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Abstract 
Digital innovation is arguably one of the biggest challenges facing the pharmaceutical industry, and 

digital health provides a threat as well as an opportunity for pharmaceutical companies to move 

beyond medicine. In 2015, a Danish pharmaceutical company (PharmaCo) founded an innovation lab 

(PharmaLab) to enable the digital transformation of the existing business through a business unit 

located separate from, yet in proximity of corporate headquarters. The Danish mainstream media 

hailed PharmaLab as an exemplar of corporate innovation labs, but moving inside the innovation lab 

managers struggled in managing the seemingly mutually exclusive relationship between exploring 

new business opportunities of digital innovation and exploiting digital health for the existing business. 

This dissertation studies how paradoxical tensions persist in ambidextrous organizations over time.  

Viewing ambidexterity through a paradox lens, the literature review builds on micro-foundations of 

ambidexterity to understand how managers handle paradoxical tensions in practice. The literature 

review decouples micro-level drivers (individual- and organizational-level) and micro-foundations of 

ambidexterity (individual and organizational ambidexterity) to understand how the paradoxical 

practices of individual managers enable ambidextrous organizations to handle persistent tensions over 

time. By developing the concept of ambidexterity dynamics, the literature review couples latent 

tensions to micro-levels drivers, salient tensions to individual ambidexterity and persistent tensions 

to organizational ambidexterity. Through the concept of an ambidexterity cycle, the literature review 

develops a theoretical model on persistence in ambidexterity that is dynamic, yet non-deterministic.  

Approaching the study of paradoxical tensions through a practice epistemology, the methodology 

chapter builds on practice-theoretical principles for zooming in and out on paradoxical tensions in 

practice and over time. The methodology chapter describes the case of PharmaLab as the corporate 

innovation lab of a pharmaceutical company, which provided the foundation for a longitudinal case 

study over a five-year period (2015-2020). Through more than 30 interviews with managers and 
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employees in PharmaLab, more than 50 observations of meetings between managers and employees, 

and the retrieval of more than 70 archival documents, data collection evolved as a snowballing 

process. Through an iterative coding process, evidence emerged for the concept of an ambidexterity 

cycle, driven by ambidexterity dynamics, and indicated the existence of dynamic shifts in cycles.  

The analysis results in three main findings. First, the analysis finds that four different paradoxical 

tensions persisted within PharmaLab over the five-year period, namely “Enabling transformation”, 

“Modelling business”, “Incorporating innovation” and “Sharing dedication” tensions. Second, the 

analysis finds that paradoxical tensions persisted within PharmaLab through eight different 

ambidexterity cycles, emerging and reemerging across four overlapping periods (2015-2017, 2016-

2018, 2017-2019, and 2018-2020). Third, the analysis finds that PharmaLab shifted between 

ambidexterity cycles through the differential perceptions of different managers on tensions as 

dualisms, paradoxes and dualities. The analysis concludes that PharmaLab cycled through 

ambidexterity by viewing tensions from different perspectives over time.  

The discussion claims three main contributions. First, ambidexterity dynamics add to the existing 

literature on micro-foundations of ambidexterity by showing how micro-level drivers trigger latent 

tensions, and individual managers handle salient tensions through paradoxical practices, which 

embed persistent tensions in organizational processes over time. Second, ambidexterity cycles add to 

the existing literature on dynamic ambidexterity by illustrating that ambidextrous organizations cycle 

through multiple, dynamic equilibria over time. Third, dynamic shifts add to the existing literature on 

paradox dynamics by illuminating how the nature of the relationship between the opposing poles of 

exploration and exploitation changes through a dynamic equilibrium. The conclusion recommends 

that managers and researchers beware of the temporal persistence of tensions in theory and practice.  
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Resumé 
Digital innovation er indiskutabelt en af de største udfordringer for medicinalindustrien, og digital 

sundhed udgør en trussel såvel som en mulighed for medicinalvirksomheder til at bevæge sig udover 

medicin. I 2015 stiftede en dansk medicinalvirksomhed (PharmaCo) et innovationslaboratorium 

(PharmaLab) for at muliggøre den digitale transformation af den eksisterende forretning gennem en 

forretningsenhed lokaliseret separat fra, men i nærheden af hovedkontoret. De danske nyhedsmedier 

hyldede PharmaLab som et eksemplarisk innovationslaboratorium, men ved at bevæge sig ind i 

innovationslaboratoriet kæmpede ledere med at håndtere det tilsyneladende gensidigt ekskluderende 

forhold mellem udforskningen af nye forretningsmuligheder gennem digital innovation og 

udnyttelsen af digital sundhed for den eksisterende forretning. Denne afhandling studerer, hvordan 

paradoksale spændinger vedbliver med at eksistere i ambidextrøse organisationer over tid. 

Ved at se ambidextrøsitet gennem en paradokslinse, bygger litteraturgennemgangen på mikro-

fundamenter af ambidextrøsitet for at forstå, hvordan ledere håndterer paradoksale spændinger i 

praksis. Litteraturgennemgangen frakobler mikro-niveau drivkræfter (individuelt og organisatorisk 

niveau) og mikro-fundamenter af ambidextrøsitet (individuel og organisatorisk ambidextrøsitet) for 

at forstå, hvordan individuelle lederes paradoksale praksisser gør det muligt for ambidextrøse 

organisationer at håndtere vedvarende spændinger over tid. Ved at udvikle konceptet ambidextrøse 

dynamikker kobler litteraturgennemgangen latente spændinger til mikro-niveau drivkræfter, præsente 

spændinger til individuel ambidextrøsitet og vedvarende spændinger til organisatorisk 

ambidextrøsitet. Gennem konceptet ambidextrøsitetscyklus udvikler litteraturgennemgangen en 

teoretisk model om det vedvarende i ambidextrøsitet, som er dynamisk, men non-deterministisk. 

