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Abstract  

Purpose – The objective of the present research is to explore how firms, when engaged in 
collaborative new product development activities, may be understood to be successful or 
unsuccessful in achieving ambidextrous processes. We explore the organizational and 
managerial practices inside the firm and in the supply chain, that enable or constrain the firm 
in reaching a balance between exploitation and exploration when engaged with new product 
development. 

Design/methodology/approach – A case study approach was adopted with the ambition to 
develop new theoretical insight. Insights from multiple new product development projects in 
a single highly innovative firm were collected and coded.   

Findings – The analysis shows how the organization of the new product development 
projects, alignment strategies, approaches to reward structure, supplier integration 
willingness, and absorptive capacity where all formative in the firms' abilities to achieve 
ambidexterity in the new product development processes.   

Originality/value – The presented research expands our knowledge of how ambidextrous 
new product development processes can be reached. It demonstrates how a complex 
combination of factors and practices internal to the firm and concerning its supplier 
management strategies and practices enable or constrain ambidexterity in new product 
development processes. The results allow managers to devise more informed strategies and 
design decisions to enable new product development processes that reach adequate and 
simultaneous concerns for exploitation and exploration. 

Keywords Ambidexterity; New product development; Organizational alignment; Supplier 
integration; Reward structure; Absorptive capacity.  

Paper type Research paper. 
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1. Introduction 

By enhancing productivity and operations excellence, firms may become rigid and, 

subsequently, they may become fragile (Adler et al., 2009). In particular, in his Productivity 

Dilemma, Abernathy (1978) stated that a firm's focus on productivity gains blocked its 

capacity to find new and innovative solutions to adapt to environmental changes. The 

juxtaposition between efficiency and innovation is often characterized as a choice between 

exploitation and exploration (March, 1991; Gupta et al., 2006). Exploitation manifests itself 

when a process follows a pattern stored in organizational memory; exploration occurs when 

there is no template to observe. One crucial issue is to find a balance between these two 

strategies. Hence, the relevance of ambidexterity can be understood as the ability to 

successfully manage both exploration and exploitation (O'Reilly and Tushmann, 2008).   

Research has now appeared seeking to incorporate findings from organizational theory to 

explore ambidexterity as part of operation- and supply chain management (e.g. Adler et al., 

2009; Kortmann et al., 2014; Salvador et al., 2014; Tamayo-Torres et al., 2017). Some 

researchers use the term “ambidexterity” to denote the supply chains´ ability to establish 

fruitful relationships with buyers and suppliers (Im and Rai, 2008; Azadegan and Dooley, 

2010; Hernandez-Espallardo et al., 2011). Others explore ambidexterity as a capability to 

improve firm and supply chain performance over time (Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996; Gibson 

and Birkinshaw, 2004; Raisch et al., 2009; Kristal et al., 2010; Blome et al., 2013). More 

studies are needed to understand how ambidextrous capabilities may be created or otherwise 

constrained in processes within and across firms when engaging in operations- and supply 

chain management activities.  

It has already been established that the new product development (NPD) process helps a 

company’s management to coordinate the flow of new products and it is also strictly 
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connected to sourcing, manufacturing, and distribution activities, which are necessary to the 

successful commercialization of a product (Hilletofth and Eriksson 2011). 

The need for the integration of processes is an important step towards the product's 

commercialization (Gonzalez-Zapatero et al., 2017). In the same way, research shows that 

early and extensive supplier involvement facilitates the development of new products by 

accelerating the whole process and by reducing supply risk (McIvor and Humphreys, 2004; 

Zsidisin and Smith, 2005; Petersen et al., 2005). Some issues arise in the supplier integration 

endeavor: these include supply chain design, degree of responsibility for design, specific 

responsibilities in the requirement setting process, when to involve suppliers in the process, 

inter-company communication, intellectual property agreements, supplier membership on the 

project team and alignment of organizational objectives concerning outcomes (Petersen et al., 

2005). 

The present research aims to explore how a firm, when engaged in collaborative NPD 

activities, may be understood to be successful or unsuccessful in achieving ambidextrous 

processes. Our specific interest is directed towards the identification of both internal and 

external factors and practices that enable or constrain the firm in reaching a balance between 

exploitation-focus and exploration-focus in NPD processes. We formulate the following 

research question: What are the managerial practices that enable or constrain the firm in 

reaching a satisfactory balance between exploitation and exploration internally and in the 

supply network when engaged with product development?   

A set of theoretical relationships between emerging constructs has been identified. 

Specifically, our analysis led to the development of a theoretical model that proposes how 

organizational processes and managerial practices influence the ability to reach ambidexterity 

in product development projects inside the focal organization and the wider supply network. 

We find that the organization of the NPD projects, alignment strategies, approaches to reward 
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structure, supplier integration willingness, and absorptive capacity were all formative in the 

firms' abilities to reach ambidexterity in the NPD processes.   

The presented research adds to our understanding of how ambidextrous capabilities may be 

created or otherwise constrained in processes within and across firms in the supply chain. 

This helps integrate already established recent organizational- and managerial theory into the 

domain of operations- and process management. While most studies have focused their 

attention on understanding the processes of achieving ambidexterity inside the firm (Gibson 

and Birkinshaw, 2004; Raisch et al., 2009) the present study extends this concern to include 

also a concern for the inter-organizational domain. Herby complementing the few studies that 

share a similar concern (Narasimhan and Narayanan, 2013; Aoki and Wilhelm, 2017).  

We structured the paper as follows. The next section presents relevant literature and develops 

from literature a list of categories and antecedent factors that enable ambidexterity in 

organizations and processes. Section 3 describes the research methodology, while Section 4 

presents case study findings and develops the theoretical model. Finally, section 5 presents 

the discussion and conclusion.  

