovation for future services, one must acknowledge the need for 

the right environment and competencies to create ideas and innovative solutions (Danske Bank, 

n.d.). With many years of corporate policies and routines being ratified, the central entity of 

Danske Bank A/S is not a suitable environment for innovation, autonomy, and room for 

manoeuvre. It is a valuable stream to pursue, with household loans being the most important 

and revenue-streams in traditional banking. Thus, to accommodate and target their most 

valuable and leading target group, Danske Bank decided to create MobileLife. MobileLife was 

established as a purely decentralised department in Danske Bank, where it had both 

geographical and managerial autonomy. The budgetary threshold of Danske Bank has also 

allowed MobileLife to utilise the capital and budgetary standards of Danske Bank to a greater 
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extent. This monetary contribution is meant to cultivate and built a corporate innovation hub 

with funds to succeed (Simon Haldrup, 2017). 

The department of MobileLife was active from 2014-2019 and was resided in Copenhagen, 

where most of the employees were and had a second office in Lithuania. The team consisted 

of 17 different nationalities at its peak. This ensured the broad knowledge, competencies and 

diversity was accommodated, whereas professions ranged from Risk Management, Marketing 

to IOS Developers. (Haldrup, 2017). Despite being an internal department, MobileLife was 

given the freedom to act as a decentralised entity to purely focus on the innovative tasks of 

Danske Bank A/S (Appendix 4) to “make life simpler for our customers by developing novel, 

intuitive solutions within home purchasing and personal finance” (Wittorff, 2015). In the quest 

to avoid incumbent commercialisation and corporate policies, MobileLife was established to 

test organisational structures for innovation and contribute to Danske Bank A/S’s core product 

offerings. In acknowledging the change of concept from traditional to more digital banking, 

the headlines assert MobileLife as “Disrupting a 150-year-old organisation” and “Muscle of a 

corporate, soul of a start-up.” MobileLife was set to be based upon a start-up culture with an 

innovative approach while having the corporate strengths of financial aid, customers, and a 

strong brand (Haldrup, 2017). One of the pre-requisites of this establishment was autonomy. 

Autonomy to liberate themselves from the corporate policies and thus obtain freedom for rapid 

success, fast fails, and the embracing of uncertainty. The goal of MobileLife was regarding 

producing innovative solutions a success. 

Nonetheless, Simon Haldrup, former head of MobileLife, argues that the knowledge behind 

organisational structures behind corporate innovation hubs gave equally as much success as 

the solutions. Throughout the lifetime from infantry to maturity of MobileLife, it grew from 1 

employee to 175 (Krebs, 2017) and to house all competencies required for idea-creation and 

innovation and maintain and handle the daily operations of their innovations (Nørring, 2017). 

“The purpose of MobileLife was to create a structure where we could test and work with 

methods and process’ and show the way” (Villadsen, 2019) Which became a massive part of 

the success of MobileLife. 

In the active years, MobileLife innovated with products such as SundayGo, Sunday, 

SundayOwn and June, all used for searching for homes, preapprovals for mortgages, and 

remortgages. Additional June in an online investment platform to make savings into easy 

investments. Thus, as aforementioned, MobileLife was consumed by Danske Bank in 2019, in 
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which Danske Bank has now adopted the products created in MobileLife. Additionally, the 

learning from organisational structures behind cultivating innovation has been implemented 

into various departments of Danske Bank and the use of cross-functional teams (Nørring, 

2017). 

 

 

5.5.2. Kristoffer Philip Nielsen 

Kristoffer Phillip Nielsen holds both a bachelor and a master’s in International Business 

Communication from Copenhagen Business School, where he ended his tenure in 2014. 

Besides his studies, Kristoffer co-founded Cromian – an external consultancy that was set asea 

to help established companies and prominent start-ups on their innovative journeys by ideating, 

developing, designing, testing, and launching innovative, data-driven and user-centric app, 

web-, AI- & back-end solutions (Nielsen, 2021). Kristoffer has since then co-founded various 

startups as he guided them through the infant stages of manifesting, developing a purpose and 

setting a course for the development and management of the organisations. Besides his 

professional endeavours, Kristoffer also participated in various case competitions during his 

studies, all scoped towards strengthening the innovative feats of strength of corporations. Upon 

finishing his studies, Kristoffer was then employed as a “Corporate Entrepreneur” in 

MobileLife, where he was hired to ideate, iterate, test and scope unique satellite projects to 

support the ambition of the organisation (Nielsen, 2021). Upon being employed there for five 

months, Kristoffer was fired and rehired through his external consultancy firm Cromian to test 

various organisational structures for MobileLife. This will be elaborated on later in this paper.  

The innovation was restricted to surround the core business operation of Danske Bank as 

MobileLife was tasked with digitalising live events (Appendix 1; Appendix 3). Kristoffer 

articulated that in the early stages, “we were supposed to pitch our ideas in the best dragon’s 

den-manner. We would typically pitch it to our leader” (Appendix 1, p. 2). Additionally, he 

was required to do underlying investigations to ensure that all pitches would contribute to the 

value proposition. The idea behind MobileLife was partly to contribute with innovation but 

equally as essential to implement and try different organisational structures. Thus, Kristoffer 

was enabled to work with innovation and idea-creation under different structures. In contrary 

to Marie Andersson, Kristoffer has a background that is not altered in big companies and 

certainly not within the mother company of Danske Bank. Kristoffer argued that MobileLife 
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was composed of 50/50 corporate employees from various business development departments 

in Danske Bank and the other half entrepreneurs from small companies like himself (Appendix 

1).  

Further, he aired his own opinions within idea creation and the differences between being 

altered in the mother company and how he thought innovation was best developed and 

produced within the walls of an innovation hub. Additionally, he had the mindset and overview 

in a semi-structured interview to accommodate our questions and restrictively answer them 

within the proposed contextual definition we had given prior to the interview. 

As an interviewee, Kristoffer’s rationalisation of his time in MobileLife contributed with an 

unfiltered and very anecdotal perspective, which, contrary to Marie, illustrated the 

entrepreneurial side of the employees brought into MobileLife in its infant stages. 

 

5.5.3. Marie Andersson 

Marie Andersson is a Swedish citizen employed in Danske Bank since 2002 and was also the 

first non-native person to be employed at the head office in Copenhagen. Marie has an 

educational background as a former trainee within economics and later acquired her master’s 

degree within the same. In the first corporate years of Marie’s professional career, she worked 

within accounting, budget modelling and risk management, giving her the economic 

background that later put her in touch with Simon Haldrup, who came to be head of MobileLife. 

In her employment in the risk management department, she first met Simon Haldrup. He would 

come to bring her along for the journey of establishing and later re-organising MobileLife. 

Marie was elected to become one of the few candidates to help Simon Haldrup start MobileLife 

and establish the first organisational practices.   

In MobileLife, Marie held the role of Corporate Entrepreneur, just like Kristoffer Phillip 

Nielsen. This will be elaborated on later in this paper. It can briefly be noted that everyone in 

MobileLife held the same official title. Marie here argues that in the infant stages of 

MobileLife, there was no precise distribution of roles. People were expected to contribute with 

whatever they felt would bring the most value based on their competencies. Additionally, Marie 

also argues that the mandate to organise as previously outlined was a driver that enabled 

MobileLife to break free of the gravitational forces of Danske Bank. Marie ended up working 

in MobileLife from 2013 to 2018, where MobileLife was soon after terminated for fulfilling its 

purpose. 
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Marie was able to contribute with the other side of the story, as she came from Danske Bank 

and constituted the bureaucracy and political ties that somewhat dictated part of the 

development within MobileLife. Thus, contrary to Kristoffer, who was part of the 50% of 

entrepreneurs brought in, Marie was part of the other 50% brought in directly from Danske 

Bank. We came to experience that Marie could speak to much of the structure and processes 

that were lacking from Kristoffer’s rationalisation. Furthermore, Marie could also elaborate on 

the initiatives and ongoing negotiations between MobileLife and Danske Bank as she took on 

a managing role within the organisation. Marie thus rationalised her time in MobileLife from 

the other perspective, which presented a unique opportunity to compare the empirical evidence 

collected from each. The relative and very supportive information provided by Marie more so 

gave us insights into the culture of the initiative, what impediments she experienced from a 

corporate perspective and how the reality was for someone like her to come from Danske Bank 

and suddenly have to take on the role of a start-up. The semi-structured interview with Marie 

was equal to the one used for Kristoffer. Additionally, these interviews were made to 

investigate the division and pinpoint critical differences between an employee's rationalisation 

and an entrepreneur when operating an innovation hub.  
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6. Empirical analysis 

As outlined in the theoretical background, open innovation can be categorised into various 

streams that each build on the central principles of encompassing the external environment and 

dissolving the organisational boundaries that was previously an appropriation measure that 

ensured the value of investments into research & development. As the era of closed innovation 

sunset and the principles of open innovation emerged, it became apparent that companies 

needed to re-organise their efforts to follow the development in the market. More so, any effort 

towards the old principles depicts a somewhat naïve approach to operating a modern business.  

Having acknowledged the focal importance of open innovation, the theoretical background 

outlines central streams that aid organisations in grasping and utilising the possibilities of the 

external environment. The section below will build on this theoretical background to address 

the research question of the implications of autonomy and control on organisational 

ambidexterity in corporate innovation hubs. To do so, the following section is divided into 

categories where the empirical evidence will be processed to see how the subject of this 

analysis have organised their innovative effort in accordance with the categorisation. To build 

on this categorisation, the empiric investigation will, in the subsequent sections, thus dive into 

temporal switching capabilities (e.g., absorptive capacity, search strategy and organisational 

structure) in order to assess the extent to which it was possible to establish organisational or 

sequential organisational ambidexterity. Thus, by firstly making the empirical evidence subject 

to analysis in both a search strategy and absorptive capacity perspective, the subsequent section 

will afterwards investigate the extent to which sequential organisational ambidexterity was 

achieved and what the implications of autonomy and control have been. To follow the 

categorisation of literature as outlined in the literature review, the empirical investigation will 

follow the inbound open innovation concept of Dahlander & Gann (2010) as the argumentation 

is presented. 

 

6.1. Inbound open innovation 

Dahlander & Gann (2010) categorise part of the open innovation theory as inbound open 

innovation, which refers to an inbound flow of knowledge from the external environment. The 

main strategies within this topic are sourcing and acquiring, each relating to whether the 

inbound flow of knowledge is based on a pecuniary or non-pecuniary condition. Whereas the 

empiric evidence will not be subject to the strategies outlined by Dahlander & Gann (2010), it 
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is important to acknowledge that an inbound flow of knowledge is only enabled by the proper 

search process and the organisations’ ability to recognise, assimilate, and integrate the 

knowledge. This is in accordance with the temporal switching capabilities outlined by Chou et 

al. (2018) and will thus be further investigated in the subsequent sections. 

 

6.1.1. Search 

When assessing the search capabilities of the firm, Laursen & Salter (2006) divide this concept 

into the sub-concepts external search breadth and external search depth. The section below 

will utilise these concepts in outlining how the corporate innovation hub has mobilised and 

organised its search effort. The ideas provided by Katila & Ahuja (2002) are used to assess the 

degree of openness we come to find in the corporate innovation hub. This is incorporated in 

the section highlighting the concepts introduced by Laursen & Salter (2006) to identify 

potential diminishing returns of searching too far and too broad. Thus, to determine how this 

corporate innovation hub has organised its search for new ideas with a commercial purpose, 

these topics will be covered in the section below. 

 

6.1.1.1. External search depth 

The concept of external search depth is defined as the frequency by which the company utilises 

both its external sources and reuse its existing knowledge (Katila & Ahuja, 2002). Diving into 

the case at hand, it is apparent that MobileLife from early on knew that in order for them to 

succeed, they had to establish an internal foundation of knowledge that they could draw upon 

when searching for ideas (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Katila & Ahuja, 2002). This comes to 

show as “… MobileLife was constituted by 50% internal resources and 50% from the start-up 

world. Though this mix of universes made us great at identifying new ideas, that is a story for 

another day…” (Appendix 1, p. 8). Thus, whereas it was a deliberate move by MobileLife to 

ensure the mixture of start-up and corporate bureaucracy within the organisation, it was a 

derived effect that they enhanced their ability to identify ideas in the external environment.   

To approach this more practically, we can also look closer at the employee and how they 

organise their search. Whereas companies are mainly trying to establish processes and routines 

that re-interpret the current context to exploit or re-use existing knowledge foundation, this is 

not found in MobileLife. Instead, Kristoffer, Corporate Entrepreneur of MobileLife, argues 

that “I was one of 3 persons who were supposed to come up with ideas” (Appendix 1, p. 2), 
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which emphasises the lack of proper delegation and routine as mentioned in the literature 

required for being able to leverage external sources successfully. 

Though Kristoffer was merely one of three who were intensively working with pitching what 

he refers to as “satellite projects” (Appendix 1), this underlines their intent to re-use 

knowledge. Thus, by choosing not to utilise the entire workforce in the scoping of ideas, they 

ensured that MobileLife would utilise the existing knowledge base to ensure search depth at 

the beginning of their tenure. Kristoffer emphasises that “we were supposed to pitch our ideas 

in the best dragon’s den-manner. We would typically pitch it to our leader Simon and the rest 

of the leadership team” (Appendix 1, p. 2), but also emphasises that this entailed a great deal 

of research that had to be conducted ahead of the pitch.  

MobileLife soon experienced that the thoroughness encompassed in the initial approach was 

not sustainable and that without balancing search depth and breadth, the ideas would suffer. To 

elaborate on this, gearing an organisation towards being innovatively efficient requires them to 

become ambidextrous, which is not reflected in the argumentation at this point (Raisch & 

Birkinshaw, 2008). The essence of this thus calls for that organisations have to “… be aligned 

and efficient in its management of today’s business demands while simultaneously being 

adaptive to changes in the environment” (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008, p. 375) (e.g., balance 

the act of exploitation and exploration, external search depth and external search breadth). To 

encompass this, MobileLife acknowledged it and “after half a year, MobileLife then decided 

that they wanted to try a new structure and to see now ways of working with innovation” 

(Appendix 1, p. 3).  

While the initial strategy of limiting the role of single people to only pitch ideas was practised, 

they decided that this was not a suitable solution. Moreover, this is also in accordance with the 

literature on the subject, which all outline how organisations must ensure overlap in knowledge 

and responsibility to establish coherence in the ideation (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Katila & 

Ahuja, 2002; Laursen & Salter, 2008). The catalyst for the re-conceptualisation was that “it did 

not supply us with a whole lot of successful development” (Appendix 1, p. 2). An essential 

aspect of this is that MobileLife, due to its size, could redirect its efforts despite setting out 

with a different purpose. By doing so, MobileLife allowed them to circumvent the risks 

outlined by Katila & Ahuja (2002) that the utilisation of search depth is curvilinear (inverted 

u-shape) and ultimately faces diminishing returns on their ability to create innovations. 