Ved at tilgå studiet af paradoksale spændinger gennem en praksisepistemologi bygger metodeafsnittet 

på praksisteoretiske principper for at zoome ind og ud på paradoksale spændinger i praksis og over 

tid. Metodeafsnittet beskriver casen om PharmaLab som et innovationslaboratorium for en 
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medicinalvirksomhed, der udgjorde grundlaget for et længevarende casestudie over en femårig 

periode (2015-2020). Gennem mere end 30 interviews med ledere og ansatte, mere end 50 

observationer af møder mellem ledere og ansatte og indhentning af mere end 70 arkiverede 

dokumenter udviklede dataindsamlingen sig gennem en sneboldsproces. Gennem en iterativ 

kodningsproces opstod bevis for konceptet ambidextrøsitetscyklus, drevet af ambidextrøse 

dynamikker, og indikerede eksistensen af dynamiske skift i cyklusser.  

Analysen resulterer i tre hovedfund. For det første finder analysen, at fire forskellige paradoksale 

spændinger vedblev med at eksistere i PharmaLab over den femårige periode, nemlig spændingerne 

”Muliggørende transformation”, ”Modellerende forretning”, ”Inkorporerende innovation” og 

”Delende dedikation”. For det andet finder analysen, at paradoksale spændinger vedblev med at 

eksistere i PharmaLab gennem otte forskellige ambidextrøsitetscyklusser, som opstod og genopstod 

på tværs af fire overlappende perioder (2015-2017, 2016-2018, 2017-2019 og 2018-2020). For det 

tredje finder analysen, at PharmaLab skiftede mellem ambidextrøsitetscyklusser gennem forskellige 

lederes forskelligartede perceptioner af spændinger som dualismer, paradokser og dualiteter. 

Analysen konkluderer, at PharmaLab cyklede gennem ambidextrøsitet ved at se spændinger fra 

forskellige perspektiver over tid. 

Diskussionen påstår tre hovedbidrag. For det første tilføjer ambidextrøse dynamikker til den 

eksisterende litteratur om mikro-fundamenter af ambidextrøsitet ved at vise, hvordan mikro-niveau 

drivkræfter udløser latente spændinger, og individuelle ledere håndterer præsente spændinger 

gennem paradoksale praksisser, som indlejrer vedvarende spændinger i organisatoriske processer 

over tid. For det andet tilføjer ambidextrøsitetscyklusser til den eksisterende litteratur om dynamisk 

ambidextrøsitet ved at illustrere, hvordan ambidextrøse organisationer cykler gennem adskillige, 

dynamiske ligevægtsforhold over tid. For det tredje tilføjer dynamiske skift til den eksisterende 

litteratur om paradoksdynamikker ved at belyse, hvordan naturen af forholdet mellem de 
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modsatrettede poler udforskning og udnyttelse ændrer sig gennem et dynamisk ligevægtsforhold. 

Konklusionen anbefaler ledere og forskere at være opmærksomme på temporalt vedvarende 

spændinger i teori og praksis. 
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Prologue 
On 23 July 2018, a Danish broadcasting company posted a video with the thumbnail of four 

champagne bottles in an open fridge. The video presented the CEO of an innovation lab keeping 

champagne bottles in the fridge for employees who made mistakes. The CEO described how the 

innovation lab celebrated mistakes with champagne as a way of breaking with a culture intolerant to 

failure. The CEO explained that the innovation lab perceived failure as a success or a “great 

achievement”. The bigger the mistake, the bigger the success, the bigger the celebration. The CEO 

elaborated that employees did not have to ask for permission to run a project, but should not make 

the same mistake twice. At the time, failed projects had cost six employees a year of work. A project 

manager who had closed two failed projects down described that it was difficult to close something 

down, which people had worked on for a long time, but employees had to accept that the innovation 

lab learned from failed projects.  

On 14 February 2019, a Danish newspaper company published an article on the difficulties of 

integrating learnings from innovation labs into corporate headquarters. In the article, a corporate 

executive from a major Danish pharmaceutical company described how separate organizational units 

were located too far away from corporate headquarters both physically and mentally. A corporate 

executive from a major Danish bank explained that integrating learnings from innovation labs into 

corporate headquarters was a delicate balance. A corporate executive from a major Danish facility 

services provider elaborated on the cultural challenges of teams working with innovation in the 

middle of the core business. While the CEO of the innovation lab (PharmaLab) seamlessly celebrated 

failure as a success, the corporate executives from companies across industries in Denmark appeared 

to view the balancing act of integrating learnings from innovation labs into corporate headquarters as 

an insurmountable challenge. How was PharmaLab able to do it, when other innovation labs were 

not? This researcher moved inside the innovation lab to understand how PharmaLab did it in practice. 
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It is a really nice marketing stunt. I am 
completely indifferent about it as an 
employee. When it was put up, we 

thought it was very funny that there 
was only one spot left. They did not put 

up any empty shelfs. It is a funny 
construction, from an innovation 

perspective. We made a small picture 
saying: ”no vacancy”, which took up 

the last spot. 