2. Which factors create ambidextrous organizations?  

While former researcher showed a trade-off between exploitation and exploration (March, 

1991), more recently scholars explore the possibility of achieving exploration and 

exploitation objectives simultaneously, giving birth to the concept of ambidexterity 

(Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996; Adler et al., 2009; Gupta et al., 2006, Raisch et al., 2009; 

Kortmann, 2015). A central concern in this research is the elements, processes, and 

managerial practices that lead an organization to become ambidextrous. The literature review 

identified 35 antecedents originating from disciplines across the areas of business, 
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management, and economics. The coding subsequently clustered the identified enabling 

factors into seven broader categories (see Table 1).  

<<Insert Table 1 about here>> 

The paper proceeds by developing the causal relation between the identified antecedents’ 

clusters and the opportunity to develop ambidexterity within a firm.  

2.1 Leadership Style 

Leadership style can be defined as the way of providing direction, implementing strategies, 

and motivating people (Newstrom, 2015). The overall proposition here is that different facets 

of leadership style matter for the ability to create an ambidextrous organization (e.g. 

Kammerlander et al., 2015; Kauppila and Tempelaar 2016; Kortmann, 2015; Mihalache et al. 

2014; Venugopal et al. 2018). The degree to which senior management engages in 

collaborative behavior through horizontal, participative decision making is shown to lead to 

the enhancement of an organization's ambidexterity (Venugopal et al. 2018). Also, the degree 

to which top management is fully committed to the company's objectives is shown to be a 

necessary condition to foster increased levels of ambidexterity in the firm (Kortmann, 2015). 

Several other facets of leadership style have been shown to matter for the ability to create an 

ambidextrous organization. Jansen et al. (2008), show that an executive director’s 

transformational leadership enables the growing effectiveness of the senior team attributes in 

ambidextrous organizations. Kauppila and Tempelaar (2016) define paradoxical leadership as 

a leadership style that combines solid managerial support with the concurrent expectations of 

high performance and demonstrate that paradoxical leadership fosters employees' 

ambidextrous behavior. Kammerlander et al. (2015), finds that the CEO's level of promotion 

focus positively affects both the firm's exploration and exploitation activities and, hence, its 

organizational ambidexterity. Mihalache et al. (2014), refer to Top Management Team’s 
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shared leadership as “the distribution of leadership influence across multiple team members” 

(p. 129) and show that shared leadership can balance the inherent tension of the exploration-

exploitation trade-off.   

2.2 Strategic Human Resource management 

Strategic Human Resource Management (HRM) is defined here as the strategic, proactive 

management of the employees of a company. This category comprises all the factors that are 

related to the working conditions of the employees, the way they are motivated to work, and 

the social attributes of the firm. The main difference with the former is in its focus on the 

organizational capital of the firm, rather than the way management organizes work. The most 

evident sources of ambidexterity in the literature are Human/Social Capital attributes and 

their combinations. Ambidexterity arises because of the joint action of social, human, and 

organizational capital. The combination of social, human, and organizational capital has 

attributes that will steer individuals to adopt paradoxical cognitive frames, and, foster 

ambidextrous behavior (De la Lastra et al., 2017). Building a supportive organizational 

environment that stretches the employees to dangle between innovation and efficiency 

focused-activities, is central to ambidexterity fostering (Sinha, 2016). Individual employees’ 

characteristics have also been found to play a determinant role in triggering ambidexterity. 

Wang and Jiang (2009) analyzed how individual competencies and the capability of lower-

level agents can be contributors to an ambidextrous context in a firm. They focus their 

attention on NPD teams, and in particular on their gradually improved skills and know-how, 

which have proven to be antecedents of ambidexterity at the lower organizational level. Also, 

an HRM system can facilitate a firm’s progress towards the balance of the exploration-

exploitation trade-off (Garaus et al., 2016). Essentially, an ambidextrous HRM system can be 

considered as a particular high-performance work system that can foster ambidexterity by 

applying integrative employment and work practices to facilitate collaboration and to create a 
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common frame of reference that nurtures knowledge integration. Kauppila and Tempelaar 

(2016) show that the general self-efficacy of the employees is positively correlated with 

ambidextrous behavior. 

2.3 Organizational Culture 

Organizational culture is defined as the sum of collective values, beliefs, and principles of 

organizational members which is a product of factors such as history, product, market, 

technology, and strategy of the firm (Needle, 2010). In this category, all those values and 

behaviors that actively shape a firm's culture and attitudes in doing business are included. 

Thus, discipline, stretch, support, and trust are understood as enablers of ambidexterity. First, 

discipline, as explained by Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004), encourages members to willingly 

attempt to meet all expectations generated by both their explicit and implicit targets. Second, 

stretch is defined as an attribute of the context which leads members to eagerly strive for 

more ambitious and challenging targets. Third, support is an attribute of the context that 

encourages employees to offer help and support to each other. All those mechanisms that 

allow members to access other actors’ resources in a sharing context, independence given to 

employees to act on their own at lower levels, and senior managers prioritizing the provision 

of guidance and help rather than the mere exercise of power and authority contribute to the 

establishment of support (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). Last, trust is a characteristic of the 

context that pushes actors to rely on each other’s obligations and commitments. If the 

business unit's decision-making processes are characterized by fairness and impartiality, and 

if they are coupled with the involvement of the affected actors in the same processes, then the 

environment possesses the features that contribute to the establishment of trust (Gibson and 

Birkinshaw, 2004). These are all attributes of the context that Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) 

have shown to be positively correlated to the ambidexterity building within a firm. In 



 

8 
 

particular, the authors stress the importance of the context, developing the concept of 

“Contextual Organisational Ambidexterity”.  