Page 50 of 106 

Alternatively, MobileLife also utilised existing knowledge sources within Danske Bank when 

searching for knowledge to supplement the operation. The possibility to draw on internal 

knowledge sources is a prevalent ability that is also significantly emphasised in the theoretical 

foundation. An important distinction to draw here is that small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs) assumably have an easier time identifying and mobilising the knowledge elements 

within their respective organisations. MobileLife is a strategic business unit of Danske Bank, 

which employs over 20.000 people. Despite Danske Bank encompassing a product-portfolio 

ranging from the services of a traditional financial institution to investment banking and 

mortgage credit, Maria argues that “the data was right there and we knew it. We had it served 

on a silver platter” (Appendix 4, p. 2), which comes to show that MobileLife did tap into the 

knowledge reserve encompassed within Danske Bank. By doing so, MobileLife actively used 

the existing knowledge within the bank, though Maria also emphasises that it was not as 

straight forward as the quote outlines. Rather, Maria says that “the issue was that we had to 

know what we were going to ask for” (Appendix 4, p. 2), which points in the direction that 

MobileLife is finding it challenging to identify the information needed and thus ensure the 

proper search depth. However, it resides within the organisation itself.  

Laursen & Salter (2006) argue that for firms to benefit from their innovation process, they must 

first master highly specific knowledge. Drawing on the argument in the section above, it shows 

that MobileLife, in the early stages of their tenure were not capable of doing so, ultimately 

harming the output of their innovative efforts. Whereas this manifests as a downside, this also 

leaves un-realised potential, which MobileLife managed to overcome by acknowledging the 

lack of knowledge and hiring it externally instead: “an external consulting firm who stationed 

themselves internally” (Appendix 1, p. 3). The external consultancy was to aid MobileLife in 

their ideation by more specifically in their quest for better identifying and utilising the 

knowledge that resides within. 

In conclusion to the section above, it is apparent how MobileLife was subject to a vague amount 

of deep search, simply due to the lack of knowledge foundation in its infant stages. The 

recentness of their establishment limits the degree to which they can utilise deep search relative 

to incumbents; however, making the argument that it is relative, there are also points where 

MobileLife efficiently managed to utilise deep search to the best of their ability. 

MobileLife was in many ways positioned in such a way that they could explore and re-direct 

their efforts if their findings called for it. The agility that is thus encompassed within the 
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organisation is also contained within the following quote, which outlines how MobileLife 

utilises deep search to strengthen their internal knowledge. Here, Kristoffer articulates that 

Simon, head of MobileLife, would go out and participate in various innovation lab workshops 

to bring back knowledge that they could use to strengthen the operation: “He (Simon) went out 

in quite an intense manner and participated in various innovation lab workshops (e.g., Google 

X Lab, Singularity University) – also visiting the same workshops more than once - he would 

then bring back in information that we were to process and incorporate in our work” 

(Appendix 1, p. 4). This illustrates a degree to which MobileLife is re-utilising existing external 

suppliers of information, as Kristoffer emphasises that Simon would also revisit workshops he 

had already participated in. Whereas we cannot document the frequency of his revisits, we can 

confirm that it is >1 cf. Appendix 1; Appendix 3.  

In extension of this, MobileLife’ capabilities within deep search are further underlined by 

another initiative that Simon birthed during his tenure in the organisation. Building on the 

knowledge that Simon would bring back from his travels, he thought it was a great idea to try 

and infuse the world of academia into the auto-didact mindset of most entrepreneurs that they 

had hired at MobileLife. Whereas the consequence of doing so was that they would spoil the 

pristine, innovative minds that they initially hired – because of their pristine minds – he felt 

that this would “provoke their thought patterns to such an extent that we could create new 

synergies that we did not previously think of” (Appendix 1, p. 4). Thus, by cognitively 

restructuring the employees' ideas, MobileLife managed to gap their two dominant knowledge 

paradigms within the organisation (e.g., the corporate and entrepreneurial knowledge 

paradigm), which enabled them to a more significant degree being capable of utilising external 

knowledge. Here, Kristoffer also emphasises that he was not only expatriated to the academy 

but that they “were sent off in our small unofficial teams” (Appendix 1, p. 5). This points in the 

direction that MobileLife repeatedly used academia as a source of innovation, which in 

accordance with the concept of deep search underlines exactly that they were utilising this deep 

search strategy during their tenure.  

In conclusion, MobileLife realised in their infant stages that while they tried to encompass the 

complexity and dynamic elements of the surrounding world by fusing the entrepreneurial with 

the corporate world, this did not aid them in getting a head start. Upon acknowledging this, 

MobileLife set out to establish what theories regarding this context refer to as a knowledge 

foundation that aids organisations in establishing search depth and breadth as well as absorptive 

capacity, which will be covered in subsequent sections. The lack of efficient organising thus 
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harmed the organisation's efficiency in its infant stages, resulting in MobileLife having to hire 

outside competence to help kickstart the process.  

As the learning journey of MobileLife began, they unknowingly acknowledged that to 

strengthen their search even further, they had to balance their efforts and become more 

ambidextrous in their approach by introducing more elements into their search process. This is 

manifested in their proactive inclusion of innovation lab workshops and academia, which 

ensured that the organisation would adequately use the external sources they had identified. 

More contemporarily, MobileLife established awareness regarding the library of knowledge 

that resided within Danske Bank and used a necessary degree of search depth to unfold this 

knowledge's possibilities truly. Ultimately, the output of this is that the more extensive 

knowledge foundation allows MobileLife to better recombine new and existing knowledge as 

the apparatus used for interpretation becomes more refined. 

 

6.1.1.2. External search breadth 

In this section, the concept contrary to the section above, external search breadth, will be 

covered. External search breadth is, according to Laursen & Salter’ (2006) article, defined as 

“the number of external sources or search channel that firms rely upon in their innovative 

activities” (p. 134). Thus, contrary to external search depth, this section will dive into the 

number of channels and external sources used in the innovation process at MobileLife. 

In extension of search depth, it is argued that MobileLife, from its infant stages and onwards, 

acknowledges that they are on a learning journey and that to truly tap into the knowledge that 

resides, they must learn to do so. In an effort of doing so, it can be seen from the empirical 

evidence that this suggests how MobileLife pursued a somewhat unstructured and primitive 

approach in its early stages: “…we were supposed to pitch our ideas in the best dragon’s den-

manner..” (Appendix 1, p. 2). As MobileLife at this stage in its tenure only had three people 

employed to satellite projects, this created a bottleneck for the potential search breadth of their 

operation.  

Moreover, as previously emphasised, MobileLife acknowledged that this was not a suitable 

solution and instead expanded their first-line effort for scoping projects. Accordingly, Laursen 

& Salter (2006) argue that “organisations often have to go through a period of trial and error 

to learn how to gain knowledge” (p. 135). The empirical evidence in accordance with the theory 

thus points in the direction that MobileLife unknowingly followed the prescribed step towards 
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utilising search breadth in their operation by systematically testing concepts and altering their 

course of action depending on the outcome. 

During the aftermath of the many initial activities pursued at MobileLife, they also fell victim 

to one of the pitfalls that Laursen & Salter (2006) outline in their article. Thus, like when the 

child burns their fingers on the stove, they grow myopic and boycott the source that harmed 

them. Relating this to the empirical evidence, this points in the direction that whereas it was 

indeed a brilliant idea to include academia as a source of innovation, MobileLife still had to 

make sure that they had the internal capabilities to assimilate and exploit the knowledge that 

they gathered. Kristoffer articulates how MobileLife were very naïve in their initial 

engagement with Copenhagen Business School expecting that the value they could derive from 

the engagement could be directly applied to the context of MobileLife: “the learning was that 

you could not accept the knowledge you receive from the academy as a sole truth. Rather, you 

need to remain critical and convert the knowledge so that it suits the context” (Appendix 1, p. 

5). In extension of this, MobileLife then grew myopic of utilising the academy before returning 

after a year with a new prerequisite (Appendix 1). The idea of utilising the academy as a source 

of innovation in the context of MobileLife was then refined as they re-established the 

engagement with Copenhagen Business School after a year.  

However, this time, MobileLife knew that they had to include critical thinking and 

contextuality in any interpretations they made in extension of these courses. Kristoffer 

emphasises how the organisation learned from this endeavour and extrapolated upon this to 

remain critical and contextual in every engagement from that day: “we had to remain critical 

to the input we got and also cross-reference our facts using the different channels” (Appendix 

1, p. 6) which also underlines how trial and error has greatly influenced the processes that came 

to be. Relating this to the theory at hand, MobileLife then had an unrewarding experience with 

an external source, which in the interim fuelled the development of myopia. Upon absorbing 

the experience, the organisation then super-compensated to not make the same mistake once 

more and refined their approach. 

 

When addressing the actual quantity of sources utilised at MobileLife, it becomes apparent that 

the breadth of their search efforts is mostly limited to the channels mentioned earlier. The total 

amount of identified external sources are listed below: 

- Academia (Copenhagen Business School, Singularity University) 
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- Internally (Danske Bank A/S)  

- Other innovation labs (E.g., Google X Lab and Nordstrom Innovation Lab). 

 

In order to summarise the number of sources stated above, the subsequent section will outline 

precisely how each comes into play in extension of MobileLife. 

 

6.1.1.2.1. Academia 

Concerning the external source category: academia, it has previously been argued that 

MobileLife has utilised both Copenhagen Business School and Singularity University as 

sources for inspiration. Whereas Copenhagen Business School has already been covered in a 

section above, it can briefly be stated that MobileLife utilised Copenhagen Business School by 

expatriating their employees to the academy to absorb and bring back knowledge and 

frameworks that aid in the formalisation of procedures and routines within MobileLife. On the 

other hand, Singularity University provides various summer courses and workshops where 

Simon Haldrup, head of MobileLife, participated. One could argue that perhaps MobileLife 

should divide their effort and expatriate employees to Singularity University to better benefit 

and gap the two knowledge foundations. 

When assessing the quality and topicality of these sources, Copenhagen Business School 

presents their mission as “curious, critical and innovative in our approach to major 

opportunities and dilemmas facing business and society” (Copenhagen Business School, 

2021). The multi-sided scope adds to the complexity of content to provide an extension of their 

education, which for MobileLife is an upside. Whereas the purpose of expatriating employees 

is for them to gain more profound knowledge within a set area, the literature suggests that 

people are also educated on a meta-level. The education that happens here will aid the 

organisation in becoming more efficient at utilising external sources, as the individuals are 

trained in problem-solving, case handling, abstract thinking, and their ability to learn and 

comprehend. While neither Kristoffer nor Marie mention the learning as outlined above, this 

is still valuable knowledge that on an ongoing basis was funnelled directly into the operation 

and thus constituted a valuable driver for better understanding the context in which they 

resided.  

The aforementioned effect is not documented as a direct outcome of neither Copenhagen 

Business School nor Singularity University; however, by processing the complexity that is 
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taught, the employees are conditioned to think in a certain way which will inevitably aid them 

in the purpose that they set out with: “to provoke the trains of thought for you entrepreneurs” 

(Appendix 1, p. 5).  

While Copenhagen Business School is directed at running a business in a dynamic and altering 

context, Singularity University focuses on the technology and its application in a global setting 

(Singularity University, 2021). By going beyond, Singularity University is instead trying to 

address how exponential technologies can be used to tackle the world’s biggest challenges by 

organising a global learning and innovation community in which MobileLife takes part 

(Appendix 2; Singularity University, 2021). Whereas it is likely not an entirely deliberate 

move, utilising Copenhagen Business School and Singularity University is a good way to 

ensure that the knowledge that is funnelled back into MobileLife complements each other and 

can ultimately be recombined for new features and possibilities. The complementary value of 

the two external sources can hence be argued as being high as it aids MobileLife in ensuring 

they cover a gap between business and technology, which is in line with the very purpose of 

their venture. 

 

6.1.1.2.2. Danske Bank Group A/S 

Whereas it has previously been established how MobileLife is not a subsidiary but rather a 

strategic business unit of Danske Bank A/S, this speaks to the fact that it should not be 

considered an external source to their innovation. However, presenting the argument that 1; 

Danske Bank is an organisation employing over 20.000 people across various financial sub-

sectors (e.g., investment, private banking, business banking, wealth management, mortgage 

credit and leasing arrangements) and 2; has positioned MobileLife as a separate physical entity, 

this would point in the direction that the ties to the organisation are strictly formal.  

In extension of this, Kristoffer argues how “the innovation was truly not allowed to blossom” 

(Appendix 3, p. 3) within MobileLife due to its ties, underlining why MobileLife would 

continuously enforce a distance and establish barriers that prohibit Danske Bank from 

influencing the work conducted in MobileLife. Despite having their physical address, Marie 

also argues that MobileLife “was like sending a rocket to the moon. If you wanted to break out 

of the gravitational pull, you damn well had to pick up the speed” (Appendix 2, p. 6). It was an 

active effort for MobileLife to break free of the gravitational pull of Danske Bank, thus making 

it a deliberate act to position themselves in a self-proclaimed autonomous position. According 
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to this argumentation and despite the legal ties between the two, Danske Bank A/S is 

categorised as an external supplier of knowledge.  

MobileLife utilised Danske Bank to the extent that it was “a library of knowledge that we could 

tap into and use in any way we wanted” (Appendix 4, p. 2). Whereas this illustrates that 

MobileLife could easily access the information, this, not the case: “The issue was that in this 

particular library, there were no labels on the different boxes” (Appendix 4, p. 2), making it 

difficult for them to utilise as they could not distinguish between the contents of the library. 

The point here is that while MobileLife is a strategic business unit of Danske Bank, the 

relationship that was established between them set the same demands as a truly external 

supplier of knowledge would raise. In order to process the information from this source, 

MobileLife thus has to “dedicate resources to processing it in order to derive the value” 

(Appendix 4, p. 2). 

6.1.1.2.3. Other innovation labs  

When going through the empiric evidence collected, a clear picture illustrates how MobileLife 

is an innovation hub in an extended range of other innovation hubs. Like companies so often 

do, the innovation hubs also draw inspiration from each other. The section below will outline 

how MobileLife has drawn knowledge from other innovation labs in their quest for 

strengthening their innovative operation.  

Firstly, Marie emphasises that in the early stages of MobileLife, Simon Haldrup, head of 

MobileLife, was very enchanted by the work that Nordstrom was doing in rethinking the 

shopping concept: “and in MobileLife we were very inspired by Nordstrom – an American 

company with a very interesting innovation lab setup” (Appendix 2, p. 1). Though the purpose 

of MobileLife was articulated as “creating digital banking solutions for life events” (Appendix 

4, p. 3), which does not directly align with the purpose of Nordstrom, they still drew a great 

deal of inspiration from them. This is particularly distinct in incorporating data and knowledge 

of their consumers into their setup. To elaborate on this, Nordstrom’s innovation lab pioneered 

the inclusion of Facebook, Pinterest and Twitter as well as their loyalty card to create a 

seamless and yet personalised experience for their customers (HBR, 2015). On a more general 

level, what they did was that they included many different sources of information to create a 

better understanding of each of their customers. By doing so, they could better cater for the 

individual customers whose needs had changed quite majorly in the past decade.  
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To elaborate on the latter, alongside the digitalisation of shopping and, more specifically, the 

introduction of smartphones as a mandatory accessory in any individual’s life, this has shifted 

the power dynamic of the customer. By allowing the customer through smartphone devices to 

gain access to the internet and all the knowledge that resides, this altered the balance in 

information levels, ultimately increasing the mandate of the consumer. To address the 

convenience demanded by the customers, Nordstrom then set out to utilise omnichannel 

metrics to digitalise the customer journey. The digitalisation ranged from when the customer 

would first interact with the company when researching a particular commodity on their phone 

until they finalise their purchase in the brick-and-mortar store. Later, this would also come to 

include the post-purchasing behaviour.  