 

It was actually taken down three times 
where we put it up again, and the thing 

that we had printed and framed was 
actually torn apart and thrown in the 
trash can. We picked it up and put it 

back together. Somebody took it down 
again, and then we found it in the 

basement. I do not know who took it 
down all the time. 

 

(Frontend Designer, 23 October 2019) 
Now we put it up again. I mean, it is 

just a complete marketing stunt to me. 
Of course, there is not… It might well 
be that there is more space for small 

mistakes and learning in an innovation 
lab, but not more than in many other 

places. There is still a pressure to 
deliver and launch something in the 
market and not just towards regular 

performance objectives. 

 

It is an ”innovative and revolutionize 
the market” kind of pressure. So I do 

not care about it (the wall). 

 

(Frontend Designer, 23 October 2019) 
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1. Introduction 
In a business environment of rapid and abrupt change, incumbent firms are struggling to align their 

existing business and adapt to a changing environment. New companies disrupt industries by entering 

markets with cheaper and more flexible offerings (e.g. Uber and Airbnb offer more convenient and 

comfortable ways of travelling globally), while incumbent firms are unable to respond to changing 

environments without compromising their existing business (e.g. taxis and hotels have costly fleets 

and buildings in local markets). The rapid pace of change disrupts traditional ways of doing business 

and forces incumbent firms out of business (e.g. electric cars forcing conventional cars out). Those 

incumbent firms that manage to remain competitive succeed at exploiting their existing business 

while exploring new business opportunities (e.g. car manufacturers transitioning to electric cars).  

This is particularly the case in pharmaceutical companies, disrupted by digital innovation. 

Pharmaceutical companies operate in a business environment, exposed to the paradoxical tension 

between strict regulatory authorities and small entrepreneurial competitors. On the one hand, the 

pharmaceutical industry is notorious for its strict regulation, as authorities protect individuals by 

means of safety measures, data privacy and secure processes. On the other hand, pharmaceutical 

companies are struggling to compete against new entrants that are able to reach patients through 

digital platforms, virtual trials and mobile solutions. The paradoxical tension consists of simultaneous 

pressures for stability (safety, privacy and security) and change (digital, virtual and mobile). Hence, 

pharmaceutical companies are likely to constitute the hybrid settings of simultaneously strong and 

potentially orthogonal pressures for stability and innovation:  

“[…] dynamic and competitive settings with rapid innovation, recurrent novelty, frequent discontinuities, or 

a high risk of failure […]” 

(Farjoun, 2010; p. 216) 
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This dissertation is a longitudinal case study on the innovation lab (PharmaLab) of a pharmaceutical 

company (PharmaCo) in the Danish pharmaceutical industry, which responded to the disruption of 

digital innovation by transforming the existing business through a separate organizational unit over a 

five-year period (2015-2020). Establishing a separate organizational unit to pursue innovation beyond 

the regulatory regime of the pharmaceutical industry, PharmaCo invested heavily in managing the 

inherent tension between strict regulation and swift innovation differently. The pharmaceutical 

company established an innovation lab separate from, yet proximate to corporate headquarters to 

differentiate the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation. However, tensions persisted within 

PharmaLab throughout the lifetime of the innovation lab. By moving inside the innovation lab, this 

dissertation investigates how paradoxical tensions persist in ambidextrous organizations over time 

through asking the following research question and sub-questions:   

How do paradoxical tensions persist in ambidextrous organizations over time? 

• What paradoxical tensions persist in ambidextrous organizations over time? 

• How do different managers perceive tensions differently within ambidextrous organizations 

over time? 

• What are the implications of the differential perceptions of different managers for the temporal 

persistence of tensions? 

This chapter describes the organizational context of the case study by introducing the pharmaceutical 

industry, the pharmaceutical company and the innovation lab. The next section lays out the key 

figures of the global pharmaceutical industry and provides examples of how a Danish pharmaceutical 

company managed digital innovation in recent years. The last section sketches out the organizational 

structure of PharmaLab in PharmaCo to contextualize the empirical setting of the case company in 

which paradoxical tensions persisted over time. 



21 
 

1.1 The pharmaceutical industry  
Pharmaceutical companies are highly innovative yet the industry remains highly conservative. The 

European pharmaceutical industry spent €37.754 billion on research and development (R&D) in 

2019, of which the Danish pharmaceutical industry spent €1.543 billion. Investing an average of 

15.4% of net sales in R&D, the pharmaceutical industry was the one with the highest R&D intensity 

across all industries in 2020. In 2021, the European pharmaceutical industry association estimated 

that new medical products reached the market after a development process of 12-13 years (efpia, 

2021). The average cost of researching and developing a new medical product averaged €1.926 

million. In general, only one to two of every 10,000 new medical products reached the market. Hence, 

the product development process was lengthy, costly and risky. Pharmaceutical companies invested 

the largest part of R&D spend (47.4%) in the third and final phase of clinical trials. Thus, they spent 

most of their resources on turning inventions into innovations. 