2.4 Organisational Structure 

Organizational structure eases decision-making processes, helps provide an effective 

response to the environment, and helps in conflict resolution between organizational units 

(Ahmady et al., 2016). It represents the sum of all those relations on jobs, systems, 

operations, and people that are striving towards the completion of the firms' goals 

(Mintzberg, 1983). Different types of organizational structure may enable ambidexterity in 

organizations. Sinha (2016) proposes to place innovation and efficiency champions across the 

hierarchy, to trigger ambidextrous behavior among the employees.  Also, Lee and Rha (2016) 

demonstrate that process building capability makes the firms able to adapt to changes in 

technologies and customers, thus triggering ambidexterity. Further, Nosella et al. (2012) find 

several sources that link firms’ both formal (e.g. marketing differentiation strategies, cost 

leadership strategies, hybrid strategies) and informal (e.g. conflict engagement, customer 

orientation) structural mechanisms to the development of organizational ambidexterity. 

2.5 Job design 

Job design is concerned with the various specification of contents, methods, and relationships 

of jobs with the primary objective of satisfying technological and organizational requirements 

together with the social and personal requirements of the worker (Rush, 1971). Within this 

category fall, the antecedents we identify as related to the firm’s tasks and the processes, and 

the way they are designed. Kortmann (2015) shows that the design of tasks can trigger 

ambidexterity through a process of continuous learning and control. Further, social relations 

play a role. Jansen (2005), show that organizational units with densely connected social 
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relations can trigger ambidexterity. The higher the interconnectedness between units, the 

more potential for ambidexterity creation is found. 

2.6 Dynamic capabilities 

Dynamic capabilities represent "the firm's ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal 

and external competencies to address rapidly changing environments" (Teece et al., 1997, p. 

516). In the business literature, various examples of dynamic capabilities can be found, and 

for some of those, a relation with ambidexterity seems apparent. For instance, the contextual 

alignment capability, the ability of organizations to align strategic level decisions with lower-

level activities (Chandrasekaran et al., 2012) seems to be positively related to ambidexterity. 

The authors argue that building an ambidextrous organization entails three capabilities at 

different organizational levels: decision risk (strategic level), structural differentiation 

(project level), and contextual alignment (Meso level). A second antecedent is the ability to 

differentiate, meaning to separate the activities, to divide physically different processes that 

could conflict with each other. This dynamic capability is found significant in fostering 

ambidextrous behavior. It is also found in the study by Eltantawy (2016) that supply chain 

resilience is positively correlated with ambidexterity building. The author defines supply 

chain resilience as a (p. 123) “multifaceted dynamic capability that is determined by two 

contrasting aspects of stability (engineering and ecological resilience)”. The author finds that 

this dynamic capability has the power to help the buyer’s firm to adapt and transform in 

turbulent environments thanks to ambidextrous activities, hence pursuing an effective balance 

between exploration and exploitation within a firm’s supply chain. 

2.7 Organizational environment  

This category embraces different factors that span the boundaries of the company, including 

its relationships with the environment, and external, exogenous resource availability of the 
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market in which it is located. Within this category fall all the antecedents that specifically 

deals with how a firm engages relationships with buyers and suppliers. In particular, Im and 

Rai (2008) studied the use of exploratory knowledge (i.e. the exchange of knowledge 

between firms based on a long-run perspective) and exploitative sharing (i.e. the exchange of 

knowledge that helps in gaining a more immediate reward). When simultaneously used this 

was found to foster ambidexterity within a firm. The perception the firm has on its available 

resources plays a central role. If the resources are perceived to be enough, more efforts are 

put in place to gain ambidexterity within the firm, while perceptions of a scarcity of resources 

lead to an understanding that the pursuit of ambidexterity seems far less doable. Thus, the 

constraint of scarce resources is also found to hurt ambidexterity creation (Sok and O´Class, 

2015). 

3. Methodology  

To develop new knowledge about the managerial practices important for the emergence of 

ambidexterity in NPD processes the present research explores the following research 

question: What are the managerial practices that enable or constrain the firm in reaching a 

satisfactory balance between exploitation and exploration internally and in the supply 

network when engaged with product development? We formulated the research question to 

capture the tensions between the managerial practices designed to foster exploitation and 

those designed to foster exploration. This enabled us to explore how and when in the NPD 

process the different practices collide, create tensions, and thus hinder the emergence of 

ambidextrous NPD processes.   

Given the explorative nature of our research and the ambition to develop new theoretical 

insight, a case study approach enabling the researchers to investigate a contemporary 

phenomenon in depth within a complex real-life context was adopted (Voss et al., 2002).  
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NewTech, a firm in the healthcare industry, was selected as the focal organization because of 

its dual focus on innovation and efficiency. NewTech develops and manufactures highly 

innovative healthcare products, but it also relies on economies of scale, supply chain 

efficiency, and operational excellence to win market shares. Because of relatively high 

margins on the product, NewTech strives towards product innovation, but, it also needs to be 

cost-oriented to remain competitive in the market, making it an ideal case for the study of the 

potential to enable ambidexterity in NPD projects. NPD project where mainly unfolded in the 

triadic relationship between NewTech’s research and development department (R&D), the 

global sourcing department (GSD), as well as with a small set of highly innovative strategic 

first-tier suppliers that also delivered innovations and products to NewTech’s main 

competitors.  

3.1 Data collection  

Data collection relied on semi-structured interviews and additional data on the involved 

firms’ ambidextrous practices collected from archival documents such as strategy-

presentations, supplier segmentation models, and data from performance measurement 

systems. Mixed data from these heterogeneous sources enabled us to analyze the issue from 

different perspectives and helped us triangulate the collected data and enhance the reliability 

of our findings (Eisenhardt, 1989).  