This birthed a whole new practice within commerce which altered how B2C and later the B2B 

companies interact with their customers across a range of touch points. The way that this relates 

to MobileLife is that the purpose builds on precisely that of theirs – “creating digital banking 

solutions for life events” (Appendix 4, p. 3) – digitalising the banking solutions for life events 

to make it more seamless and in order to incorporate more information on their customers. As 

the evidence suggests, this put MobileLife in a unique position to utilise the information they 

had access to through Danske Bank while tailoring the digital solutions using cutting-edge 

information from some of the most prominent innovation labs globally. Maria emphasises that 

while they did draw knowledge from Nordstrom, they did not initiate contact or enter into a 

collaboration: “we did not have any contact to them, we just monitored the information that 

they made public” (Appendix 2, p. 1).  

Another innovation lab that MobileLife used in the quest for strengthening the operation by 

gaining valuable insights into what other sources they could use is Google X. MobileLife first 

encountered this innovation Lab when Simon Haldrup “participate in conferences at IBM and 

Googles innovation lab which they also ran back then” (Appendix 2, p. 6). It is important to 

emphasise that much like MobileLife, Google's innovation lab does not exist in its original 

format anymore. Rather, the innovation lab focused on various radical technologies (e.g., space 

elevators, robotics, and autonomous vehicles) and how these could help solve world problems.  

Prior to the establishment of MobileLife, Google was very secretive of their innovation lab as 

the radical nature of their development made it necessary to keep development behind closed 

doors (Karch, 2019). Later, however, Google decided to open and disclose information about 

both finished and terminated projects they had worked on – they made these available through 
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both conferences and their website (Karch, 2019; Appendix 2). Much like Singularity 

University, this source also has a very futuristic scope in all its development. This can both be 

seen in the projects they have been working on and its naming, which follows a unique and 

somewhat otherworldly naming convention, “X, the moonshot factory” (Google X Lab, 2021). 

Their mission is that they “approach projects that have the aspiration and riskiness of research 

with the speed and ambition of a startup.” (Google X Lab, 2021). A great example of 

MobileLife's inspiration from Google X lab is in a statement that Simon Haldrup used to 

communicate to the organisation. Marie here emphasises that Simon Haldrup would usually 

state that MobileLife had “The muscle of a corporate and the soul of a start-up” (Appendix 4, 

p. 1). Thus, both MobileLife and Google X lab are thus organisations that dare to dream big. 

They may also be precisely what Simon Haldrup wanted to capture in all of their external 

engagements. 

 

6.1.1.2.4. The curvilinear relation between sources and innovative performance 

In a more theoretical setting, Laursen & Salter present the finding in their 2006 paper that there 

is a curvilinear relation between the number of sources and the company's innovative 

performance. In the illustration below, it is apparent that at around 11 sources of innovation, 

Laursen & Salter (2006) argue that companies will start to see diminishing returns on adding 

to the number of external sources.  

 

Figure 4, External Search Breadth (Laursen & Salter, 2006) 
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To relate this to the case at hand, it can be derived from the empirical evidence that MobileLife 

is utilising at least 5 different external sources, which in this perspective speaks to the fact that 

they are not fully utilising the potential of external search breadth.  

Having said so, one must bear in mind that Laursen & Salter (2006) base their findings on a 

“large-scale sample of industrial firms” (p. 131) which does not necessarily correlate to the 

context that it is being applied to here. Thus, it is argued that even though MobileLife, 

concerning the illustration above, seems as if they are leaving un-utilised potential, this might 

not be the case seeing as MobileLife are no way near the size of the industrial firms that a 

subject to analysis in the paper of Laursen & Salter (2006).   

When discussing the available resources relative to the model above, empirical evidence 

suggests that MobileLife utilised as much as their available capacity as their existing 

competencies allowed: “I think we used about 85% of our capacity, whereas the remaining 

15% would just help wherever it was needed” (Appendix 4, p. 3). This points in the direction 

that the setting applied does not correspond with the one contained in the analysis, as theory 

suggests MobileLife not utilising enough of its capacity while the empirical evidence argues 

otherwise. Due to this, MobileLife may be utilising search breadth to a large enough extent that 

they can reap the benefits without enduring any diminishing returns. 

To determine whether MobileLife are utilising enough external resources relative to their setup, 

Laursen & Salter (2006) outline various downsides that organisations experience when over-

committing to external search breadth by including too many external sources. Keeping this 

in mind, Laursen & Salter (2006) first present that using too many external sources results in 

what they refer to as over-search and then dilutes each source's value. Building on this, 

Kristoffer mentions that “more often than not, people would run after the same balls” 

(Appendix 3, p. 1), which underlines how lack of organisation in the internal operation 

prohibited them from encompassing more external sources at that point in time. This suggests 

that MobileLife did not include too many external sources in their external search breadth, as 

they did not have any more resources to commit to these. Moreover, this may also point in the 

direction that they allocated, deliberately or not, too many resources per external source, which 

is in accordance with a higher focus on external search depth. In assessing whether MobileLife 

committed enough resources to ensure a broad external search, empirical evidence suggests 

that they allocated as much as they could give their poorly organised organisational process. 

An issue that arose within the organisation is that of Simon (1947), who argues how managerial 
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attention is the most precious resource. Following the line of argumentation that Kristoffer, in 

the beginning, would meet with Simon and the rest of the leadership team to present the ideas, 

it shows how the organisation did allocate managerial attention to the ideas or satellite protects 

that were to carry the organisation into the future.  

In extension of this, Ocasio (1997) says that decision-makers need to “concentrate their energy, 

effort and mindfulness on a limited number of issues” (p. 203) – relating this to the empiric 

evidence, then Simon Haldrup and the rest of the leadership team did not acknowledge the 

value of their own time. Kristoffer here argues that “we would typically pitch the idea to Simon 

and the rest of his leadership team… … you could pitch whatever you had in mind, as long as 

you thought it created some value” (Appendix 1, p. 2), underlining that they did not assign their 

time enough value for it to be managed appropriately. Whereas this would typically manifest 

as a downside for organisations utilising too many external sources, there is no mention of the 

attention issue hamstringing the satelliting or development of projects. Thus, it can be argued 

that MobileLife did not overcommit to utilising external sources in their operation at that point 

in time. 

When utilising a vast amount of external search breadth in the quest for establishing bridges 

to and exploiting the knowledge that resides in the external environment, MobileLife’s actions 

as outlined above also describe a strategy related to how companies can manage their portfolios 

of projects. To elaborate on this, MobileLife would, in their early stages, ensure that the 

intensity of their external search breadth and ideation would result in a comprehensive portfolio 

of possibilities that they could then manage until parts of the portfolio were no longer viable. 

This then left MobileLife with the ability to pursue various channels/external sources ahead of 

choosing which ones they would pursue in the long run. The way they organised the utilisation 

of their external sources by using this “dragon’s den”-theme further enabled MobileLife to 

establish the many concepts and register them in the portfolio prior to testing and further 

segmenting them into active and discarded initiatives. 

In conclusion, as outlined in the theory of Laursen & Salter (2006), the external search breadth 

does not always fit the reality to which it is applied to. Pursuant to this, the case of MobileLife 

does not follow the prescribed etiquette as articulated in their 2006 work. Having said so, it is 

apparent that MobileLife has not neglected the external search breadth of their operation as 

they include various kinds of external knowledge channels in their operation, ranging from 

academia, companies and other innovation hubs. In determining whether MobileLife is over-
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utilising its external sources, the evidence suggests that this is not the case. When companies 

over-utilise their external sources and over-search, various issues arise as a consequence 

hereof.  These consequences (e.g., timing problem, dilution and attention span) were not 

evident in the empirical evidence outlined in extension of this. Contrary, the analysis did come 

to find that there was a systematic disregard of the value of managerial attention in the early 

stages, while the somewhat primitively organised work process was resulting in a waste of 

human resource prohibiting MobileLife from utilising more external source. This then proves 

that whereas MobileLife did not over-utilise their external sources, they did not experience any 

downsides, suggesting that they may have left unrealised potential. Thus, had they formalised 

their effort, MobileLife would be capable of drawing more knowledge from an even more vast 

audience of external knowledge suppliers.  

The competencies that MobileLife has refined in the context of external search breadth here 

aid the organisation in expanding their knowledge foundation used for interpreting future 

external relations. Relating this to the sequential organisational ambidexterity allows the 

empiric evidence to suggest that the external search breadth established through various 

organisational mechanisms has been refined and added to MobileLife’ ability to establish 

sequential organisational ambidexterity as defined by Gupta et al. (2006). This further outline 

that MobileLife could conduct a non-local search in extension of their operation, which in 

contrast with absorptive capacity constitutes the balancing act between search strategy and 

absorption capabilities. 

 

6.1.2. Absorptive capacity 

As mentioned in the literature review, the most acknowledged definition of absorptive capacity 

is articulated by Cohen & Levinthal (1990) as “the ability of a firm to recognise the value of 

new, external information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends (p. 128). This section 

will elaborate on the capabilities of absorptive capacity and further conclude on how corporate 

innovation hubs are to accommodate the right competencies between organisation and 

individuals to absorb new knowledge and ultimately enhance their innovative capabilities in 

the context of sequential ambidexterity as outlined by Gupta et al. (2006). According to Cohen 

and Levinthal’ (1990) concepts, the section will be divided into the key parts: recognise, 

assimilate, and apply. Additionally, Zahra & George’s (2002) contribution on re-

conceptualisation and review of absorptive capacity will be used as support to further elaborate 

on key arguments.  
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To determine the extent to which MobileLife can establish sequential organisational 

ambidexterity, this section will thus build on the work of Dahlander & Gann (2010) and Gupta 

et al. (2006), who, in their contribution, places great emphasis on the importance and 

implications of absorptive capacity in the inbound flow of knowledge and ultimately the 

organisation's abilities when establishing sequential organisational ambidexterity. The 

subsequent sections are thus more explicitly going to view the empiric evidence using the 

lenses put forth by Cohen & Levinthal (1990) and mentioned in Gupta et al. (2006) & 

Dahlander & Gann (2010) to determine MobileLife’s ability to recognise, assimilate and apply 

new knowledge to their commercial ends. The expected conclusion derived from applying this 

lens is that the aforementioned search behaviour is directly reflected in their ability to 

recognise, assimilate and apply the knowledge identified through the search strategy moreover, 

that the duality of absorptive capacity and search behaviour shape the extent to which 

ambidexterity can be established. 

 

6.1.2.1. Recognition & acquisition of new knowledge 

Cognitive structures surrounding the premise that organisations need prior related knowledge 

to recognise, assimilate, and apply new knowledge in the best way possible. Accumulating 

knowledge and information over time increases an individual's ability to store knowledge into 

memory and recollection, which is then used to make sense of new knowledge (Cohen & 

Levinthal, 1990). In the infant stages of MobileLife, the empiric evidence suggests that they 

made a deliberate effort towards establishing a baseline from where they could absorb 

knowledge. This is especially evident in the following section, which states how MobileLife 

tried to accommodate precisely this by choosing a diversification strategy in the internal way 

of organising their teams. Kristoffer here argues that “the team-composition with a vastly 

different mix of personalities and perceived roles helped us get better ideas” (Appendix 1, p. 

4), which points in the direction that building cross-functional teams using a mix of individual 

profiles, could strengthen both their ideation but also indirectly their capabilities towards 

recognising and acquiring value in the external environment.  

When distinguishing between individual- and organisational absorptive capacity, there is also 

the middle-ground, which is the absorptive capacity as sum of the individuals who organise 

their efforts. In this case, the quote outlines how MobileLife could benefit from the cross-

functional team's collective cognitive abilities, which then feeds into the organisational 

capabilities for absorption.  
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When considering the human resources which were all employed at Danske Bank, Marie then 

articulates how they had people from 17 different nationalities and with experience from vastly 

different professions: “We actually had employees from 17 different nationalities – these were 

people from the bank and un-related entrepreneurs” … “They also had different backgrounds 

such as software development for mobile applications, portfolio management and an engineer” 

(Appendix 2, p. 4). This is further emphasised by Simon Haldrup (head of MobileLife), who 

elaborates that: “We have everything from strategy people, marketing people, credit people, 

and IT developers. The whole package. So we can actually walk our things all the way through 

from a simple idea to a product on the market.” (Lunde, 2017). 

Pursuant to the argumentation seen above, this positively stimulates the possibility of 

MobileLife to recognise information as the vastly different cultures, professions and roles of 

the employees all add the accumulated ability of MobileLife to comprehend the external 

environment. Furthermore, this also reduces the risk of missing out on innovative ideas and 

pursuing ideas without potential. The pre-existing knowledge encompassed within the 

organisation constitutes a solid foundation upon which they can establish and strengthen their 

learning capabilities. 

The diversity experienced within the organisation in terms of both the departments and the 

team's points in the direction that MobileLife could make a communal effort towards making 

sense of and comprehending the complex external knowledge. Contrary to this somewhat 

positive application, evidence only suggests that MobileLife had more absorptive potential than 

realised. As a downside, MobileLife were unable to act upon this ability which places the 

finding in the category of potential absorptive capacity as outlined by Zahra & George (2002).  

In extension of this, Kristoffer argues that after half a year, the organisation recognised that 

there was an unrealised potential looming in the organisation. To utilise this and better 

accommodate the knowledge that resided beyond, they had to act upon this knowledge. Upon 

identifying their lack of utilisation, MobileLife hired an external consultancy to aid them in 

covering areas in which they did not have sufficient knowledge to conquer. This is especially 

evident in the following section that outlines how despite having the mobile application 

competence within the organisation, this was not sufficient: “I do not care what you do, as long 

as you get that application in top 3 on the app store… … so what we did was that we hired an 

external consultancy” (Appendix 3, p. 4). In other words, MobileLife acknowledged they did 
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not have the capabilities of utilising this knowledge and had to hire outside competencies to 

help recognise and assimilate it for them to apply it to the mobile application. 

To further establish the absorptive capacity of MobileLife it is seen in the composition of 

employees based on their professional heritage. To elaborate on this, Kristoffer here 

emphasises that “MobileLife was approximately 50% internal resources from Danske Bank 

and 50% from the start-up world” (Appendix 1, p. 8) and what this suggests is that MobileLife 

intentionally ensured the right mixture of backgrounds to establish the knowledge foundation 

required for absorptive capacity to sustain itself. Furthermore, by building on the existing 

knowledge of the 50% who were employed directly from Danske Bank, this ensured a set 

degree of coherence between the development within MobileLife and the core competencies 

and vision of Danske Bank. Thus, the latter, being the 50% entrepreneurs, brought an untainted 

mindset that could aid in severing MobileLife from their ties to Danske Bank by diluting the 

accumulated professional heritage hereof. This hiring strategy further accommodates the open 

innovation approach, as broadening the expertise amongst the human resources makes 

MobileLife more inclined to recognise, assimilate and apply the external knowledge 

(Chesbrough, 2003b; Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). This then testifies that the internal resources 

and capabilities were essential in recognising external data throughout the innovation hub.  