While the pharmaceutical industry is at the forefront of automatizing production, the digitalization of 

customer journeys is lacking behind (McKinsey, 2015a, 2015b). Today, the global pharmaceutical 

industry faces the challenges of smart manufacturing to leverage the transformation of production 

(e.g. Industry 4.0), the production of biologics and biosimilar drugs to capitalize on ageing societies 

and patent losses, the combination of drugs and devices through smart production, as well as  the 

regulatory pricing pressures that push pharmaceuticals to increase quality (Passport, March 2019). 

Responding to pricing pressures, pharmaceutical companies generally pursue innovation to increase 

the value and thereby justify the cost of medical products (Passport, January 2019). Specifically, 

pharmaceutical companies within the Danish pharmaceutical industry explored the ways in which 

they could create new value propositions by developing drug-device combinations for their products. 

Danish pharmaceutical companies collaborated with medical technology companies to meet the 

demand for remote monitoring and telemedicine, and they digitalized their products through the 
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collaboration with med-tech companies. For instance, Novo Nordisk invested in a digital platform 

for diabetes data (Glooko), used the existing apps of pharmaceutical companies for diabetes data 

(Roche and Abbott) and developed an app (Doseguide) with an electronic diary (Ediary) for diabetes 

patients. At the same time, Novo Nordisk established a local, cross-functional digital health 

department involving hundreds of employees, invested in a digital pen technology, and tested a 

connected pen in a pilot study to build an ecosystem with digital pens and sensors in offering services 

around the medical products (Novopen 6 og Novopen Echo Plus). After two years of testing the 

medical device, Novo Nordisk launched the intelligent insulin pens globally in March 2021.  

In the meantime, main competitors Eli Lilly (Tempo Smart Button), Sanofi (Solostar pen), and 

Medtronic (Inpen injector) entered the global market for digital insulin pens to automatize continuous 

glucose monitoring (CGM) through digital pen technology. The head of integrated solutions in 

diabetes at Sanofi explained that the biggest potential of data-driven solutions was to create value-

based solutions to justify the cost of medical products. Novo Nordisk, on the other hand, developed 

a digital solution for patients recently diagnosed with diabetes (Dosiba Intellidose). In March 2022, 

Novo Nordisk established a global, cross-functional digital science and innovation department, 

involving hundreds of employees, to drive the development of new drugs through artificial 

intelligence (AI) technology. The head of the digital science and innovation department explained 

that the biggest challenge for Novo Nordisk was to attract talented employees and build a digital 

culture as opposed to the analog culture existing within corporate headquarters.  

1.2 The pharmaceutical company 
PharmaCo is a Danish pharmaceutical company established in 1908 and owned by a family 

foundation. Its corporate headquarters are located in a Danish suburb near Copenhagen, employing 

approximately 6,000 people across 60 countries. In 2019, PharmaCo reported revenues of €1,441 

million (PharmaCo Annual Report, 2019). The net results were negative due to heavy investments in 
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the R&D pipeline and the launch of a potential blockbuster drug. The company estimated to have 

reached 92 million patients during 2019, striving to positively impact the lives of 125 million people 

through medical treatment by 2025. At the time, PharmaCo was transforming its core business from 

the production of topical drugs to biological treatments. The mission of PharmaCo is to “[…] help 

people achieve a healthy (condition)”, while its vision is to “[…] improve the lives of people living 

with chronic conditions.” (PharmaCo website, 2020) 

In April 2013, PharmaCo established a global patient engagement (GPE) department to develop new 

patient support programs and to convert patient data into information useful for the development of 

patient-centric services. PharmaCo initiated the development of quality care programs to get into a 

close dialogue with patients by providing professional supervision along with the medical products. 

Concretely, Danish pharmacies would distribute leaflets to patients upon the purchase of a medical 

product from PharmaCo with which patients could call a healthcare professional, employed by a 

third party, to ask for professional supervision. At the same time, PharmaCo initiated the development 

of new global programs on business model innovation (Director of GPE) to shift from the 

development of products to solutions in improving the real-life outcomes of medical treatment for 

patients. Quality care provided a platform for offering services in combination with medical products. 

In June 2015, the CEO proclaimed that PharmaCo had to reach 70 million patients by 2025. The 

corporate strategy emphasized that PharmaCO had to understand the wants and needs of individual 

patients in creating personalized solutions to people suffering from a chronic condition. PharmaCo 

developed a persona, embodying the characteristics of the typical patient suffering from the chronic 

condition (Helping Sara), and an ecosystem of solution spaces with the most pressing needs related 

to the disease (mental health, diet and nutrition, etc.). The CEO of PharmaCo announced the launch 

of a secret Project X, which was exempt from profit requirements but had to help PharmaCo reach 

70 million patients by 2025. Project X had to develop a virtual solution, providing the foundation for 
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an online pharmacy, accessible to patients with the chronic condition, regardless of whether they 

purchased their medical product from PharmaCo or not.  

1.3 The innovation lab 
PharmaLab is a corporate innovation lab, embedded in the organizational structure of PharmaCo. The 

innovation lab is located in the city center of Copenhagen, employing approximately 80 people with 

satellites in a handful of countries around the world. PharmaLab is part of an innovation ecosystem 

within PharmaCo. The ecosystem constitutes a tripod between PharmaLab, a science and tech hub as 

well as an online platform for open innovation. While PharmaLab was initially meant to be a research 

project outside the organizational structures of PharmaCo, the innovation lab eventually became part 

of the R&D department. The CEO of PharmaLab is one of eight vice presidents (VP) in the R&D 

department, reporting to the executive vice president (EVP) of R&D who is part of the executive 

management team. The EVP of R&D is the group management anchor for PharmaLab in PharmaCo. 