The semi-structured interview-format helped us provide the interviewees' space to unfold 

their specific knowledge within the subject (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). The interview 

guide was theory-driven, and structured around three dominant themes. First, we investigated 

whether NewTech had already put in place any activities or strategies related to the 

management of the exploration-exploitation trade-off. Hence, we asked several sets of 

general, introductory questions about how the firm addressed the potentially conflicting 

objectives of exploration and exploitation while adjusting them depending on the informant’s 
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function and organizational position. Second, another set of questions addressed NewTech's 

internal processes, communication, and relationships between departments. A special interest 

was placed on the organization and execution of NPD projects. Finally, the third set of 

questions was designed to explore the supplier management practices put in place by 

NewTech. 

16 semi-structured interviews were conducted with the focal firm. As NPD processes are 

cross-functional, a diverse set of informants from the GSD and the R&D were interviewed. 8 

interviews with 4 different respondents in the GSD, and 8 interviews with 4 different 

respondents in the R&D. We conducted follow-up interviews to gather additional information 

concerning concepts that needed more attention or were still unclear from an analysis point of 

view. We stopped collecting additional data when we reached the point of theoretical 

saturation at which interviews did not help identify new or expand the emerging concepts 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). To enable an analysis of the gathered data, all interviews were recorded 

and transcribed. Further, a case database that incorporated the individual notes, the interview 

transcripts, and all the available data was established (Yin, 2009). 

3.3 Data analysis 

We began analyzing the data as we collected it and organized our analyses in the case 

database (Eisenhardt, 1989). Data analysis followed the principles outlined in Miles and 

Huberman (1994). Established coding techniques and quality safekeeping mechanisms were 

further used (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). This included the development of the case study 

database and independent coding of data and documentation and discussion of coding 

discrepancies. The coding was operationalized using NVivo 11 software to identify the in-

case conceptual patterns across the primary and secondary data (Bandara, 2006).  

We began the analyses by reading the transcribed interview data multiple times and writing 

summary reports for each interview (Miles and Huberman, 1994). We continued with the 
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open coding by reducing the data to words, sentences, and short paragraphs deemed relevant 

to answer our research question (Polyviou et al., 2020). First, the data were analytically 

separate into explorative activities and routinized activities. In particular, the analysis 

searched for activities that could be clearly distinguished between exploitation (e.g. 

standardization of development processes), and exploration (e.g. cross-functional joint 

problem solving internally or with suppliers). Second, the analysis was performed with a 

focus on instances of what was identified as conflicts between the dual objectives, and with a 

focus on what was identified as the dual co-existence of both objectives in the workings of a 

smooth and thus balanced ambidextrous NPD process. Finally, to identify a set of clustered 

casual factors leading to ambidexterity in NPD processes, we performed pattern searching 

across the two first analytical steps. To help derive the clusters and factors, the categories and 

antecedents to ambidexterity deductively identified from the literature (see Table 1) acted as 

a list of initial codes. Each of the authors performed the coding separately. Subsequently, 

researchers compared and discussed the outcomes until a consensus on the coding emerged. 

4. Case study findings 

NewTech, the case company, develops, manufactures, and sells advanced high-tech 

electronic products in the healthcare sector. NewTech is characterized by a competitive focus 

where innovations and bringing new innovative products to the market faster than its 

competitors is a key objective. Competition is increasingly focused on the ability to innovate, 

develop, and deliver new products to the market. The supply chain is characterized by a 

continuous flow of product introductions and new products with short life cycles. 

Concerning NPD and the part of the process in focus in this research, two departments are 

fundamentally involved. First, the research and development department (R&D), with its 

product development specialists and engineers, is responsible for running the NPD projects 

and for allocating a project manager as responsible for the task. The project manager is 
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responsible for bringing the new product to the market fast and according to plans. Second, 

the global sourcing department (GSD), with its strategic supply category managers and 

commercial experts, holds the key account responsibility for all suppliers and is thus 

responsible for supplier-management. Also, the primary focus of the department is to reduce 

business risks and to source and maintain a balanced supply network with the ability to fulfill 

the current and future business needs of NewTech.   

473 suppliers deliver components to NewTech. Suppliers are classified using risk as the 

primary parameter. To identify strategic suppliers a "risk assessment" is performed by GSD 

together with the quality department. The risk assessment includes a dual concern. Whilst 

50% of the risk score is allocated to quality concerns with a view towards safety for the end-

user, the other 50% considers commercial parameters with a view towards complexity and 

other types of business risks in the supply chain setup.  

From our analysis, it is apparent that NewTech is striving to balance exploration and 

exploitation. Exploration is at the core of the firms’ competitive strategy, but exploitation and 

a view towards efficiency, stability, and risk reduction are also eminent in its organization, 

and its approach towards suppliers.  

No formal strategies, procedures, or processes are in place to balance the dual objectives of 

exploitation and exploration. However, based on the analysis we conclude that when 

successful the balance between these objectives emerges from the interactions between the 

internal departments in NewTech, and because of interaction with suppliers. Specifically, 

from the coding of interviews, a set of factors that influence the ability to both explore and 

exploit are identified (see Table 2). We, therefore, find these factors as enabling or 

constraining to the potential of having ambidexterity emerge internally in NewTech and 

externally in the wider supply network when developing new products. We now turn to 

discuss our findings concerning each of these factors.   
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<<Insert Table 2 about here>> 

4.1 Organization of NPD projects 

NewTech organizes NPD projects into three major phases (see Table 3) and the NPD process 

comprises four primary activities (see Figure 1). First, there are core knowledge projects. 

These projects are focused on developing new ideas for products or versions of products that 

can be commercialized. This is explained by a product development engineer.  

"Ok, what is this? How new is this? We are saying we need a completely 
new type of material we haven't used before. That's a core knowledge 
project. That's where our specialists are working, that's where we start all 
the preliminary work to identify: "Ok, what can we do? Do we go left, do we 
go right? What do we do”.  