Additionally, Marie elaborates on their thoughts on how to accumulate expertise in teams best 

as this would accommodate new knowledge and stimulate the cognitive structures of the 

working group. To do so, the working groups were constituted by various professions: “Both 

in terms of the organisation of work-groups – it was important to gather different profiles to 

ensure the interaction of different thought-patterns and competencies.” (Appendix 4, p. 12).  

This was also accounted for in the external search depth section, where the division of 

capabilities establishes an internal foundation of knowledge to accommodate external 

knowledge and ideas as articulated by Katila & Ahuja (2002). Here MobileLife succeeded in 

enhancing its ability to identify ideas in an external environment by utilising the diversity 

within its human resource composition.  

Acquisition in Zahra and George's (2002) articulation comes down to efforts that expand into 

knowledge acquisition routines. Zahra & George (2002) identify three attributes that affect the 

absorptive capacity of a given firm. Intensity, speed, and direction. Succeeding in having these 

will help firms acquire and utilise external knowledge (Paula, 2018). The speed and intensity 

of MobileLife are reflected in their efforts of investing in research & development to build 
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upon the prerequisite capabilities of the employees. MobileLife had invested extensively in 

external conferencing and market research by allowing and offering employees to participate 

in foreign conferences and meet-ups to contribute and develop their expertise. In extension to 

the diversity strengthens their direction of accumulated knowledge. This was done to contribute 

to the individuals’ learning and gain knowledge on certain topics surrounding the 

understanding of innovative efforts towards the core competencies of the employees (Appendix 

1). This allows MobileLife to benefit from a faster and better quality of acquired knowledge 

and further brought them a wider span of knowledge regarding the stimulation of creativity by 

associating more linkages. Thus, it is also evident that the investments in research & 

development for market research and conferences would contribute to the learning capabilities, 

quality, and speed of new knowledge (Zahra & George, 2002; Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). 

Besides the potential strategies and routines to accommodate recognising new knowledge 

within MobileLife, it has also shown that there are downfalls to their setup within the company.  

6.1.2.2. Assimilation of new knowledge 

Assimilation consists of dissecting the recognised information in the external environment to 

filter the useful from the less useful information. It is often crucial for companies to recognise 

and accommodate new knowledge and ideas and do so with swiftness and precision. 

It is equally vital to assimilate information to eventually utilise and apply the information and 

obtain the potential output of the external knowledge that flows in (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; 

Zahra & George, 2002). In this section, the need for assimilation will be accounted for and 

further to what extent MobileLife accommodates the required absorptive capacity to assimilate 

new knowledge based on empirical evidence. 

In continuation of Cohen & Levinthal (1990), they argue that diversity of expertise and cultural 

backgrounds is a crucial element in the utilisation and mastering of knowledge transfer. This 

consists of sharing information and knowledge between sub-units and teams. By doing this, 

MobileLife can strengthen the individuals’ stored knowledge that can be used in new settings 

and increase one’s ability to absorb and make sense of new knowledge and learning tasks to 

develop additional individual problem-solving capabilities (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). 

MobileLife has multiple structures and routines that accommodates the transference of 

knowledge between work teams and sub-units within the innovation hub. One way they share 

diverse knowledge is that they “had the classic morning stand-up meetings and Friday 

meetings where we sought for employees to share knowledge across units.” (Appendix 4, p.12). 
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These systematic routines suggest that enabling individual employees to understand the work 

field of their colleagues would then enhance the linkages between knowledge foundations, 

ideas and the associations hereof. All of these contributes to enhancing MobileLife’s ability to 

assimilate and transfer the knowledge into the organisation (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990).  

Another example of a point where MobileLife was great at assimilating and transferring 

external knowledge was through a concept they referred to as “Epic Fridays”. This concept is 

based on that once a month, on a Friday, they would leave the office and go somewhere else 

(e.g., the royal theatre) to clear their minds. During these events, everyone would be divided 

into small groups and asked to think of solutions to various problems that lied ahead. Upon 

doing so, each group would then have to pitch their ideas on a stage to the rest of the 

organisation (Appendix 1). Kristoffer here argues that the idea takes its origin in the concept 

of a Hackathon, where people would meet up to solve a software-related issue. Upon meeting 

up for these epic Fridays, the purpose was for everyone to “just think smartly about crazy 

projects and tasks, and again it should be presented in the best Dragon’s den-style”. (Appendix 

1, p. 7). The purpose was to gather different profiles to share ideas across their various functions 

and contribute to projects and introduce different profile competencies to each other (Appendix 

4). Zahra & George (2002) argue that these organisational routines effectively involve an 

accumulation and overlapping information and sharing expertise. However, this entry point of 

creating absorptive capacity capabilities was hamstrung by the frequency of the events and the 

managerially induced motivation and will to contribute to the knowledge-sharing (Appendix 

1). To elaborate on this, Marie argues that “If you do not manage to pick up on all the things 

you learn, then you will start to dilute the concept”, which points in the direction that this 

initiative in the eyes of Zahra & George (2002) is also categorised as potential absorptive 

capacity and not realised. 

Cohen & Levinthal (1990) also elaborate on the need for not only the accumulation of 

individuals knowledge but also for organisations to ensure that absorptive capacity is nurtured 

by making investments into research & development as well as ensuring the aforementioned 

transfer of knowledge between individuals. 

This organisational absorptive capacity trade-off is though hamstrung in the view of 

Kristoffer. He argues that MobileLife as an organisation is established with the stance of a 

corporate innovation hub based upon key pillars of singularity and autonomy (Haldrup, 2017) 

(Appendix 1; Appendix 3). Initially, MobileLife gave its employees mandate and the freedom 
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to blossom by nurturing a start-up culture. The purpose of this was to allow creative thinking 

and ideas to flow freely without any impediments from Danske Bank exerting control.  

In the literature, Cohen & Levinthal (1990) pose that to ensure effective communication within 

the company and nurture both the transfer and receiving of information across boundaries; 

companies can utilise a “gatekeeper's role”. While gatekeeper is not necessarily a formal role 

within the organisation, it is often a set of principles and working guidelines that the first-line 

employees adhere to when treating information. In this case, the encompassing of an 

entrepreneurial culture harmed the delegation of responsibility as there was no formal 

delegation: “So I was hired there as a Corporate Entrepreneur like everyone else in the 

organisation” (Appendix 1, p. 2). What this suggests is that whereas the entrepreneurial culture 

experienced in the infant stages of MobileLife’s tenure was characterised by a significant 

degree of informality, this also caused certain pitfalls in the context of absorptive capacity. The 

lack of structure and defined roles was found to confuse and neglect the idea of effective 

communication. The lack of “gatekeepers”, as argued by Cohen & Levinthal (1990), harmed 

the transmission and resemblance of new ideas within MobileLife.  

As MobileLife was commissioned utilising 50% internal resources from Danske Bank and 50% 

employees from outside the corporation, the sharing of knowledge and expertise would 

potentially be of great value for them (Appendix 2). This division between labour in MobileLife 

contributes to the need for knowledge across sub-units; however, with the lack of information 

and knowledge about who knows what and encompass what roles, it is increasingly difficult 

for MobileLife to structure an effort. This points in the direction that there was a deficiency in 

MobileLife towards accommodating complementary expertise. The unrealised potential is here 

that MobileLife could structure an effort towards developing and nurturing the internal 

networking capabilities of MobileLife to increase the awareness of the repertoire of 

competence within the organisation. 

Regarding Zahra and George (2002), it seems as though the potential of assimilation is to some 

extent captured in the activities of MobileLife. Though, without having the proper structure 

and delegation of responsibility in the infant stages, it is apparent that this inevitably hurt the 

absorptive capacity of MobileLife. The evidence suggests that despite Simon Haldrup doing 

his best to facilitate the innovativeness, “you could not quite get the internal people to start 

acting like a start-up” because their mindsets were institutionalised, which underlines how lack 

of formalisation and governance put them out of their comfort zone.  
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Kristoffer also emphasises that “you could say that this division between Danske Bank 

employees and us from the outside made communication and knowledge sharing non-existent 

at times. There was too much every man for himself.” (Appendix 1, p. 8). A way to go about 

this is for newly established innovation hubs to invest in some degree of formalisation and 

governance from very early on to ensure the knowledge structure required to recognise, 

assimilate, and apply external knowledge efficiently. Even more so, by enabling employees, 

for the sake of the organisation and its absorptive capacity, to contribute with their specific 

contextual understanding. 

In conclusion to the section above, it can thus be argued that MobileLife, in its infant stages, 

deliberately over-prioritised autonomy at the cost of their internal efficiency in recognising and 

assimilating knowledge.  

This further taps into the article of Laursen & Salter (2006), who elaborates on the future 

potential of learning by trial and error. This enables employees and the organisation to broaden 

their search breadth by increasing the number of external sources that the firm can rely on in 

their innovative activities. Regarding ongoing trials, MobileLife has, throughout its life cycle, 

put focus into “re-organising several times” to find better ways to make “tactical adjustments 

of strategic direction” (Haldrup, 2017). This accommodates their ability to assimilate 

knowledge as they actively change organisational structure to make the work of cross-

functional teams better and ensure that the right competencies are put into the suitable systems 

(Haldrup, 2017). Moreover, this formalisation and governance in the later stages of 

MobileLife’s tenure allowed them to absorb knowledge more efficiently. 

 

6.1.1.3. Application of new knowledge 

Regarding the applications of the knowledge recognised and assimilated, Cohen & Levinthal 

(1997) underline the organisational requirements for continuous investment in research and 

development. Investing in research & development will ensure a steady flow of new knowledge 

that enhances the organisations’ capabilities to learn and create linkages and rapidly ensures 

application of new knowledge to avoid misconception. To accommodate the strengthening of 

the ability to apply new knowledge to commercial ends, MobileLife here expressed a desire to 

re-organise. By doing so, MobileLife tested various systems and organisational structures to 

evaluate and assess what sort of organisational setup would be most beneficial for its purpose 

(Appendix 1). Marie here argues that the strategy they sought to pursue was quite simple; one 
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just “continuously sought to revise the organisational structure and worked towards defining 

certain roles to ensure that the different functions were managed in the best way possible.” 

(Appendix 4, p. 11). This testifies that MobileLife made a deliberate effort towards formalising 

the work process to enable collaboration, knowledge sharing, and better processing of external 

knowledge. Thus, sacrificing a degree of autonomy and institutionalising part of MobileLife 

strengthened their absorptive capacity due to new structured work methods. 

Cohen & Levinthal (1990) also assert an organisational trade-off between preserving both 

diversity and commonality between employees in the firm. Suppose these are not balanced 

carefully, the organisation risk diluting the specific competencies of one employee with the 

general competencies. Thus, firms can use learning by doing to an extent where balance is 

obtained to increase overlap of knowledge and maintain the diversity of specificality and depth 

without diluting the worker's knowledge.  

As MobileLife matured, it also slowly transitioned into an organisation that emphasised control 

while still trying to establish the necessary autonomy to run an independent innovation hub. 

This is especially evident as Marie emphasises: “In theory, it was actually quite easy, you would 

create more structure in the organisation while still giving people the liberty to pursue what 

they found valuable” (Appendix 2, p. 10). This suggests that MobileLife again deliberately 

pursued the formalisation and governance of the organisation to better adhere to the demands 

from their context. As theory has it, this does not always work in the practical world as several 

implications hinder the smooth implementation of simple principles. Kristoffer here outlines 

how despite pursuing formalisation and increased governance, it was hard for the organisation 

to adapt: “They deployed leaders internally from Danske Bank … It was a huge mistake from 

the start because they could not avoid the internal power struggles and the policies.” 

(Appendix 3, p. 2).  

What was derived from the actions outlined in the section above was that these all aided 

MobileLife in better structuring their innovative efforts by establishing a healthy amount of 

control over the operation. Furthermore, this also enabled MobileLife to free up resources that 

could re-allocate to other purposes that were previously impossible to pursue as the lack of 

formalisation and governance procedures caused a waste of resources. Kristoffer also outlines 

this as he mentions: “when we choose to create more structure (…) it came to show that we 

were throwing money out the window.” (Appendix 1, p. 6), which illustrates quite clearly 

exactly how obscure they were in spending money. Furthermore, Kristoffer also recons that “I 
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think we freed up 15% of our finances doing so” (Appendix 1, p. 6). In extension of the 

argument above outlines exactly how money was wasted and the potential that posed itself 

when the structure was enforced. 

Altering the operation from trying to enforce self-proclaimed autonomy in a setting where 

employees were to contribute in whichever way they found most beneficial, it is clear that 

MobileLife in their infant stage lacked formalisation and governance, which hurt their ability 

to apply knowledge to commercial ends. Cohen & Levinthal (1990) argues that when investing 

in the accumulation of knowledge early in the process, this then functions as an antecedent of 

absorptive capacity – here, seeing as MobileLife failed to accommodate this adequately, it is 

clear that the drivers of absorptive capacity as outlined by Cohen & Levinthal (1990) are 

somewhat ambiguous in this context.  

Additionally, lacking this investment can cause the firm to get “locked out” as the 

aforementioned drivers are not present to enforce the absorptive capacity. In the context of 

MobileLife, it is evident that whereas the presence of these drivers can be questioned, 

MobileLife are not locked out. The initial autonomy in MobileLife has resulted in the company 

lacking this communication and knowledge sharing internally, which hindered the 

strengthening of their absorptive capacity.  

Despite evidence suggesting that MobileLife did not nurture its absorptive capacity due to the 

organisation's characteristics in its infant stage, this was later accommodated. With the 

formalisation and increased governance of MobileLife, evidence now suggests that they are 

actively pursuing utilising these drivers, which will strengthen the organisation's absorptive 

capacity. This is also highlighted in their ability to assemble cross-functional teams that adhere 

to the prerequisites posed by Cohen & Levinthal (1990), which helps MobileLife ensure swift 

and precise assimilation and application of new technology in its later stage. 

Marie argues that a derived effect of the formalisation, increased governance and organisational 

changes that were enforced was also to secure that the process for facilitating, absorbing, and 

utilising the innovativeness within the organisation was tested repeatedly to ensure operational 

reliability (Appendix 2). This taps directly into the benefits of path dependence as a critical 

driver to storing and processing knowledge. 

Zahra & George (2002) also assert the importance of exploitation, where components such as 

use and implementation secure the fulfilment of core competencies, harvest of resources and 

inflow of external knowledge comprehendible by the organisation. Simon Haldrup here states: 
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“The bigger an innovative entity becomes, and the longer it exists, the less start-up culture it 

has, and the more corporate it gets.” Furthermore, he follows up on this by describing how 

entities such as MobileLife should be 1; revitalised or 2; divided into smaller units in the main 

corporation. Pursuant to this, an argument could be made that the increasing formalisation and 

governance procedures, whether intentionally forced upon MobileLife by Danske Bank or not, 

was a way of grooming the innovation hub for scenario #2. 