The mission of PharmaLab is to “[…] improve the diagnosis of (chronic) diseases and to help patients 

and physicians to monitor the progress of treatment”, and its vision is to “[…] expand the capabilities 

of the healthcare system with digital solutions based on artificial intelligence (AI).” (PharmaLab 

website, 2020) 

 

Diagram 1: PharmaCo Global R&D Organization (October, 2019). 

In November 2015, PharmaCo revealed that the secret Project X covered the establishment of 

PharmaLab through the investment of €60 million and provision of a three-year mandate from the 

corporate board of directors (BoD). PharmaLab estimated to have to employ 40 people with satellites 

in London, Paris and Toronto. Within the first month, PharmaLab acquired a start-up company (Treat 
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Better, relaunched as Eat) developing an app through which patients suffering from the chronic 

condition could get personal supervision on diet and nutrition by chatting with a professional 

dietitian. The CEO of PharmaLab explained that the innovation lab created solutions for patients 

within areas such as fitness, diet and stress. The CEO elaborated that PharmaLab was to create 

solutions above the brand of PharmaCo, 

implying that customers of competing 

companies were able to use the solutions 

without purchasing medical products from 

PharmaCo. Hence, the mantra of PharmaLab 

was that, “by following the patients, business 

will follow”.  

 

In March 2016, PharmaLab established a new satellite by relocating the former director of GPE to an 

office in Silicon Valley. The former director of GPE, who had now become the VP for Technology 

Search and Partnering in PharmaLab, explained that the ambition was to make everybody who 

worked on digital health for patients with the chronic condition in Silicon Valley approach the new 

satellite for venture capital, research capabilities and a corporate partner to launch products in the 

market. The ambition was thus to position PharmaLab within the digital ecosystem of Silicon Valley. 

While other Danish pharmaceuticals collaborated with IBM (Watson) and Google to develop 

capabilities within AI and machine learning in February 2017, ten of the 65 employees within 

PharmaLab worked on collecting data for training the algorithms driving the digital solutions 

developed in the innovation lab. In November 2018, the CEO of PharmaLab explained that they had 

decided to compete with Google in developing their own imaging technology for diagnosing patients. 

PharmaLab employed 85 people at the time. 



26 
 

1.4 The immune system 
In November 2017, the CEO of PharmaLab described digital innovation as bacteria. The CEO 

explained that digital innovation was a strange, unwelcome intruder to pharmaceutical companies, 

which a well-functioning immune system would do anything to get rid of. The CEO elaborated that 

the immune system of pharmaceutical companies built on the legitimate, relevant and increasing 

demands for traceability, patient safety and transparence embedded within the healthcare system. The 

immune system would naturally reject digital innovation, because the short, agile design sprints could 

break down well-established processes for developing new drugs over years. The pharmaceutical 

company would thus have to separate the bacteria from the immune system to cultivate the digital 

culture, in the short-term, and inject it to the 

immune system as a vaccine against 

disruption, in the long-term. This dissertation 

studies how paradoxical tensions persisted in 

the ambidextrous organization throughout the 

process of developing a vaccine for PharmaCo 

in PharmaLab over time.  

The development of the vaccine: The immune 
system (square) and the bacteria (circle), moving 
from outside (top) to inside (bottom) of corporate 
headquarters over time (CEO of PharmaLab, 9 
March 2020).  

 

The following chapter reviews the existing literature on micro-foundations of ambidexterity and 

theorizes the implications of persistence for ambidexterity by viewing ambidexterity from a paradox 

perspective in developing the concept of an ambidexterity cycle, driven by ambidexterity dynamics, 

over time. 
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2. Literature review 
This dissertation takes its theoretical point of departure in the existing literature on the micro-

foundations of ambidexterity as a way of opening up the black box approaches to organizational 

ambidexterity. The theoretical field on the micro-foundations of ambidexterity studies how 

individuals within organizations balance the relationship between the opposing poles of exploration 

and exploitation in practice (Tarba, Jansen, Mom, Raisch, & Lawton, 2020). Ambidexterity research 

is rich with conceptualizations of the different modes for handling tensions (Foss & Kirkegaard, 

2020), the understanding of tensions on different organizational levels (Knight & Paroutis, 2017; 

Zimmermann, Raisch, & Cardinal, 2018), and the varying modes for handling tensions across 

organizational levels (Chen, 2017). 

The individual manager plays a key role in facilitating organizational ambidexterity across the 

different conceptual approaches to managing organizational tensions (Birkinshaw, Zimmermann, & 

Raisch, 2016; Smith, Lewis, & Tushman, 2016), and ambidexterity scholars studied the managerial 

practices for balancing opposing poles (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020). Researchers studied the 

ways in which managers handled tensions through integration and separation mechanisms by 

applying a paradox lens to explicate the relationship between exploration and exploitation (Schad, 

Lewis, & Smith, 2019). Paradox theory provides a key to opening up the black box approaches to 

organizational ambidexterity, because the paradox perspective views the nature of the relationship 

between the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation as dynamic, interdependent and 

complementary (Papachroni, Heracleous, & Paroutis, 2015b). 