At this stage, a major concern is creativity and idea generation. Project risk is very high. 

Normally there will be 3-4 core knowledge projects running in NewTech at the same time.  

Second, there are concept projects. These projects are mainly concerned with the exploration 

and development of new core technologies and their subsequent implementation in 

components. The task is to find solutions that will maintain research and development 

opportunities, but also secure the ability to reduce future efficiency and risks. Project risk is 

high. Often there will be 1-2 concept projects running in NewTech at the same time. Third, 

delivery projects are focusing strictly on the final product. Here the primary concern is 

bringing the product to the market on time, with the right quality, and, when possible, with 

attention to cost.   

<<Insert Figure 1 about here>> 

<<Insert Table 3 about here>>  

Ambidexterity, the ability to manage both exploration and exploitation (O’Reilly and 

Tushman, 2008), seems to emerge successfully when NewTech gives room for a dual 

concern for exploration and exploitation, albeit in different distinct phases of NPD. Time is a 
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factor that separates the two concerns. In core knowledge projects, exploration dominates. In 

delivery projects, we find exploitation to be dominating. However, in concept projects, the 

formalized process still involves a simultaneous dual concern for exploration and exploitation 

that often materializes in negotiation-like situations, sometimes even conflicts, and as a test 

of strengths between R&D and GSD. In one interview, the product development manager 

explains that there are both commercial and innovation concerns:  

"Who should be our suppliers? Do we have one, do we have two? Can the 
product that they are reviewing, for us, can they be coherent so that we 
don't have to do too much work in the actual final product to fit in two 
different components? So here you have a heavy collaboration between 
sourcing and the R&D.”  

The timing of the involvement of GSD and commercial concerns in the projects seemed to be 

one such constant battleground. Our data show several instances where R&D and GSD would 

push for different involvement strategies.   

“Where the commercial perspective comes in? Perhaps that's where we're 
not good enough to see and also discuss the commercial aspect because 
does it matter to discuss the commercial aspect if the technology has proven 
not mature enough? So that's a conflict that we have here if we start talking 
too much who should be the supplier then we might not end up having a 
solution because we select a supplier who couldn't do the technology." 

The quote shows how the timing of concerns related to future exploitation and involvement 

of specific suppliers is perceived as potentially hindering or killing abilities to explore. 

One of the category managers we interviewed, while stating that the management of 

processes between R&D and GSD were substantially effective, also expressed concerns of 

the lack of time and focus dedicated to design for manufacturing issues in the concept project 

phase. At this stage, NewTech needs to discuss the different options for the new component: 

a series of concepts design reviews are run, but in the manager’s opinion, not enough 

attention, time and focus are put in the design for manufacturing characteristics of the new 

component during these reviews. This poses a significant challenge to NewTech because the 
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risk it inherently bears is that the new product will be flawed. The consequences of 

insufficient attention in this phase are higher costs, poor quality, and longer time-to-market.  

Another issue related to the organization of NPD projects was the allocation of 

responsibilities. Responsibilities were allocated and integrated differently across the different 

component areas. In one component area (e.g. prints) the responsibility for product 

development and the subsequent production phase were both within R&D. In another 

instance, R&D was only responsible for bringing the product to the market fast, and 

according to the plan.  

"In this case, the responsibility for cost optimization in mass production still 
lies in the R&D, and here I see another way of working with them when in 
the other part of the development department it is just "getting the product 
out". 

The quote illustrates how the different setups concerning the allocation of responsibilities 

affected the working relationship between the departments, and how it affected the 

willingness to find balances between exploration and exploitation. 

4.2 Alignment strategies and reward structure 

Although we found evidence that NewTech is mainly successful in organizing NPD 

processes in a way that often leads to the successful management of both exploration and 

exploitation, we also found challenges. These challenges originated from a set of different 

factors related to organizational misalignment, and they created friction. We found evidence 

that misalignment often resulted in imbalances between exploration and exploitation. In these 

instances, exploration and exploitations were seen as in opposition and as trade-offs, and thus 

where perceived as impossible to reach simultaneously.  

The reward structure and the allocation of responsibilities between functions inside the 

NewTech organization presented itself as major factors producing misalignments. First, 

concerning the rewarding system, the different departments involved had contrasting success 
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criteria and performance measures on which they had to excel. This is expressed by the 

global procurement manager:  

I am being measured on one thing, and that’s cost. And the last two years 
there has been an even more intense focus on cost and I think it will 
continue”.  

And from another interview with a commercial category manager:  

“I want to reduce business risk, it is price, delivery, and all other aspects 
related to future potential risks. That is my main aim, not just cost 
reduction. It is a business risk".  

Sometimes GSD saw it as their primary task to educate R&D to incorporate a concern for 

issues related to subsequent exploitation:  

“Our job is also to try and raise their [R&D´s] awareness of costs. When 
you look at this little component and it's only 30 Eurocents it will increase, 
it doesn't look like a lot. But it is a lot”.  

Besides that, a category manager expressed concern regarding the lack of focus on innovation 

in the sourcing department as a potential threat for NewTech. Managers are not measured on 

innovation, as there are no key performance indicators (KPI´s) which focus on this aspect in 

their daily activities:  

“We do not have any KPIs around innovation capability at all. So, I guess it 
is a self-driven initiative to have innovation driving the supplier base in my 
area”.  

“I have a deep interest in innovation in the business place also in sourcing 
and when I have my regular business review with my key strategic suppliers, 
what are they doing in direction of innovation is a key part of those 
discussions”.  

However, this is not acknowledged from his superiors, which can lead to a significant 

misalignment both in the objectives and in the understanding of the sourcing strategy:  

"I don't actually know whether [the direct superior] recognizes or wants it, 
or whatever. I actually do not know".  