In this case, MobileLife is more likely to accommodate exploitative activities being conducted 

in the aftermath of the formalisation, as Simon Haldrup argues how the “mantra here is, that it 

is the execution that matters. We spend approximately 5% of our time on ideas, 15% on 

innovation to support them, while 80% is used for execution” (Nørring, 2017). This speaks 

directly to the development seen within MobileLife, which has been outlined through the 

section highlighting their capabilities within absorptive capacity. Lastly, suggesting that 80% 

of their effort was directed at execution also speak to how MobileLife in their infant stage did 

not have any established innovations to execute upon, meaning their activities were primarily 

directed at exploratory efforts. Later this transitioned to the execution, maintenance, and 

refinement of June & Sunday, which are developed products within their portfolio, thus 

underlining how their efforts deliberately changed throughout their tenure as MobileLife 

matured. 

  

Partial conclusion 

In conclusion to applying the theories of Cohen & Levinthal (1990) and Zahra & George 

(2002), the empiric evidence suggests that as MobileLife matured from its infant stage to a 

more formalised organisation, this is also reflected in their efforts towards driving the 

absorptive capacity. To break it down, the empiric investigation first concludes that 

MobileLife, in extension of their ability to recognise, assimilate and apply the value of external 

knowledge, lacked structure and a sufficient knowledge foundation to do so properly. Having 

said so, it is also emphasised the MobileLife did not wholly neglect; however, seeing as this 

was a somewhat deliberate move to ensure the autonomy required for operating an innovation 

hub, they found a middle ground. Whereas empiric evidence suggests that the middle ground 

was not necessarily the best way to nurture the capabilities required for having a strong 

absorptive capacity, they did acknowledge this and tried to formalise the operation. Here it is 

essential to acknowledge that the formalisation and increase in governance were not directly 
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affected by MobileLife trying to become better at utilising external knowledge. Rather their 

purpose shifted as the organisation matured. This will be covered in a subsequent section. 

Seeing as MobileLife birthed many initiatives that, in the eyes of their premature organisation 

and lack of structure, was partly sufficient in supplying the organisation with abilities that can 

benefit them in the future, this was to a minimal extent. The evidence suggests and what the 

conclusion will thus draw on is that MobileLife organised efforts (e.g., Epic Fridays, morning 

stand-ups and cross-functional teams) to benefit them in better utilising external knowledge for 

which they are being acknowledged.  

Based on the findings outlined above, it is apparent that the absorptive capacity of MobileLife 

improved over its tenure. In accordance with the literature presented by Chou et al. (2018), 

absorptive capacity also functions as a temporary switching mechanism for utilising sequential 

organisational ambidexterity. This then outlines the importance of nurturing the drivers of 

absorptive capacity as this significantly impacts the ability to establish successful sequential 

organisational ambidexterity. Empiric evidence suggests that the gap between potential and 

realised absorptive capacity is more prominent than necessary, however, to benefit from the 

temporal switching mechanism; it is emphasised that this should more specifically aid the 

organisation in retaining the knowledge that may be abandoned the process. MobileLife, with 

the assistance of the potential absorptive capacity, can adopt sequential organisational 

ambidexterity due the formalisation outlined in the sections mentioned above. Chou et al. 

(2018) further argue that firms must focus on their potential and not realised absorptive 

capacity because this can be substituted with non-local search behaviour contained in the 

external search breadth. This further outline how MobileLife, with their limited absorptive 

capacity in their infant stages, substituted their absorptive capacity with reinforced search 

behaviour. 
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6.2. Maturing the concept 

Raisch & Birkinshaw (2008) define organisational ambidexterity as “an organisation’s ability 

to be aligned and efficient in its management of today’s business demands while simultaneously 

being adaptive to changes in the environment” (p. 375). Raisch & Birkinshaw base their literary 

contribution on the ideas of March (1991), who introduces the concepts of exploration and 

exploitation in organisational learning. The investigation and processing of the empirical 

evidence have, up to this point, not taken into consideration that MobileLife developed their 

organisational practices throughout their tenure; this will be a central topic in the themes that 

are applied below.  

The structure of the subsequent sections will thus follow the chronological order of events as 

outlined in the empirical evidence while categorising and balancing the efforts towards 

becoming an ambidextrous organisation. Tushman & O’Reilly (1996) argue that “To remain 

successful over long periods, managers and organisations must be ambidextrous – able to 

implement both incremental and revolutionary change” (p. 8), and this will serve as the part of 

the foundation for the empirical investigation. Whereas the aforementioned is not solely going 

to drive the investigation, Raisch & Birkinshaw (2008) articulates how pursuing the concepts 

outlined by March (1991) requires vastly different organisational practices and strategies to 

pursue consequences which are, for the most part, non-compatible. Existing literature suggests 

that one way of establishing ambidexterity based on these demands is to divide and delegate 

the tasks of exploratory and exploitative activities to separate departments who can then 

organise their efforts accordingly. To combat this and to encompass the concept of time, the 

empiric investigation will in the subsequent sections utilise Chou, Yang & Chiu’ (2018) 

definition of sequential ambidexterity. 

 

6.2.1. Phase 1: the soul of a start-up 

Though MobileLife is a strategic business unit of Danske Bank, it is apparent that both Simon 

Haldrup along the rest of the MobileLife organisation in the early stages pursued a somewhat 

primitive approach in their organisation of activities.  

This is also evident in the section where Kristoffer reflects on how he was hired at MobileLife: 

“I was called in for an interview at Danske Bank… …I put the pedal to the metal and tried to 

sell all my ideas. You know, it is not every day that you get a chance to pitch all your ideas to 

the biggest bank in Denmark!” (Appendix 1, p. 1). Whereas the statement does not solely 
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outline the primitiveness of MobileLife in its origin, this instead speaks to the type of 

employees they were looking for. In the composition of employees that MobileLife hired in its 

infant stage, it can be derived that they were genuinely trying to capture the soul of a start-up 

by hiring experienced entrepreneurs such as Kristoffer to partake in the launch and 

management of the innovation hub.  

Besides this, MobileLife did not operate with any specific titles within the strategic business 

unit. Rather, when they hired people, they were all given the same title “corporate 

entrepreneur”, simulating a flat organisation where the decision-mandate lies at the bottom of 

the hierarchy (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). In extension of this, Kristoffer also mentions that they 

did not operate with any leaders. Based on this, it becomes evident how MobileLife, in its 

infant stages to a large extent, lacked formalisation in their procedures, which significantly 

dictated the atmosphere that was cultivated at this stage. 

MobileLife utilised a highly informal structure to ensure the entrepreneurial spirit, as has 

previously been emphasised. The linkage between MobileLife and Danske Bank was 

decoupled because MobileLife, as a brand-new initiative, had yet to prove the value that they 

could provide to Danske Bank A/S. To preserve the pristineness of the initiative, MobileLife 

greatly emphasised the need for breaking free of the gravitational forces of Danske Bank (e.g., 

political fights, bureaucracy, and control) and did so by both establishing a physical barrier in 

terms of their office location as well as for Simon & Marie to “absorb the political dynamics” 

(Appendix 2, p. 8) as they shielded MobileLife from the control exerted by Danske Bank. To 

elaborate further on this, Marie emphasises that both herself and Simon would ensure that all 

meetings relating to managerial activities (despite there being no authentic leadership) were 

conducted at the offices of Danske Bank not to influence the entrepreneurial spirit they had 

fought to establish (Appendix 2).  

When discussing the topic of leadership, it is important to distinguish between the formalities 

that were forced upon MobileLife due to their linkage to Danske Bank and their self-perceived 

way of organising. Interestingly, as MobileLife is a strategic business unit and thus not a 

separate legal entity, its linkage to Danske Bank dictates that everyone employed must hold an 

official job title. However, seeing as the structure of MobileLife was purposely going to deviate 

from the organisational structure of Danske Bank, it was decided that every resource allocated 

to MobileLife would then hold the title of “Corporate Entrepreneur”. In the beginning, Marie 

emphasises that “there was no structure. What are your competencies? Do whatever you find 
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valuable! That is about it” (Appendix 2, p. 4), which underlines the line of argumentation 

pursued till this point. MobileLife were intentionally disorganised to spark innovativeness 

amongst employees and were successful in doing so in the early stages because the downsides 

were conveniently non-existent due to the size of the business unit. 

When discussing the primitiveness of the organisational structure within MobileLife in its early 

stages, it is apparent that this was an antecedent for them being capable of simulating the 

entrepreneurial environment. Thus, despite bringing in actual entrepreneurs who could also 

benefit from the knowledge of how to facilitate innovative processes in an entrepreneurial 

setting best, they also had to informalise the formal structures to ensure coherence between the 

accumulated effort and the direction of these. While the empirical evidence presented in the 

sections above all speak to the tale of an informal and unstructured organisation, this all 

summarises the idea that for MobileLife to something truly radical, they had to sever the ties 

to all the domains that they knew (e.g., banking traditional, bureaucracy, organisational 

structures and so on). By doing so, MobileLife enabled themselves to digitalise the life events 

they were destined to do. 

 

6.2.1.1. The error that held them back 

Though MobileLife, in its infant stages, did everything possible to sever the ties to formalities 

and previous knowledge domains, it is apparent that they neglected one very central topic: the 

employees.  

When asked whether the composition of employees in MobileLife was the right in order to 

cultivate an environment that could facilitate radical development within an industry that is 

notoriously slow and cumbersome, Kristoffer emphasises that despite MobileLife doing 

everything in their power to sever the ties, they neglected the employees: “it was utterly clear 

that I, in the beginning, was hired under false pretences – we were never destined to do 

anything radical” (Appendix 2, p. 2).  

In extension of this, MobileLife neglected that their composition of resources was constituted 

by 50% entrepreneurs with the drive and willingness to move mountains and 50% corporate 

people from the bank whose mindsets were already institutionalised. Whereas the latter is 

indicated directly in the empirical evidence, one can then extrapolate the argumentation and 

find that people who came from the bank had to “safeguard their future” (Appendix 2, p. 2), 

which greatly influenced the possibilities of MobileLife. To elaborate on this, the employees 
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within MobileLife who had a background from Danske Bank had to consider the future of their 

careers, resulting in them being more averse to risk. What this meant for the organisations at 

this point was that they set the frame for achieving greatness by combining external resources 

conducting cutting edge research using exponential technologies with self-proclaimed 

autonomy to develop June & Sunday. 

The risk profile of the different types of employees thus shines through in the products that 

were eventually developed in MobileLife. For the most part, entrepreneurs come from a 

background of risk-taking, whereas the employees from Danske Bank had to safeguard their 

future. They unintentionally steered the products they developed in the direction of a somewhat 

safe solution that did not sit well with the entrepreneurial colleagues. As previously stated, 

Kristoffer here mentions how “the innovation was truly not allowed to blossom” (Appendix 3, 

p. 3) and that their first product “,, Sunday” was “just quirky enough to get by” (Appendix 3, 

p. 3). 

The point here is that rather than going with a crazy idea that had the potential to provoke 

thinking and establish some truly radical development, they instead choose to go with an 

application through which one could take a loan. Due to the corporate mindset that was 

introduced into the organisation like a trojan horse, this marked the sealing for what could be 

developed at MobileLife in the early stages. The mindset inside MobileLife thus changed, and 

while the 50% of employees from Danske Bank thought that “taking something you know and 

the turning into an application” (Appendix 3, p. 3) was as radical as it could get, the other 50% 

thought that they had been lured in under false pretences because they new that there were also 

other and more radical possibilities. There was a mismatch between the different parties in the 

early stages, which resulted in MobileLife never genuinely capitalising on the exploratory 

effects of establishing an innovation hub, despite this being the purpose they set out with. 

 

6.2.2. Phase 2: The muscle of a corporate 

Contrary to the first phase, the second phase of MobileLife altered the focus and vision of the 

establishment. Rather than focusing on creating institutionalised explorative research to extend 

their development, the purpose shifted towards refining existing procedures. Whereas the shift 

experienced within MobileLife is both due to the development that constituted the early phases 

of their tenure, this is also a phase in which the effort shifted to testing the procedures 
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surrounding both the maintenance of the products they developed as well as for MobileLife to 

re-conceptualise their identity as a brand. 

Marie argues that at some point during the tenure of MobileLife, their vision changed and rather 

than focusing on developing what they considered new and radical digital banking solutions, 

they were now running a business requiring the necessary formalisation to overcome classic 

organisational obstacles (e.g., agency problems, cultural differences, etcetera). As the years 

went by and MobileLife matured, the organisation grew their staff upwards of 200 employees 

(Appendix 2). This was a catalyst that sparked change in the organisation as organisations of 

this magnitude require formalisation, structure, and order to function as a separate company. 

Marie here emphasises that “when I came in I basically filled whatever role I found suitable. 

When I left MobileLife I was product owner or Tribe Lead1 for Sunday” (Appendix 2, p. 3), 

underlining the exact argumentation that a formalisation happened somewhere in the interim. 

 

6.2.2.1. The purpose 

MobileLife was set asea from the early stages to create the digital agenda for Danske Bank by 

digitalising the banking solution for various life events (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). In achieving 

this through the establishment of June, an investment robot and Sunday, a mortgage platform, 

the purpose of MobileLife also changed. For the most part, innovations hubs are used to spark 

creativity and to create radical innovations that, to some extent, are in line with the core 

competencies and vision of the main organisations; however, this changed for MobileLife.  

To elaborate on this, MobileLife altered its purpose from being the innovation hub in its 

traditional understanding, as outlined above, to be a test centre for more than just product 

ideation. After fulfilling their vision in catering towards the digital agenda in the bank, they 

held on to the products and started to manage the continuous development of these. Simon 

Haldrup here emphasises that “about 5% of our time is spent on all the ideas, 15% on the 

innovation supporting the ideas and 80% on the execution” (Haldrup, 2017). While this mantra 

in the early stages may have resulted in the primary focus being on the birthing of ideas, when 

these later matured, it became evident that the execution required more work than just 

establishing the innovation. This means that MobileLife was, instead of only ideating and 

bringing these to the world, also destined to nurture its innovative heritage. 

 
1 A tribe lead is in the terminology of Danske Bank considered a business process owner (ownership of the 

business process relating to that product (Sunday)) 
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6.2.2.2. The possibility that arose 

As MobileLife altered its operation by formalising and refining it, they were now also tasked 

with the maintenance and continuous development of June & Sunday. Whereas the work 

required for doing so is more rigid in the sense that they have to continue building on an existing 

platform, this presented a unique possibility for Danske Bank to utilise MobileLife for more 

than just ideation. The maturing of MobileLife and their newly appointed responsibility of 

maintaining existing platforms allowed for MobileLife to test various organisational structures 

to see how each would best benefit the development and maintenance of status quo: “if you ask 

them today they are going to say that it (MobileLife) was incredibly successful because we 

managed to test off different organisational structures” (Appendix 1, p. 2). Following this line 

of argumentation, MobileLife was re-organised and re-conceptualised to such an extent that 

the innovation hub was now capable of doing exploitative research testing and refining existing 

knowledge (e.g., the refinement of existing organisational structures). More so, Marie here 

argues that in the end of her tenure she was what she refers to as “Tribe Lead or Product owner” 

(Appendix 2, p. 3) which points in the direction that MobileLife had transformed from a cost 

to a profit centre which underlines the change from explorative to exploitative activities. This 

is also underlined as Marie emphasises how the Sunday platform had been “implemented in all 

the physical locations” (Appendix 4, p. 4), which meant that every time a customer would come 

into the bank to discuss buying a house, the employee would then use the Sunday platform to 

conduct the service. This further elaborates on how MobileLife and their products were no 

longer merely a cost centre, but instead a profit centre for Danske Bank, as the maintenance of 

the platform was a central part of this value chain. 