This dissertation generally contributes to ambidexterity research by studying the temporal persistence 

of tensions through a paradox lens. Specifically, this dissertation contributes to the recently emerged 

(Tarba et al., 2020) and currently evolving  (Pertusa-Ortega, Molina-Azorín, Tarí, Pereira-Moliner, 

& López-Gamero, 2020) conversation on the micro-foundations of ambidexterity by studying how 
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the dynamic, interdependent and complementary relationship between the opposing poles of 

exploration and exploitation (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020) emerges, evolves and reemerges over 

time. To contribute to the conversation on the micro-foundations of ambidexterity with a perspective 

on the temporal persistence of tensions in ambidextrous organizations, this dissertation views 

paradoxical tensions as inherent and constructed simultaneously. Paradox theory provides a useful 

lens for understanding persistence, because a dialogue on the dynamics of moving from latent 

(inherent) through salient (constructed) to persistent tensions arose in the literature over the last few 

years (e Cunha & Clegg, 2018; Hahn & Knight, 2019). 

2.1 Micro-foundations of ambidexterity 
Paradoxical tensions constitute the micro-foundations of ambidexterity (Pertusa-Ortega et al., 2020), 

and thus ambidextrous organizations constitute of the interdependent, yet contradictory relationship 

between the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation, which exist simultaneously and persist 

over time (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Research on organizational ambidexterity used paradox theory as 

a lens to understand how ambidextrous organizations constituted of paradoxical tensions (Papachroni, 

Heracleous, & Paroutis, 2016; Smith & Beretta, 2020), which existed simultaneously in separate 

(Hansen, Wicki, & Schaltegger, 2019) or integrated business units (Foss & Kirkegaard, 2020). At the 

same time, ambidexterity scholars developed concepts for approaching ambidexterity as a linear 

process (Raisch & Zimmermann, 2017) rather than a dynamic cycle throughout which tensions 

persisted over time (Shibata, Baba, & Suzuki, 2021). 

Micro-foundations constitutes a shift in research from macro-micro to micro-macro analysis, 

explaining the macro by studying the micro rather than taking the former for granted (Barney & Felin, 

2013). In the case of ambidexterity, research on micro-foundations consists of studying the individual 

practices through which managers handle tensions to understand how ambidextrous organizations 

emerge and evolve (Pertusa-Ortega et al., 2020). As micro-foundations is a multi-level phenomenon 
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(Barney & Felin, 2013), research on micro-foundations of ambidexterity traverses across 

organizational levels of the individual and the collective (Tarba et al., 2020). In this sense, the 

combination of individual and collective levels of ambidexterity provides a perspective for viewing 

micro-foundations as a multi-level phenomenon. 

Ambidexterity scholars called for a more fine-grained approach to research on the micro-foundations 

of ambidexterity, problematizing the relationship between individual and organizational 

ambidexterity (Pertusa-Ortega et al., 2020). The more fine-grained approach to micro-foundations 

entails studying individual and organizational drivers of individual ambidexterity to understand the 

micro-foundations of organizational ambidexterity over time (Tarba et al., 2020). Individual 

ambidexterity is thus a precondition for organizational ambidexterity, emerging and evolving through 

micro-level drivers of ambidexterity. The context of this dissertation are the micro-level drivers and 

the micro-foundations of ambidexterity (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Relationships between theoretical fields and overlaps between research streams. 
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Researchers studied paradoxical tensions as micro-foundations of ambidexterity to understand the 

interdependent, yet contradictory nature of the relationship between the opposing poles of exploration 

and exploitation embedded in separate or integrated business units, which managers handled 

simultaneously in ambidextrous organizations (Andriopoulos, Gotsi, Lewis, & Ingram, 2018; 

Zimmermann et al., 2018). Paradox scholars conceptualized micro-level drivers of organizational and 

individual ambidexterity as paradoxical cognition (Karhu & Ritala, 2020; Miron-Spektor, Ingram, 

Smith, & Lewis, 2018; Smith & Tushman, 2005) and behavior (Hill & Birkinshaw, 2014; Raisch, 

Tushman, & Raisch, 2016; Zimmermann et al., 2015), respectively. This dissertation provides a 

multi-level analysis that studies the micro-foundations of ambidexterity, explicitly considering how 

paradoxical tensions persist through micro-level drivers of ambidexterity.   

From a paradox perspective, the nature of the relationship between exploration and exploitation is 

contradictory, yet interdependent to the extent that the one pole functions as a mechanism for the 

other pole and vice versa (Schad et al., 2016). The managerial objective is to beware of the potential 

ways in which exploration and exploitation define and negate each other over time (Putnam et al., 

2016). The managerial imperative is thus to beware of the temporal persistence of tensions (e Cunha 

& Clegg, 2018) as well as of the potential relationships between the opposing poles (Hahn & Knight, 

2019). This dissertation reviews the existing literature on how ambidextrous organizations resolve 

paradoxical tensions temporarily by managing the relationship between opposing poles through 

different modes and mechanisms of ambidexterity over time. 

2.2 A paradox lens on ambidexterity 
Paradoxes constitute contradictory yet interdependent elements that exist simultaneously and persist 

over time (Schad et al., 2016). They emerge through external triggers of change, scarcity, or 

uncertainty, which force organizations to manage their opposing elements simultaneously (Smith & 

Lewis, 2011). Paradoxes evolve through a dynamic equilibrium and organizations spur virtuous 
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cycles of sustained performance by managing the persistence of tensions over time. Viewing the 

relationship between exploration and exploitation as a paradox, researchers studied how tensions 

emerged in organizations and evolved through a dynamic rather than a punctuated equilibrium. While 

early ambidexterity research was concerned with ways  to solve the ‘innovator’s dilemma’ (O’Reilly 

& Tushman, 2008) by building a structurally separate organization (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996), 

later studies thus contributed to the literature by theorizing the constituents of ambidexterity through 

a paradox lens (Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013). 