It is interesting to note that the sourcing contract is not used to drive objectives and convey 

expectations to suppliers. Neither innovations nor cost-reduction objectives are mentioned in 
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the contract. Both R&D and GSD-managers do not see the contract as an important element 

in directing suppliers towards specific concerns for exploitation or exploration. They only 

include concerns for quality and delivery in the contract. 

A final observation related to alignment issues is the role of the project manager. Our coding 

highlights the personalities and approaches of the project managers as important in finding 

compromises. One category managers explain:  

"Some of them are just more "seeking consensus", they want to please 
everybody. And some of them are much more focused on getting the product 
out. But it is not like there's not a dialogue, it is just different people”. 

Another important aspect here is the decision-making process of NewTech in deciding 

whether to be single or dual-sourced. Whilst R&D, in the advanced stage of the process 

(delivery projects), would work more efficiently being single-sourced, GSD finds it vital to 

rely at least on two suppliers for both quality and risk reasons.  

"So again, looking at a time constraint in a project, dual sourcing poses 
some dilemmas. At the beginning where you have to choose the components, 
it's a good thing because then I can choose the best component. But later on, 
it becomes a hassle because I have to keep both of them all the way to the 
end, and I need to document both solutions because they never 100 percent 
align. So, […] it’s in the end not a good thing or the best thing but to begin 
with, is definitely needed”.  

As described in this quote, the R&D-manager would find the process easier if NewTech was 

single-sourced, but the R&D-manager also understands the constraints of relying on one 

supplier. R&D needs to have more than one supplier delivering prototypes at the beginning of 

the process, to choose between unique solutions. 

4.3 Supplier integration  

Supplier integration refers to the degree to which the firm is connected with its network of 

suppliers (potential and current) in exchanging shared ideas and solutions (Schiele, 2010). 

The existence of shared mechanisms and common knowledge bases are important 
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components of supplier integration (Narasimhan and Narayanan, 2013). Our data analysis 

shows how issues related to when and how much to involve suppliers were central in 

addressing both exploration and exploitation concerns. Especially concerns of involving 

suppliers too much were related to issues with protecting proprietary knowledge. Sometimes 

there were concerns for suppliers being too active in exploring how the component they 

delivered fitted into modules, the overall system, and the final product. Specifically, there 

were concerns related to talking too much and too openly with suppliers. The dilemma was 

that some of the central and most innovative suppliers were also delivering to NewTech’s 

competitors. NewTech sought innovations from these suppliers, but if too much knowledge 

was given away, they feared this could easily be spread to the competitors. These concerns 

paved the way to a closed innovation process, where innovation activities are confined within 

the firm (Chesbrough, 2006). The R&D manager highlights the trade-off and the balancing 

issue in this quote from one of our interviews:  

“I would assume that from a sourcing perspective it can be an advantage to 
hire or accumulate different strategic components with one supplier instead 
of having ten different suppliers. That enables better negotiating prices 
because it doesn’t become the single part but it becomes the dealing 
business to business that is in focus. But from an R&D perspective that can 
actually be a drawback, because it could be that that particular supplier has 
an interest in not just selling parts, but also an interest in learning more and 
more the key elements of what it is that we actually do in R&D. Therefore, 
there is a fine line between negotiating good prices and keeping our 
knowledge secret”.  

R&D sometimes saw a change in technology at suppliers as posing a risk for reaching their 

target on time to market. The purchasing manager explains:  

“R&D is measured on getting the product out, it is adding risk to their 
projects when we request suppliers to move into new technology". 

However, data also shows how GSD pushed some more passive strategic suppliers to move 

into new technologies:  
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“Sometimes we even have to push suppliers to technologies, and say you 
need to go into this new technology because otherwise, you will be too 
costly, the product will be too expensive. You need to change”.  

Hence, GSD pushed for innovations from suppliers. And again, this quote from a category 

manager shows how GSD believes they should engage in strong partnerships with the 

suppliers:  

“[we should] listen to the voice of the manufacturer of the part. I mean, they 
are the experts, we are experts in designing […], but the manufacturer is the 
expert in manufacturing the part” 

“We probably lack the level of engagement with the manufacturer or the 
supplier early enough, and deep enough”.  

Thus, supplier integration is a constant battleground between R&D and GSD. Due to their 

different views on strategic activities and suppliers’ involvement, they have different 

considerations on this matter. On one side, we have R&D, which heavily relies on in-house 

developers and considers the disclosure of proprietary information as a significant risk, but 

which also depends on these suppliers for both the innovations they can provide and their 

insights on the design and the features of the components they source to them. On the other 

side, we see GSD, which seems – at some points - more willing to disclose sensitive 

information for achieving a more profound engagement with the suppliers that are considered 

“the experts” in manufacturing the components.  

4.4 Absorptive capacity  

Absorptive capacity is defined as a firm’s “ability to recognize the value of new external 

information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends” (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). 

The analysis shows that absorptive capacity is an important variable when ambition is to 

understand how exploration and exploitation can be successfully balanced. First, in our 

coding of data, we identified issues related to the mistiming of innovative supplier ideas and 

suggestions. When innovative ideas from suppliers emerged at a time where NPD projects 

were delayed or in risk of becoming delayed, these ideas were not taken into account. 
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However, they were put on hold until the product was launched. These innovative ideas 

risked being "forgotten" because many resources were already allocated on other projects 

running at that moment. Also, issues related to the complexity of understanding long-term 

business impacts of suppliers’ innovative suggestions were identified as affecting NewTech’s 

absorptive capacity.  