What then came to be was that MobileLife was used as a test centre for more than just ideation, 

as various organisational structures regarding development and maintenance were tested. An 

example of this is that MobileLife decided to test three different structures regarding ideation 

and process governance: “We wanted to try a setup where we would have an external 

consultancy that sat externally and developed these satellite projects, then we wanted an 

internal team consisting of 100% Danske Bank employees and lastly, an external consultancy 

who sat with us internally and developed these satellite projects” (Appendix 1, p. 3). The 

outcome of the experimentation was that MobileLife managed to find out that it was much 

easier for them to hire an external consultancy to produce satellite projects and help with the 

maintenance. At the same time, they were stationed internally because there was a legal 
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delimitation between the two entities. Kristoffer here emphasises that a problem they 

experienced in the maintenance and continuous development of June & Sunday was that 

MobileLife, due to their legal ties to Danske Bank, had to adhere to process governance and 

various data protection and risk assessments, which made the whole process extremely rigid 

(Appendix 1). Kristoffer and MobileLife thus experienced that when you utilise an external 

consultancy while having them stationed internally, you do not necessarily have to adhere to 

the rigid procedures of Danske Bank, as it was not technically MobileLife who ideated and did 

the initial testing. It is further underlined that “you got all the advantages without having to 

think about process-governance – you could just send them out on the street and test out the 

concept. They would not come from Danske Bank, but just some external consultancy” 

(Appendix 1, p. 4). 

In summary, the transformation of MobileLife as an organisation enabled Danske Bank to draw 

exploratory benefits from its activities in the infant stages and exploitative benefits from the 

later stages. This does not align with how Raisch & Birkinshaw (2008) outline the possible 

ambidextrous organisation of exploitative and explorative activities, leaving some room for 

interpretation. 

 

6.2.2.4. How ambidextrous? 

Contrary to the modern theory where companies externalise their research & development in 

order to shield it from corporate influence, the empiric evidence here suggests that it might not 

be possible to completely shield it from this influence if one wants to ensure that the 

development of this externalisation adheres to the vision and core competencies of the main 

organisation. This is especially evident in the case of MobileLife, where they deliberately 

enforced various mechanisms that were to shield MobileLife from the corporate influence of 

Danske Bank and, despite doing so, still fell offer to the corporate influence.  

The sections above outline how the organisation developed and adopted a more formalised 

structure; the wording stages this negatively. This is not necessarily the case. It poses an 

opportunity for organisations to utilise the innovation hub in various phases for various 

purposes that suit the specific organisational compound.  

As is seen in the empiric investigation, MobileLife were able to capitalise, though in a 

somewhat limited manner, on the ability to pursue an exploratory approach in their 

development in the early stages. Later, the organisation was, contrary to this, capitalising on 



Page 80 of 106 

an exploitative approach as the organisation had matured and thus formalised. Simon Haldrup 

here states in an interview with Katrine Krebs that “the bigger an innovative unit becomes, the 

longer time it exists, the less start-up culture it will encompass and the more corporate it will 

ultimately become” (Krebs, 2017). Simons statement here corresponds very well with the 

reality that has been experienced in the empirical investigation, which suggests that there may 

be more ways that companies can capitalise upon this.  

The authors suggest that corporate innovation hubs, like other companies, follow the traditional 

life cycle as they go through introduction, growth, maturity and eventually decline if not 

revitalised. While sequential ambidexterity is generally “viewed as an outcome of goal conflict 

and bounded rationality” (Gupta, Smith & Shalley, 2006, p. 698), the evidence here is in 

accordance with the literature, as it suggests that the sequential ambidexterity as a result of the 

control exerted by Danske Bank. The duality that is then identified, it points in the direction 

that MobileLife in their infant stage encompassed the innovation hub's exploratory benefits and 

the exploitative benefits in the later stages. 

Thus, as the corporate innovation hub matures, companies in the introduction and growth stage 

can capitalise upon the entrepreneurial spirit that still resides in the organisation and thus utilise 

the exploratory capabilities of the somewhat autonomous innovation hub. This is in accordance 

with the findings in the empirical investigation. Hereafter and as the corporate innovation hub 

matured into the stages of maturity and decline, companies can capitalise on the formalisation 

that occurs within the innovation hub. The tendency extrapolated from this is thus that despite 

efforts towards establishing autonomy within the innovation hub, autonomy “assumes 

autonomy, or independence from something (e.g., control)” (Feldman, 1989, p. 86).  

What this then suggests is that literature should distinguish between: 

1. completely autonomous innovation hubs (e.g., does not have a corporation exerting 

control such a Google X Lab & Singularity university) and, 

2. partly autonomous innovation hubs (e.g., has a corporation exerting control such as 

MobileLife)  

With the latter, what happens over time is that the control exerted by the corporation, however 

small, will taint and slowly erode the pristineness of the innovation hub, thus ultimately 

reducing the entrepreneurial spirit and enforce the formalisation that the maturing is a catalyst 

for.  
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Based on the discussions above, we suggest that the lifecycle of MobileLife follows the curve 

as illustrated below: 

 

Figure 5, Corporate Innovation Hub Lifecycle, own production 

 

When relating this to organisational ambidexterity, it is evident that it does not suit the etiquette 

as put forth by Raisch & Birkinshaw (2008). It can be identified that MobileLife, through their 

entire tenure, follows what they also refer to as a contextual solution, which entails that the two 

activities, being exploitative and explorative, are balanced and carried out in the same unit, 

despite this requiring different strategies and organisational adaptation. In a sense, this explains 

the tendencies experienced in MobileLife; however, this does not include the concept of time 

and how time in the case of MobileLife has allowed them to do precisely that.  

Rather than balancing exploitative and explorative activities simultaneously, MobileLife 

utilised the characteristics of its infancy to pursue exploratory activities and later the formalised 

characteristics of the organisation to pursue exploitative activities. It is thus argued that the 

concepts covered in the empirical investigation illustrate a process where an innovation hub is 

birthed with a purpose that is later refined. The innovation hub is due to its linkage to the 

corporation subject to formalisation, which ultimately grooms the innovation hub for 

dissolving and absorption. 
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6.2.2.5. Applying the winning concept 

Upon dissecting the empirical evidence, it seems that one crucial topic has been neglected, and 

that is addressing what marks the end of MobileLife’ tenure. According to the section above, 

MobileLife has gone through a refinement process where processes were established as the 

organisation matured. When asked why MobileLife was shut down in the first place, Marie 

states that: “it sounds a little bombastic, but we had a GO DO IT attitude, so that is what we 

did” (Appendix 4, p. 7) – so what happened was that MobileLife were tasked with various 

activities and managed to complete them to a satisfactory degree.  

Thus, seeing as MobileLife as a mechanism would pilot projects, these were later applied to 

the Danske Bank organisation, which is also reflected in the organisation as it is known today. 

In this context, MobileLife can, to a large extent, be categorised as a dynamic test environment 

in which Danske Bank had the possibility to test off various concepts. The dynamicity of the 

environment comes from the fact that MobileLife, over its tenure, developed an organisation 

that altered the frame in which Danske Bank could conduct the testing. This then means that it 

presented itself as an opportunity to test various concepts of different nature across the lifecycle 

of a strategic business unit under the veil of a company. MobileLife thus constituted a sandbox 

in which Danske Bank could pilot projects that were later groomed for absorption when 

deemed ready.  

Thus, upon successfully piloting a concept, MobileLife then handed it over in its essence to the 

Danske Bank organisation, who then scaled it up. At this point, the validity of the concept had 

already been verified and tested in the sandbox environment of MobileLife, and the risk of 

failure was thus reduced. 

Whereas Marie only mentions that MobileLife was a testing environment and that once they 

delivered on all their assignments, their purpose was then void. There are also other tendencies 

present that can add to the explanation of what constituted the end of MobileLife’ tenure. To 

elaborate on this, following the previous argumentation that MobileLife, throughout their 

tenure, matured and formalised procedures, this could also point in the direction that 

MobileLife, upon fulfilling their purpose all along, had been groomed for absorption. This is 

both in the context of Danske Bank utilising the various concepts developed and tested within 

MobileLife and the strategic business unit itself. Simon Haldrup emphasised that as time slowly 

proceeds, innovation hubs will inevitably fall victim to becoming more corporate as a result of 
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their operation. Likewise, MobileLife was run as a separate entity and thus also grew the 

organisation accordingly, which matured them to such an extent that the formalisation and 

procedures of MobileLife, in the end, were aligned with those of Danske Bank.  

Thus, it can be derived that the purpose of MobileLife was to test concepts of various nature 

until it was matured to such an extent that it could easily be merged with the remaining 

organisation. When following this argumentation, this then suggests that to benefit from 

innovation hubs continuously, one is to reiterate the process of establishing and growing the 

innovation hub, much like evidence outlines a single run-through of the lifecycle of an 

innovation hub in this case.  

Based on these findings, it becomes evident that the case of MobileLife does not necessarily 

adhere to the concept of organisational ambidexterity as outlined by Raisch & Birkinshaw 

(2008). Whereas they emphasise the balancing of exploitative and explorative activities 

simultaneously, the empiric evidence suggests that MobileLife has achieved sequential 

organisational ambidexterity throughout their tenure, arming Danske Bank with verified and 

piloted projects that draw value from both ponds (e.g., exploitative and explorative activities). 

In conclusion, it has been necessary to distinguish between entirely autonomous innovation 

hubs (e.g., innovation hubs that do not have a corporation exerting control) and partly 

autonomous innovation hubs (e.g., has a corporation exerting control). This is because 

empirical evidence suggests that the latter will inevitably have the control, no matter the level 

of self-proclaimed autonomy, slowly erode and taint the pristineness of the operation over time.  

The empirical investigation here finds that while MobileLife is actively working towards 

breaking free of the gravitational pull exerted by Danske Bank, their very presence still 

facilitates an environment where the bureaucracy and formalisation eventually influenced and 

altered the initial characteristics of MobileLife.  

Taking the course of events into account, this later proved to become a strength that enabled 

them to alter their operational focus to exploitative activities rather than exploratory. The 

empirical analysis lastly comes to find that MobileLife did not, according to the literature 

outlined, establish organisational ambidexterity, but sequential organizational ambidexterity. 
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7. Discussion 

The discussion is structured to elaborate and evaluate on the findings from the empirical 

analysis. We will delve into the interpretation and importance of the empirical findings 

concerning the research question at hand. Additionally, the discussion will show how we, as 

researchers, identify correlations and connections within the empirical analysis towards both 

the research question and the used literature. Lastly, it will discuss whether the findings of the 

empirical analysis align and meets the expectations of our sub-questions. Unexpected results 

will likewise be taken into consideration and evaluated upon. This will be structured 

chronically in accordance with our research questions and its underlying drivers (sub-

questions) of 1) Search, 2) Absorptive capacity and 3) exploration, exploitation, and 

ambidexterity.  

7.1. Search 

The first findings were made through the categorisation made by Dahlander & Gann (2010). 

The work of Laursen & Salter (2006) was referenced to partly constitute the inbound flow of 

knowledge as they outline search strategies used by companies in their quest for innovative 

success. Laursen & Salter (2006) elaborate on the concepts of external search depth and 

external search breadth, which enabled the empirical analysis of MobileLife’s search activities 

and how these affected the innovative performance of the organisation. The core findings of 

the external search depth analysis were that MobileLife in their infant stages had too few 

specific competencies to ensure the required depth of utilisation, which exposed them. 

Likewise, Laursen & Salter (2006) argue that to succeed innovatively, the firm must master 

deep and specific knowledge of existing and future competencies. Despite the findings not 

acknowledging the existence of deep and specialized knowledge within the organisation, 

expectations were that these could be identified but with a vague presence. Thus, as outlined 

in the empirical investigation, MobileLife were greatly hamstrung by their lack of organization 

which was ultimately reflected in the magnitude of their search activities.  

Contrary to the findings in the empirical analysis, it was evident that this was not the case. 

Though this is opposite to what was prescribed in the existing literature, this was expected as 

MobileLife was just in its infant stage, which meant a lack of formalisation in all aspects 

outlined in the empirical analysis. Thus, in the infant stages of their tenure, it was evident that 

MobileLife were not capable of nurturing the deep and specific knowledge as outlined by 

Laursen & Salter (2006). As previously emphasised, MobileLife were too superficial in their 
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initial efforts in extension of their external search depth as a result hereof. A curious finding 

here was that whereas the lack of organisation within MobileLife could be altered, this was a 

deliberate move by the organization made to ensure the autonomy of the operation. What was 

not acknowledged by the organization was that it despite its novel motivation was actually 

harmful and thus weakened their ability to fully capitalize on their activities. 

As previously emphasised, MobileLife launched with the beliefs that there were no leaders and 

that employees were to find their role based on what they felt would bring the most value to 

the setup based on their competencies. Additionally, the findings support the reason that to 

acquire new knowledge, MobileLife re-organised its organisational structure and approach to 

cross-functional teams to adapt to the lack of specificity and deeper competencies to enable the 

opportunity for more external search depth utilisation. 

Contrary to what can be expected of a unit such as MobileLife, they had no real budgetary 

thresholds that they had to adhere to. This then meant that despite the poor organization 

harming their operation in the first place, they were capable of hiring the required competencies 

to accommodate the pitfall in their operation upon acknowledging the existence of an issue. 

MobileLife’s ability to adapt was greatly supported by the muscle of Danske Bank and thus 

the ability to quickly and efficiently find qualified competencies to assist on the depth of 

competencies needed.  

Besides hiring new competencies and enhancing the external search depth of their activities 

by expanding on new external knowledge, Simon Haldrup also participated in innovation lab 

workshops to get inspiration to contribute to the overall skills of the employees, enhancing the 

ability to use search deeply. By participating and seizing the opportunity to utilise the learnings 

of other prominent innovation labs, Simon Haldrup could then incorporate these learnings into 

the organisation. Whereas it is evident how Simon Haldrup did in fact do this throughout the 

tenure of MobileLife, it has not been able to document to which extent these ideas were 

implemented and thus also whether they generated any value. 