2.2.1 The relationship between the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation 
Studies on ambidexterity discuss the ontology of exploration and exploitation as interdependent poles 

in an orthogonality and as contradictory poles on a continuum (Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013). This 

discussion has implications for the view on two different objectives as paradoxes (and thus subject to 

contradiction) and as dualisms (and thus subject to separation). In practice, managers balance 

exploration and exploitation in relation to their perception of competing objectives as subject to 

choice or decision (Gupta, Smith, Shalley, Smith, & Shalley, 2006). Some researchers argue that 

managers make a strategic choice between exploration and exploitation (March, 1991; Raisch et al., 

2009; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996), whereas others claim that these managers seek to make sense of 

the tensions between such poles (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Weick & Westley, 1999). 

Studying ambidexterity as a way of separating tensions makes sense within the same level of analysis 

because the relationship between exploration and exploitation exists as a continuum along which 

managers compete for scarce resources (Gupta et al., 2006). Exploration and exploitation constitute 

a dilemma about which managers have to make choices (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). Across levels 

of analysis, research on organizational ambidexterity studies the relationship between exploration and 

exploitation as an orthogonality (March, 1991). Because the opposing poles of exploration and 

exploitation wove across different organizational levels, managers are able to emphasize both poles 
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at the same time. Managing the relationship between exploration and exploitation is complicated 

because it permeates the levels of a nested system (i.e. individual, organizational and social levels).  

Dualism 
(opposite, 
mutually exclusive 
poles) 

• The existence of opposite poles, dichotomies, binary relationships that are 
able to create tensions, but can be separated (Putnam et al., 2016). 

• Dualism usually shows a clear-cut and decisive contrast, a well-defined 
boundary, and no overlap. This often becomes synonymous with opposition 
and potential conflict. To be effective, a dualism must be comprehensive; it 
can have no middle or external ground and often rests on mutually exclusive 
and exhaustive classes (Farjoun, 2010). 

Tension (opposite 
poles) 

• Stress, anxiety, discomfort, or tightness in making choices, responding to, 
and moving forward in organizational situations (Putnam et al., 2016). 

• Opposing demands or sources of contradictions and paradoxes that arise 
from complex and ambiguous systems (Lewis, 2000; Lewis, Andriopoulos, 
& Smith, 2014; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

Contradiction 
(opposite, 
interdependent, 
mutually exclusive 
poles) 

• Bipolar opposites that are mutually exclusive and interdependent such that 
the opposites define and potentially negate each other (Putnam et al., 2016). 

• Opposite sides of the same coin; the more actors move toward one pole, the 
more they feel pulled toward the opposite (Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

Paradox 
(contradictory, 
interrelated, 
persistent, 
mutually exclusive 
poles) 

• Contradictions that persist over time, impose and reflect back on each other, 
and develop into seemingly irrational or absurd situations because their 
continuity creates situations in which options appear mutually exclusive, 
making choices among them difficult (Putnam et al., 2016). 

• Contradictory and interrelated elements that persist over time and exist 
simultaneously and synergistically and expose seemingly irrational and 
absurd relationships, processes and practices (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 
2011). 

Duality (opposite, 
interdependent, not 
mutually exclusive 
poles) 

• Interdependence of opposites in a both/and relationship that is not mutually 
exclusive or antagonistic (Putnam et al., 2016). 

• Two seemingly opposite concepts that are interdependent rather than 
separate or mutually exclusive (Farjoun, 2010). 

Table 1: The nature of the relationship between opposing poles (based on Putnam et al., 2016). 

Table 1 outlines different natures of the relationship between opposing poles. First, dualisms consist 

of the binary relationship between opposing poles that are able to create tensions for managers, but 

which managers can separate (Putnam et al., 2016). The binary relationship consist of a clear-cut 

contrast between opposing poles and a well-defined boundary around each of the opposing poles 

without overlaps (Farjoun, 2010). The lack of overlaps implies that the opposing poles are mutually 
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exclusive and do not have a middle ground. Second, tensions consist of the stress, anxiety, discomfort 

or tightness that managers experience in making organizational choices between opposing poles 

(Putnam et al., 2016). The opposing demands of organizations constitute sources of contradictions 

and paradoxes (Lewis, 2000) to the extent that managers are able to view the relationship between 

opposing poles as interdependent (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Third, contradictions consist of bipolar 

opposites that are mutually exclusive and interdependent, which implies that the opposing poles 

define and potentially negate each other (Putnam et al., 2016). The bipolar relationship between 

opposing poles enables managers to push towards one pole, yet pulls managers towards the other pole 

simultaneously (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Contradictions have the potential to be paradoxical to the 

extent that the tension between opposing poles persists over time.  