“So, when they come up with something, then somebody needs to catch it, 
and understand whether this would be good for our business, but doing this 
fast can be challenging because it is quite complex. We might be able to see 
if it is good for the product in relation to innovation, but we also need to 
understand business risk impact, and this is more complex".  

This quote illustrates how a concern related to exploitation (e.g. business risk impact) can be 

seen as affecting NewTech’s absorptive capacity and ultimately the balance between 

exploration and exploitation. In summary, we found the absorptive capacity to be a 

moderating variable in the relationship between supplier integration and exploration success, 

and a variable affecting NewTech’s ability in balancing exploration and exploitation, to reach 

a state of ambidexterity. We summarize our case study findings in the theoretical model 

shown in Figure 2. 

<<Insert Figure 2 about here>> 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

The presented research adds to our understanding of how ambidextrous capabilities may be 

created or otherwise constrained in processes within and across firms in NPD processes. 

Results obtained in the present research helps integrate already established recent 

organizational- and managerial theory into the domain of process- and operations 

management. We can identify four main contributions.  

First, and compared to previous research on organizational ambidexterity, we find evidence 

that supports the relevance of some of these factors also in the context of the type of NPD 
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processes studies in this research. Specifically, we find that organizational structure and job 

design (Kortmann, 2015; Sinha, 2016), dynamic capabilities in the form of alignment 

capabilities (Eltantawy, 2016), and antecedents related to the organizational environment 

(Cao et al., 2009; Im and Rai, 2008; Sok and O'Cass, 2015) are important in reaching 

ambidexterity in NPD processes inside the firm and the supply network. We also present a 

condensation and clustering of antecedent factors to ambidexterity identified mainly from 

organizational theory. The list of clusters and individual factors identified can help future 

research cross-fertilize insights obtain in organization theory into the domain of operations- 

and business process management. 

Second, we add to the literature that has explored other types of ambidexterity, contexts, and 

business processes (Binci et al., 2020; Ardito et al., 2018; Heckmann and Maedche, 2018; 

Gastaldi et al., 2018), and to the still relatively sparse literature that explores how 

ambidextrous organizations and processes are relevant to business-relationships and supply 

chains (e.g. Im and Rai, 2008; Kristal et al. 2010; Blome et al., 2013; Eltantawy, 2016; Lee 

and Rha, 2016; Aoki and Wilhelm 2017; Ojha et al., 2018). In the presented research we 

show how a complex set of influences not only confined to the inside of the firm, not entirely 

confined to the firms' environment or its supply chain activities, forms the abilities of the firm 

to design ambidextrous processes. Thus, ambidexterity in business processes is constructed 

by interaction and negotiation in networks comprising both relations between departments 

inside the firm, but also between these departments and external entities such as strategic 

suppliers.  

Third, the presented research adds with new knowledge to research concerned with the study 

of the involvement of suppliers in NPD-processes (e.g. McIvor and Humphreys, 2004; 

Zsidisin and Smith, 2005; Schiele, 2010). Here we show how decisions on willingness, 

timing, and level to supplier involvement are objects for negotiation between internal 
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functions, and that this holds implications for the ability to create ambidexterity in NPD-

processes. We urge future research to adopt more cross-functional perspectives to explore the 

formation and potential for ambidexterity in NPD processes in real-life settings. 

However, our study also presents some limitations. Although following several NPD projects, 

the qualitative case-based approach applied here using a single case study is a limitation. The 

purpose is not to generalize, but to provide a deeper understanding of the ability to reach 

ambidextrous NPD processes.  The proposed relationships have to be further developed and 

refined using more case studies and then tested using survey-based research. Thus, we urge 

future research to explore empirically the factors that potentially enable or constrain the 

emergence of ambidexterity in supply networks. Also, future research could be based on the 

model presented here, by formulating and testing a set of hypotheses to confirm and extend 

the framework of factors affecting the ability to reach a state of ambidexterity internally and 

in the supply networks, concerning NPD projects. 

A final remark is warranted. The findings presented here have implications for product 

development managers and supply chain managers. The identified influential factors may 

help firms in devising strategies and practices to strengthen their abilities to reach 

ambidextrous NPD processes.  Findings show how managers should find it rewarding to 

reach organizational alignment concerning rewards structures and to analyze the allocation of 

responsibilities concerning NPD. The processes and procedures that are in place to integrate 

innovative suppliers and to strengthen the organization's absorptive capacity should also be a 

concern when the ambition is to foster ambidextrous NPD processes. 
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CATEGORY ANTECEDENTS REFERENCES 

Leadership Style 

 Top management team behavioral 
integration 

 Top management involvement 
 Transformational leadership 
 Managers’ paradoxical leadership 
 CEO’s regulatory focus 
 Senior team ability to build dynamic 

capabilities 
 Top management team’s shared 

leadership 

Jansen et al. (2008) 
Kammerlander et al. (2015) 
Kauppila and Tempelaar (2016) 
Kortmann (2015) 
Mihalache et al. (2014) 
Ojha et al. (2018) 
O'Reilly and Tushman (2008) 
O'Reilly and Tushman (2011) 
Schulze et al. (2008) 
Sinha (2016) 
Venugopal et al. (2018) 
Yitzhack et al. (2015) 

Strategic Human 
Resource Management 

 Human/social capital attributes 
 Human resource flexibility 
 Supportive environment 
 Combination of organizational, human 

and social capital 
 Fluid intelligence, flexibility and 

divergent thinking 
 Individual employees' 

competencies/capability of the lower-
level agents 

 Self-efficacy of the employees 
 Employees empowerment 
 High-performance work systems 

De la Lastra et al. (2017) 
Garaus et al. (2016) 
Good and Michel (2013) 
Kauppila and Tempelaar (2016) 
Lin et al. (2017) 
Malik et al. (2019) 
Renzl et al. (2013) 
Sinha (2016) 
Sok and O´Cass (2015) 
Úbeda-García et al. (2016) 
Venugopal et al. (2018) 
Wang and Jiang (2009) 
Yitzhack et al. (2015) 