As a new entrant who had yet to create an innovative contribution, MobileLife had a strong 

need and presumably the potential to search deep into the market. The innovation hub was 

disruptive as to which their efforts had to search with depth to accommodate the proper external 

knowledge to build upon. In doing this, the leaders had to balance between the autonomy of 

their entrepreneurs and the control exerted by Danske Bank to excel the need for more 

competencies and re-allocation of resources to make good use of the right competencies in their 
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cross-functional teams. These findings also show that MobileLife, to a great extent, could 

utilise the external knowledge from Danske Bank who had data on the very customers whose 

major live events MobileLife was tasked with digitalising. Unexpectedly, the competencies 

and resources to ask for the correct data in Danske Bank were insufficient within MobileLife. 

This again points in the direction that due to lack of organisation, they were not capable of 

capitalizing upon the opportunities that presented themselves. In retrospect, having the 

competencies to search deep through existing data was detrimental for MobileLife to get a 

headstart; however, the required resources were either not allocated or enforced with the initial 

setup experienced in the infant stages of MobileLife. Having the database of Danske Bank 

might have been crucial in supporting the operation towards their first endeavours, especially 

as their purpose was to build on the existing foundation. However, as outlined, they had to 

know what they were going to ask for, which limited their ability to truly derive any value from 

the source. 

In continuation of the discussion, Laursen & Salter (2006) also elaborates on the external 

search breadth. This is defined as “the number of external sources or search channel that firms 

rely upon in their innovative activities” (p. 134). The article asserts that the quantity of external 

sources used will influence the company's innovative performance and that companies will 

come to find that there is also a threshold for this metric. Thus, it was important to emphasise 

that companies could fall victim to diminishing returns if not external search depth and breadth 

were balanced correctly based on their context. 

It was evident in this analysis that MobileLife lacked sufficient resources to be able to maintain 

and operate with more external sources than they had encompassed till that point. As the 

external outreach of MobileLife in the infant stages was limited to three employees creating 

satellite projects and sourcing the external sources, it was evident that the effort did not justify 

the operation. An exciting aspect derived from the empirical evidence utilised in extension of 

this is that Laursen & Salter (2006) do not speak to the under-utilisation of external resources 

and how this affects the company's innovative performance. However, extrapolating on the 

general tendency experienced within many central fields and even beyond the management of 

innovation and business development, it is never optimal to under-utilise and thus leaves 

unrealised potential that they did not capitalise on.  

As the evidence suggests, there were no downsides in terms of the search, but on the other 

hand, having too few resources should be addressed in this matter. Thus, MobileLife had the 
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downside of not extensively utilising the sources of knowledge they had to their full potential, 

as that would require more resources, competencies, and formalisation to process through. In 

the later stages of MobileLife, the empirical analysis concludes that MobileLife’s external 

search breadth is constituted by five central sources reflected in their operation. An interesting 

aspect that has been neglected in the work of Laursen & Salter (2006) is here, that they do not 

distinguish between what type of organisation follow what their prescribed curve, as they 

prescribe 11 external sources as the optimal point of utilisation before diminishing returns kick 

in. In the case of MobileLife, it was evident that the literature as put forth by Laursen & Salter 

(2006) would not fit the case at hand. Having said so, it would also be naïve to think that the 

literature and results hereof, built upon the studies of large companies, could be extrapolated 

to speak to the context of an innovation hub directly. As a mechanism towards accommodating 

this, a section in the empirical investigation was thus dedicated to discussing whether the 

effects of diminishing returns were present in the operation, seeing as MobileLife did not fit 

the context put forth by Laursen & Salter (2006).   

Whether or not these resources are potentially benefiting equally as much from each source as 

anticipated by the empirical data is to be questioned. Equally, if MobileLife’s external search 

breadth was to be hamstrung by scarce resources, it would be beneficial for the management 

to propose more resources to acquire and assimilate new knowledge. Thus, another question 

arises: this would require more resources within other functions to accommodate an increase 

in ideation and novelty. Despite the literature setting the frame for the analysis, it was apparent 

that there were discrepancies in the application and the context that were not accounted for 

initially. However, as emphasised by Laursen & Salter (2006) and the empiric investigation, 

companies need to approach their search efforts more holistically. To elaborate on this, Laursen 

& Salter (2006) underline the importance of balancing the search efforts to ensure both the 

external search depth and breadth required for tapping into as much innovative performance as 

possible. Keeping this in mind, it is evident from the empirical analysis that MobileLife, despite 

poorly organising its effort in the initial stage, did balance its efforts within the two search 

categories. 

 

7.2. Absorptive capacity 

As articulated by Cohen & Levinthal (1990), absorptive capacity is necessary for companies 

to recognise, assimilate, and apply knowledge to commercial ends. Thus, it is essential both 
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on an individual level and organisational to be structured and allocated in a way that 

accommodates the development of these capabilities. Additionally, Zahra & George (2002) 

also describe absorptive capacity in their re-conceptualisation of the foundational work of 

Cohen & Levinthal (1990).  

The findings of this paper on absorptive capacity come to show that MobileLife could 

recognise new external information to some extent. Using a diversifying strategy built upon 

cross-functional teams, they had the opportunity to recognise external data more 

comprehensively and with more breadth, as articulated above.  

Despite it seeming like the employees and structure of MobileLife made it hard for employees 

to create linkages between competencies required for adequately recognising the value that 

resided beyond, this was improved over the tenure of MobileLife. In terms of the ability to 

recognize, it is apparent that MobileLife had initially only hired three people to satellite projects 

which hamstrung the organisational ability to recognise the external value of knowledge.  

Furthermore, as the initial efforts reflect a very unstructured approach, MobileLife altered the 

development course as they started formalising to better utilise and allocate internal resources 

to dedicated activities. This then meant that MobileLife created cross-functional teams based 

upon diversifying the portfolio of competencies in each team, which aided them in better being 

able to recognise the value of knowledge in a broader and more diversified context. What can 

then be discussed is that MobileLife may have fallen victim to weakening their ability to 

recognise the value of external knowledge in their lack of formalisation, which exposed them 

in the early stages. This then limited their ability to recognise the value of external knowledge 

and thus harmed the antecedent behaviour that was to form their future absorptive capacity, 

and hereunder, and ability to recognise. 

Looking at the elaboration of absorptive capacity in Zahra & George’s (2002) paper on re-

conceptualisation, they argue that the intensity, speed, and direction are crucial attributes to 

ensure a firm's efforts to identify and acquire new external information. One may here suggest 

that the individual's absorptive capacity was embodied within the organisation, but not 

activated due to the poor organisation, which then hurt the organisational ability to invoke 

intensity, speed and direction which as a result hurt their learning capabilities.  

In time, MobileLife then chose to reorganise to better accommodate new knowledge. As Simon 

Haldrup and Marie articulated, they reorganised their cross-functional teams to accommodate 

and assimilate new data. These findings support the fact that MobileLife invested in human 



Page 89 of 106 

resources and R&D to enhance the antecedents that drive the company's future absorptive 

capacity.  

Here findings further show that MobileLife had the absorptive capabilities to understand and 

make sense of new information in the assimilation phase. However, it can be discussed whether 

MobileLife, as seen in findings both from external search breadth as articulated by Laursen & 

Salter (2006), lacked the resources to accommodate enough breadth, resulting in the opposite 

of over-search. Here the recognition could also be affected by this lack of resources to fully 

capitalise on absorptive capacity and recognition. The hiring strategy that was pursued gave 

cross-functional teams the possibility to hire missing competencies that brought down internal 

resource waste due to increased formalisation and increased internal competence to better deal 

with the context and its development. More so, it is much more convenient to acquire 

competency through external consultancy catering to the exact demand of the organisation in 

the short term. Additionally, this was enabled by the muscle and budgetary conditions that 

Danske Bank set for MobileLife which enabled them to invoke this ability. 

As the findings show, there is - with the maturation of MobileLife’s life cycle - a tendency to 

restructure and focus on the agility and competencies of the cross-functional teams. For 

employees searching external markets and identifying and acquiring new knowledge to hand 

over to teams, these lacked routine in the infant stages as they overly embraced their autonomy.  

Thus, because MobileLife were not capitalising on their problem-solving and learning 

capabilities (e.g., routines and work policies) for transferring knowledge, their ability to do so 

suffered under this regime. A result hereof, MobileLife’s ability to recognise and assimilate 

the data without ensuring the human resources could store, recall, and apply in a fast and 

quality-based approach was harmed. 

The competencies were strong, diversified, and plentiful within the corporate innovation hub 

regarding assimilation. Simon Haldrup elaborated that this innovation hub had set sail to ideate 

and for developing and maintaining this ideation towards the commercial ends of Danske Bank. 

This encompasses that MobileLife had many competencies to nurture as they developed and 

formalised the projects that they initially scoped. This then significantly and positively 

contributed to the absorptive capacity, which also matured alongside the organisation. Though 

it is emphasised how the initial behaviour of the organisation harmed the antecedents that were 

to influence the future absorptive capacity of the organisation, this was not identified within 

the empirical evidence. Zahra & George (2002) here prescribe that to enhance knowledge, 
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understanding and exploitation, employees within a firm must promote mutual understanding 

and collective comprehension. As the barriers can be structural, cognitive, behavioural, or 

political, this can limit the extent to which MobileLife can create this mutual understanding of 

knowledge across the teams. In the infant stages of MobileLife, it was apparent that the three 

employees who were to scope projects did not embody the cultural complexity required to 

properly convey the subjects outlined by Zahra & George (2002).  

As the organisation matured and cross-functional teams were established, these teams were 

formally scoped towards recognising and assimilating data, which means that the ability to 

recognise and assimilate was not fully utilised. Despite the teams being formalised and now 

following various organisational routines to share knowledge internally, there were no concepts 

utilised which shared knowledge across teams. Thus, without feedback nor mutual learning 

amongst teams, the knowledge that was funnelled into the organisation faced the risk of being 

stuck in a silo as yet another result of an incomplete formalisation.  

As shown in the findings, this would come down to the structure of MobileLife as well as with 

the behavioural tendencies from autonomy and lack of routines for mutual sharing and 

transferring of knowledge. This possibly results in a loss of innovative performance due to 

insufficient knowledge transfer. Cohen & Levinthal (1990) here suggest that companies use 

“gatekeepers” to embrace the needs for knowledge transfer. This further accommodates 

capabilities and overlap of knowledge. Employees understand their own competencies and 

others’ by having insights in other functions which both enhances their ability to comprehend 

but also distribute knowledge. One can argue that MobileLife, with the many competencies for 

assimilation and the emerging control because of the maturation of MobileLife, should 

accommodate more capabilities that invoke the transfer of knowledge. This would 

accommodate both the possibility of communicating and learning between recognition and 

assimilation competencies and increasing the overall utilisation and efficiency of the process.  

The empirical findings displayed tendencies to phasing out the autonomy and ideation parts as 

the organisation matured – this is likewise due to the demands of a maturing organisation which 

requires the organisation to formalise in an effort to survive. More so, this is likely to be a 

derived effect of the altered purpose, which in the later stages required MobileLife to spend 

about 80% of their resources on maintaining the very concepts they initially conceived. 

This might accommodate the thought that MobileLife was not seeking to extend the absorptive 

capacity to acquire new knowledge for innovations and rather focus on the innovations that 
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were already being nurtured. Simon Haldrup argued, MobileLife had become more of a test 

centre that cater to the demands exerted by Danske Bank rather than to focus on the purpose of 

digitalising new life events for their customers.   

Another finding which underlined and supported the request for investing in research & 

development is that in the infant stages of MobileLife, they invested both in academia and 

external knowledge and took inspiration from more significant and more prominent innovation 

hubs such as Google X Labs, Singularity etcetera. This resulted, as Cohen & Levinthal (1990) 

also outline, in a higher degree of learning. They articulate that the absorptive capacity is 

correlated with the return of new knowledge in the investment within research & development. 

Thus, by investing in this, Simon and MobileLife ensured more learning capabilities which 

indirectly strengthened the innovative performance of the organisation going forward. 

Contrary, these findings also question how the initial approach still had some positive benefits 

that were evident in the later stages. Especially seeing as an indirect effect of these efforts was 

that the enhanced absorptive capacity enabled a more constant flow of new information, which 

would cultivate their ability to recognise, assimilate, and apply it to commercial ends. 

Furthermore, this would also stimulate their ability to learn and comprehend as the complexity 

of knowledge could strengthen their learning abilities. Additionally, this would allow 

MobileLife to penetrate the structural, political and behavioural barriers by pursuing a more 

diversified approach enabled by the increased learning within the organisation. 

In the case of exploitation and application of new knowledge, Cohen & Levinthal (1990) and 

Zahra & George (2002) elaborate on the importance and necessity of enhancing organisational 

capabilities to further accommodate employees' cumulative knowledge. This can be cultivated 

by routines that allow firms to obtain, refine, distribute and leverage knowledge (Zahra & 

George, 2002). It is evident that MobileLife has utilised the possibility for refining the business 

and to require new knowledge to further leverage upon it, and thus to revise and reorganise the 

unit to better accommodate new ideas, innovation, and execution hereof. It supposedly was a 

way for MobileLife to expand into a more operation-based unit that focused on ensuring that 

existing competencies were nurtured and refined to become more stationary in developing and 

maintaining existing products previously ideated in the organisation. The findings have also 

shown this to be evident within the managerial competencies to create more systematic routines 

around exploiting knowledge. In this regard, the ability to infuse knowledge into operations 

has been crucial in the development of June and Sunday to challenge the novelty and to exceed 



Page 92 of 106 

expectations incrementally. The findings support the idea that new ventures, such as 

MobileLife, become path-dependent (e.g., their future is a result of previous decisions and 

actions), which in a positive light that enables them to better utilise existing capabilities. 

Likewise, poor decisions can also lead to MobileLife hamstringing its future potential.  

 

7.3. Organisational ambidexterity 

Based upon the literature of March (1991), the terms of exploration and exploitation have 

become ways to define whether a company is pursuing radical changes by utilising exploration 

as new knowledge or more incremental efforts with the exploitation of existing knowledge.  

Thus, seeking the exploration approach is more time consuming and with extended focus on 

new products and a deeper and farther search of the market as discussed in the search section. 

This is often embedded with higher uncertainty regarding success, as companies are moving 

outside the purview of their operation in the effort to explore. Furthermore, this also requires a 

dedicated resource allocation invested in the future drivers of innovative performance, which 

upsets the internal balance of consent that people should add value to the core operation. On 

the other hand, exploitation points in the direction of enhancing and investing in existing 

products and ideas, thus focusing on the purview of the company. March (1991) here articulates 

that when pursuing either exploration or exploitation, companies must adhere to trade-offs, as 

March (1991) discusses the incompatibility of pursuing simultaneously. 

As the empirical investigation highlights, the exploratory approach was a part of the primary 

search trajectory that constituted the infant stages of MobileLife. By injecting the unit with 

start-up culture in terms of a loose structure and ensuring that 50% of the employees had an 

entrepreneurial background, MobileLife set the course that to truly create something ground-

breaking and exploratory then they had to break free of the gravitational forces of Danske Bank 

and the control that they were exerting. Additionally, Simon had the challenge and obligation 

– with the muscle of Danske Bank – to balance their need for resources and support from 

Danske Bank while also ensuring that this would not asphyxiate the autonomy they fought so 

hard to establish.  