Organizational Culture 

 Organizational culture 
 Discipline 
 Stretch 
 Support 
 Trust 

Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) 
Nosella et al. (2012) 
Tinoco (2014) 
Harmancioglu et al. (2020) 

Organizational 
Structure 

 Innovation and efficiency champions 
across the hierarchy 

 Business Model Innovation 
 Supply Chain capability in building 

processes 
 Formal and Informal structural 

mechanisms 
 Flexible matrix structure 

Bøe-Lillegraven (2014) 
Egelhoff (2020) 
Lee and Rha (2016) 
Nosella et al. (2012) 
Sinha (2016) 

Job Design 
 Strategic sub-processes 
 Organizational units with densely 

connected social relations 

Jansen (2005) 
Kortmann (2015) 
Strese et al. (2016) 

Dynamic Capabilities 

 Dynamic capabilities 
 Dynamic supply chain capability 

building process 
 Alignment capability 
 Ability to differentiate 

Chandrasekaran et al. (2012) 
Eltantawy (2016) 
Lee and Rha (2016) 
O'Reilly and Tushman (2008) 

Organizational 
environment 

 Knowledge sharing between buyer 
and supplier 

 Perceived slack resources 
 Availability of necessary resources 

Cao et al. (2009) 
Im and Rai (2008) 
Sok and O'Cass (2015) 

 
Table 1 –Antecedents to ambidexterity identified in the literature. 
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 Formative factors Identified influential managerial 
practices 

Representative interview quotes (examples) 

Organisation 
of NPD 
projects 

The ability to organize NPD 
projects into different phases 
and responsibilities without 
fostering  value destruction 
tensions between exploitation 
and exploration objectives.  

• Separating exploration and exploitation 
focus in sequential organization. 

• Allocation and integration of 
responsibilities. 

“Where the commercial perspective comes in? Perhaps that's where 
we're not good enough to see and also discuss the commercial aspect 
because does it matter to discuss the commercial aspect if the 
technology has proven not mature enough? So that's a conflict that we 
have here if we start talking too much who should be the supplier then 
we might not end up having a solution because we select a supplier 
who couldn't do the technology." 

Alignment 
strategies  

The ability to find 
compromises and strategies to 
overcome trade-offs between 
the different NPD-process 
objectives. 

• Informal negotiation and balancing. 
• Educating, informing and knowledge 

sharing. 
• Consensus seeking project managers. 
• Personal drive and commitment. 

“Our job is also to try and raise their [R&D´s] awareness of costs. 
When you look at this little component and it's only 30 Eurocents it 
will increase, it doesn't look like a lot. But it is a lot”. 

Reward 
structure 

The ability to create joint 
reward structures internally 
and with suppliers.  

• Contracts used actively to convey 
priorities to suppliers. 

• Shared and integrated rewards and 
performance objectives. 

• Managers’ commitment to performance 
objectives from other business areas. 

“We do not have any KPIs around innovation capability at all. So, I 
guess it is a self-driven initiative to have innovation driving the 
supplier base in my area”. 

Supplier 
integration 

The ability to involve 
suppliers at the right time and 
at the right level.   

• When and how much to involve 
suppliers. 

• Concern for protecting proprietary 
knowledge. 

• Level and purpose of disclosure of 
sensitive information.  

• Level of accumulating different strategic 
components with one supplier. 

“Sometimes we even have to push suppliers to technologies, and say 
you need to go into this new technology because otherwise, you will 
be too costly, the product will be too expensive. You need to change”. 
“We probably lack the level of engagement with the manufacturer or 
the supplier early enough, and deep enough”.  
 

Absorptive 
capacity 

The ability to recognize the 
value of new external 
information, assimilate it, and 
apply it to commercial ends. 

• Timing of innovative suppliers’ ideas. 
• Complexity of understanding long-term 

business impact of suppliers´ innovative 
suggestions. 

“So, when they come up with something, then somebody needs to 
catch it, and understand whether this would be good for our business, 
but doing this fast can be challenging because it is quite complex. We 
might be able to see if it is good for the product in relation to 
innovation, but we also need to understand business risk impact, and 
this is more complex". 

  
Table 2 - The managerial practices identified to influence the firm in reaching ambidexterity in collaborative NPD processes. 
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PROJECT 
PHASE 

NO. OF 
PROJETS 
RUNNING 

RISK FOR 
NEWTECH 

FOCUS 

 
PLANNED 

ACTIVITIES 

 
MAIN 

OBJECTIVE 

Core 
Knowledge 
Projects 

 
3-4 

Very high 
Creativity, New 
innovative ideas 

NewTech Scans the market to 
get innovative ideas 

 
Exploration 

 
Concept 
Projects 
 

 
 
 
1-2 

High 

Technology; 
Future R&D 
opportunities; 
Future efficiency 
and risk 
implications 

Maturing and implementing new 
core technology. Different 
sourcing strategies are analyzed 
and discussed. Many conflicting 
views between R&D and GSD 

Negotiation: 
 
Exploration vs. 
Exploitation 

Delivery 
Projects 
 

 
 
 
5-7 

Medium 

Product 
Time to market 
Quality 
Cost 

The supplier is selected and 
instructed. All the "support" 
operations (e.g., Marketing) are 
performed at this stage. 
Heavy collaboration between 
R&D and GSD with a focus on 
getting the product to the market 

 
 
 
Exploitation 

 
Table 3 –Organisation of NPD projects in NewTech. 
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Figure 1 –The major activities in the NPD process in NewTech. 
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Figure 2 – Theoretical Model of Ambidexterity in NPD processes. 
 