Without any further defined roles and commonality across the board, it was hard to see any 

limitations to the thought process’ of MobileLife, which could also confuse and harm the 

process of relevant, innovative thinking itself. To elaborate on this, without purpose and 

direction, the employees have no limitations to where their ideas might take them. This then 
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introduces uncertainty that the ideation may even be applicable to the context it was intended 

for. MobileLife had initially chosen to set efforts into exploratory thinking by finding ideas and 

innovation towards new products that would change the way customers do life event banking.  

By doing so, MobileLife here tried to build not radical but customer-centric digital solutions 

much like Nordstrom as referenced throughout. Having no initial routines or any corporate 

policies to follow, it was with much less certainty that employees would identify and exploit 

new knowledge to a new product that could be commercialised. To elaborate on this, 

employees must perceive their ability to create something new within the set frames to work in 

that direction. However, it is also crucial that the organisation does not resemble pure anarchy. 

Employees without any directions or limitations to adhere to are more prone to ideating outside 

of the organisation's scope. Moreover, this is also an essential point because, in contrast, 

MobileLife, in the infant stages of their tenure, got some resources and were told to go and do 

something disruptive. However, these solutions always had to adhere to the portfolio of the 

bank, which meant that MobileLife could be as radical as they could, within a set frame which 

greatly limited the possibility of doing something genuinely novel and radical. Kristoffer also 

emphasises this as he argues that the control exerted by the bank tainted every innovative fibre 

of the organisation, which led to not so radical and mostly safe, certain solutions. 

Starting in the infant stages, MobileLife had the chance and the budget to bypass the limitations 

of uncertainty and risks and focus more on finding novelty than to worry about the budgetary 

threshold usually encompassed by start-ups. This was also a part of the initial mandate that 

Simon was granted from the board in Danske Bank. In that case, March (1991)’s applicability 

was not necessarily spot on, as the case of MobileLife is hard to frame within a normal entity’s 

actions. In bypassing the efforts of what March (1991) describes as certainty, speed, proximity, 

and clarity lacking behind with exploration, MobileLife was already geared towards taking on 

this task. Here, one can discuss whether MobileLife tried to over-compensate for their relation 

to Danske Bank by establishing routines that enforced autonomy but did not necessarily do 

them any good regarding managing a dynamic organisation. Based on the literature of March 

(1991), however, the ability to sever the ties to the organisation exerting control is required for 

organisations such as MobileLife to pursue exploratory activities, which did enable them to do 

it to some extent. The extent to which they were able to do so was limited by intangible ties 

they inevitably had to Danske Bank as they financed the operation. 
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As MobileLife matured, it was evident in the findings that they were shifting towards a more 

exploitative approach. After exploring many new principles in the infant stages, which also 

nurtured the autonomous environment with zero to none structure and formal definitions, it 

was decided that MobileLife were to nurture the projects that they conceived. This ultimately 

altered the focus of the operation from exploring new knowledge domains to exploiting existing 

ones. This meant that they reorganised the organisation to create more structure and hierarchy 

to formally be able to both delegate responsibility and arm the organisation in managing the 

very projects they initially scoped out. An interesting aspect here is that March (1991) does not 

necessarily distinguish when a knowledge domain is considered part of the exploratory 

activities of a company and the exploitative. Building on this, one can thus argue that while 

MobileLife went from exploring a new knowledge domain to exploiting an existing one, these 

both refer to the same domain at different stages in the lifecycle of MobileLife. It can then be 

argued that MobileLife, in the interim could balance the two acts as they started managing and 

exploiting the knowledge of one concept prior to establishing their following projects.  

By reducing the emphasis put on exploratory search mechanisms, MobileLife reallocated its 

effort to include exploitative activities built on the existing knowledge domain with 

incremental changes. Thus, altering the organisational compound as a derived effect of the 

formalisation, one can discuss how this would also have implications on the ideation of the 

organisation. When speaking of ideation, it becomes apparent how MobileLife is only 

recognised for two of their established products prior to the formalisation kicking in, which 

would lead one to believe that the formalisation asphyxiated any innovativeness that was left.  

As evident in the findings, Kristoffer argued that there were disputes regarding who was from 

Danske Bank with careers to mind and who were from the entrepreneurial world with 

innovative and untainted minds. Thus, as the balance of exploratory and exploitative efforts 

were proportionally more aligned at the middle, MobileLife could have held the balance by 

acknowledging the impact that the formalisation had on the innovative performance of the 

organisation. In terms of March (1991), this would allow for trade-offs, ensuring that 

MobileLife had the chance to both have more certain progress and contributions via the existing 

products and rely upon the risk and uncertainty of more unstructured search for radical ideation.  

Once again, what is relevant to discuss is that MobileLife with their self-proclaimed autonomy 

were forced into submission by the control exerted by Danske Bank, which meant that the 
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exploratory activities that they had were inevitably limited to the playing field articulated by 

Danske Bank. 

To be further discussed is Raisch & Birkinshaw’s (2008) paper which touches upon the 

elements of exploration and exploitation by March (1991) and adds the concept of 

organisational ambidexterity. It is defined by the organisation's ability to use both and balance 

its efforts in an equilibrium of exploiting existing knowledge and products to sustain business 

and demand. Subsequently, this equilibrium consists of exploring radical changes and ensuring 

that the company is fit to adapt to changes in the environment. Thus, it is articulated that 

ambidexterity supports the possibility of a positive trade-off in the middle of the continuum of 

exploration and exploitation (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). In the empirical analysis, it has 

been investigated how MobileLife may have established organisational ambidexterity and the 

significance of its drivers (e.g., proper search strategy and absorptive capacity). From the 

empirical analysis, MobileLife, through its lifecycle, applied various search strategies that also 

developed alongside the organisation and the absorptive capacity, which led them to 

deliberately house their ideation in an exploratory fashion to maintain the very innovations they 

initially scoped in a more exploitative manner. This shows that MobileLife, to an extent, has 

utilised organisational ambidexterity in their transition from exploratory efforts to exploitative 

throughout their tenure, which was not contained in the theories as outlined by Raisch & 

Birkinshaw (2008) nor directly addressed in the empirical investigation.  

At the same time, it has been evident that MobileLife had to switch to exploitative efforts as 

the explorative activities were mutually exclusive and halted their efforts within the very same 

(Gupta et al., 2006). Thus, it can be discussed that MobileLife did not have the organisational 

magnitude nor logic to balance their efforts alongside the purpose of Danske Bank. It can 

therefore be discussed to what extent it limited MobileLife in following a more exploitative 

strategy and thus also disregard the trade-offs of organisational ambidexterity as proposed by 

Raisch & Birkinshaw (2008). 

As the theory outlined by Raisch & Birkinshaw (2008) on organisational ambidexterity 

manifest this term as the balancing of exploitative and explorative activities, it was clear that 

this did not fit the dynamic reality of MobileLife, which it was being applied to. To 

accommodate for this, Gupta et al. (2006) was introduced to stage how organisations such as 

MobileLife are capable of being ambidextrous throughout their lifecycle, seeing as their size 

did not allow for the direct balancing of these.  
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Gupta et al. (2006) here propose sequential ambidexterity which aligns with the story of 

MobileLife as it has been framed in the empirical investigation. By introducing the element of 

time, the empirical investigation was thus capable of tying the idea of a dynamic and 

developing organisation to the concept of organisational ambidexterity. The strength of the 

application of this term in explaining the context of MobileLife is that it encompassed a world 

that may not always follow the courses outlined in various theories. In extension of this, Chou 

et al. (2018) propose temporal switching capabilities that can aid organisations such as 

MobileLife in switching between exploratory and exploitative activities. Whereas theories are 

not always likely to fit the reality to which it is being applied to, it is evident that the term 

outlined by Chou et al. (2018) tries to do precisely that. 

Furthermore, as the activities of MobileLife were never a deliberate effort of wanting to 

become more formalised and exploitative in their activities, the empirical evidence here 

suggests that it was a result of the maturation that happened. MobileLife had to make a change 

to accommodate its products and ready them for commercialisation. Thus, Simon Haldrup 

argues that MobileLife had become more than ideation; it had also become 80% execution of 

existing projects that called for exactly that. An interesting topic here is that it was never a 

deliberate move by MobileLife, but rather the effect of maturing alongside the eroding grip of 

Danske Bank, which purposively set the direction for the development and focus of 

MobileLife. 

As outlined by Chou et al. (2018), the temporal switching capability is the business strategy 

(e.g., search strategy), and absorptive capacity, which has become the underlying drivers of the 

development as outlined in the empirical investigation. Whereas it is not expected that these 

are supposed to drive the change, they are present in the interim to support MobileLife in 

switching their effort from exploratory to exploitative. 

With this perspective on exploration, exploitation, and the role of sequential ambidexterity, it 

becomes evident that MobileLife, in their infant stages, handled exploratory ideation to the best 

of their ability which harmed their switching capabilities due to lack of organisation. To 

elaborate on this, in ensuring that the organisation had the autonomy required for being 

exploratory, an informal structure was pursued, which harmed the internal procedures. As a 

result, the search capabilities and absorptive capacity were thus weakened. However, this did 

not play a part in the role of the temporal switching capabilities, which still aided MobileLife 

in the interim. 
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7.4. Future research 

In extension of the empirical investigation, several areas constitute potential areas for future 

research. Firstly, building on the argumentation pursued in the empirical investigation, it is 

evident that there is a gap in the existing literature that does not address nor distinguish between 

completely autonomous innovation hubs (e.g., does not have a corporation exerting control 

such as Google X Lab & Singularity University) and partly autonomous innovation hubs (e.g., 

has a corporation exerting control such as MobileLife). As outlined in the empirical 

investigation and the theories on the subject, the implications of autonomy and control play a 

significant role in the development of the corporate innovation hubs; however, autonomy 

assumes autonomy from something (e.g., control), which means one must further distinguish 

the source of control in the application of the theories to determine the significance of its 

presence on the organisational drivers of the subject. Whereas this paper does not directly 

identify the controlling entity and the intangible ties that dictate the development of the subject, 

this could be an alternative scope that would assume a more holistic approach to the anomaly. 

Alternatively, seeing as the academic research paper only addresses the inbound innovation 

constituted by the capabilities enabling companies to utilise the knowledge that resides beyond, 

this could lead to an investigation of the outbound flow of knowledge covered by Dahlander & 

Gann (2010). Concerning this aspect, future research could take an alternative approach and 

identify the drivers required for utilising the derived effect of revealing and selling knowledge 

to other entities in a pecuniary and non-pecuniary way. Whereas this line of research would 

not lead to address the research question at hand, this would contribute to the body of 

knowledge surrounding open innovation and corporate innovation hubs. Furthermore, this 

would emphasise the role of corporate innovation hubs as a mediator in a greater context that 

has significantly developed over the past decade with the growing acceptance of open 

innovation as the acknowledged best practice towards ensuring innovative efficiency. 

Lastly, and a theme that has been purposively neglected in this academic research piece in 

extension of the formalisation that has been identified in the empiric investigation. This is the 

implications of the company structure pursued when utilising innovation hubs. As outlined in 

the introductory section of this paper, MobileLife, which constitutes the subject of the empirical 

investigation, is merely a strategic business unit of Danske Bank that was geographically 

shielded from the rest of the organisation by having its own physical address. With this paper 
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serving as the foundation of the research that is to be conducted on this area, it could be 

interesting for future research to delve into the company structure and, more so, to outline how 

the implications of establishing an innovation hub as a separate legal entity would have on the 

innovative capabilities of the organisation. Future research into this field could lead pioneers 

to discover the possibilities that reside when pursuing this alternative company structure and 

how control can be exerted over a separate legal entity. In extension to this, research would 

also have to encompass the organisation as a legal entity wishing to generate a profit, which 

would introduce elements such as business model, appropriation, and how the intensity of the 

competitive landscape would also influence the performance introducing stress into the 

equation. Research into this field would allow authors to bridge a yet unexplored gap between 

innovation hubs and other organisations specialised in interacting with the external 

environment as they reveal, sell, license and source knowledge in their open innovation efforts 

as outlined in theory posed by Dahlander & Gann (2010). 
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8. Conclusion 
In previous sections, this paper has addressed how search strategy and absorptive capacity both 

function as drivers of innovative performance and temporary switching mechanisms as 

corporate innovation hubs establish sequential organisational ambidexterity. More so, what the 

implications of autonomy and control are on sequential organisational ambidexterity in the 

context of a corporate innovation hub. In the first sections highlighting the role of the search 

strategy and absorptive capacity, the empirical investigation finds that the control exerted by 

the corporation has a significant influence on the actions of the corporate innovation hub.  

Despite the influence being staged in a negative light, this control further limits the innovation 

hub to such an extent that it prohibits them from over-searching, which is denoted positively 

as it allows them to circumvent the pitfalls outlined in theory (e.g., timing problem, dilution, 

and attention problem). Comparatively, it was evident that despite evidence suggesting the 

importance of managerial attention, a systematic disregard of the very same was present in the 

early stages, which contrary to the findings, ought to harm the future performance of their 

innovative efforts. In extension of this, the empirical investigation finds that lack of 

formalisation in the infant stages of the lifecycle had a significant impact on the search 

capabilities and the absorptive capacity of the corporate innovation hub. Despite this negatively 

influencing the innovative performance of innovation hubs, it was also acknowledged that the 

duality of these drivers (e.g., the role of the search strategy and absorptive capacity as drivers 

for 1; innovative performance and 2; temporary switching mechanisms) justified their 

presence, despite these suffering under the implications of autonomy and control. What is then 

concluded is that the realised absorptive capacity was insignificant as the potential absorptive 

capacity constituted the driver as a temporary switching mechanism which inevitably aided the 

establishment of sequential organisational ambidexterity.  

This research project proposes that the implications of autonomy and control on corporate 

innovation hubs are very significant despite the innovation hub proclaiming that they are 

autonomous. Thus, despite severing the ties to the organisation, it was not truly possible to 

enforce the autonomy seeing as this specific corporate innovation hub was always meant to 

cater towards the agenda of the corporation. The corporation here indirectly exerted control in 

terms of their financing and ability to define the purpose of the corporate innovation hub.  

In conclusion to the implications of autonomy and control on organisational ambidexterity in 

corporate innovation hubs, this academic research paper concludes that there was a mismatch 
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between the perceived autonomy of the corporate innovation hub and the control exerted by 

the organisation. The control exerted by the corporation thus manifested in the corporate 

innovation hub not being capable of establishing organisational ambidexterity, but rather 

sequential organisational ambidexterity, which better encompasses the element of time. 

Whereas it was expected that autonomy and control would have a significant impact on 

organisational ambidexterity, the analysis further comes to conclude that the self-proclaimed 

sense of autonomy identified in the corporate innovation hub was limited by the control 

exerted, which means that the corporation ultimately dictates the reality in which the corporate 

innovation hub establish their self-proclaimed autonomy. Lastly, this shows that autonomy 

within innovation hubs is an excellent tool for establishing the required distance to the body 

exerting control; however, autonomy assumes autonomy from something. Hence this academic 

research paper concludes that the corporate innovation hub suffered under the aforementioned 

implications, prohibiting them from establishing organisational ambidexterity, despite being 

capable of establishing sequential organisational ambidexterity. 
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