Fourth, paradoxes consist of contradictory, yet interdependent tensions between opposing poles that 

exist simultaneously and persist over time (Smith & Lewis, 2011). The manager experiences 

situations in which options appear mutually exclusive, which implies that decision-making is 

stressful, anxiety-provoking, discomforting or tight (Putnam et al., 2016). However, managers are 

able to handle the seemingly irrational and absurd nature of the relationship between opposing poles 

by accepting that contradictions are interrelated (Lewis, 2000). Persistence is the core definitional 

dimension of paradox (e Cunha & Clegg, 2018). Fifth, dualities consist of interdependent opposites 

that exist within a unified whole (Smith & Lewis, 2011). The interdependent relationship between 

opposing poles consist of an internal boundary that creates contradictions and an external boundary 

that creates synergies by constructing the unified whole. The interdependent poles overlap and share 

a middle ground, which implies that poles are mutually enabling to the extent that managers 

experience that one pole complements the other (Farjoun, 2010). Figure 2 visualizes the different 

natures of the relationship between opposing poles. 
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Figure 2: The nature of the relationship between opposing poles. 

First, dualisms constitute the binary relationship between opposing poles with a clear-cut contrast 

(arrow) and a well-defined boundary around each of the opposing poles (circles) without overlaps. 

Second, tensions constitute a source of contradiction and paradox to the extent that the relationship 

between opposing poles is potentially interdependent (arrow). Third, contradictions constitute a 

bipolar relationship in which opposing poles define (arrow) and potentially negate (arrow) each other 

(circles). Fourth, paradoxes constitute contradictory, yet interdependent tensions (curved line) 

between opposing poles (small circles) that exist simultaneously (large circle) and persist over time. 

Fifth, dualities constitute interdependent opposites (small circles) that exist within a unified whole 

(large circle).  

While the conceptual models for managing paradoxical tensions differ in their approaches to 

organizational levels and periods, the models are similar in the way that they conceptualize tensions 

as static contradictions rather than dynamic complementarities (Papachroni et al., 2015a). The 

structural and sequential approaches to ambidexterity view the relationship between exploration and 

exploitation as a continuum along which managers compete for resources, yet the contextual approach 

considers the relationship as an orthogonality constituting of interdependent activities. Hence, the 

studies of individual practices for managing the relationship between exploration and exploitation is 

moving beyond normative conceptualizations of modes, types and functions by exploring 

ambidexterity as a duality rather than a dualism (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020).  
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2.2.2 Paradoxical tensions 
Paradox scholars differ between four types of paradoxical tensions, namely learning, belonging, 

organizing and performing tensions. Ambidexterity research emerged from the literature on 

organizational learning (March, 1991; Weick & Westley, 1999) through which the discussion on 

knowledge (having resource) and knowing (doing practice) evolved into a stream of studies on the 

continuity of knowledge processes (Gupta et al., 2006). Structural ambidexterity research focused on 

splitting organizational paradoxes by building separate structures (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013), but 

underlying tensions of belonging persisted within groups and between individuals (Smith & Berg, 

1987). Studies on contextual ambidexterity and the cognitive abilities of senior managers arose from 

the literature on organizing through dynamic capability and absorptive capacity (O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 2008) by aligning the internal organization and adapting to the external environment 

(Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). The literature on sequential ambidexterity was present in early 

research on exploration and exploitation (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996), yet the studies on performing 

in the short term by focusing on the long term only recently regained attention through vacillation 

theory (Boumgarden, Nickerson, & Zenger, 2012).  

2.2.3 Management strategies 
Poole and Van de Ven (1989) argue that organizations can manage paradoxes by accepting them. 

Living with paradoxes implies to acknowledge inconsistencies consistently. If organizations cannot 

accept paradoxes, they will have to separate them. On the one hand, spatial separation resolves 

paradoxes by clarifying levels of analysis and making the operational levels of paradoxes clear. Such 

clarification enables the manager to split the contradictions up into poles and analyze them separately. 

On the other hand, temporal separation resolves paradoxes by sequencing contradictions over time, 

yet the periodical separation of paradoxes in time intervals requires clarity of timing for splitting. As 

mentioned, research on organizational ambidexterity arose, because punctuated equilibrium theory 

was not able to respond to disruption, as the pursuit of innovation shifted swiftly. Synthesis resolves 
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paradoxes by applying a different lens to the underlying tensions and striking a temporary state of 

acceptance, which allows managers to move beyond the opposing poles through transcendence (Poole 

& van de Ven, 1989).  

2.3 Organizational ambidexterity 
This dissertation builds on the seminal work of Farjoun (2010) who established that the relationship 

between the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation constitute of dualities rather than 

dualisms. This dissertation builds on the foundation of Farjoun (2010) to decouple the means and 

ends of ambidexterity embedded within the existing literature on the micro-foundations of 

ambidexterity. Using the micro-foundational perspective on ambidexterity from the work of Tarba 

and colleagues (2020), this dissertation extends and expands the classification on the micro-

foundations of ambidexterity. In the classification of micro-foundations, individual ambidexterity is 

a precondition for organizational ambidexterity, emerging and evolving through micro-level drivers 

of ambidexterity (Tarba et al., 2020). This dissertation decouples micro-level drivers and micro-

foundations of ambidexterity (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: Decoupling micro-level drivers and micro-foundations of ambidexterity. 

Scholars viewed ambidexterity as an organizational response to triggers of internal and external 

change (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004). The literature on punctuated equilibrium theory (Romanelli & 

Tushman, 1994) and early ambidexterity research (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996) provided concepts on 

how to respond to external change, such as disruptive technology (Bower & Christensen, 1995). 

These responses arose as a trade-off between exploring new business opportunities and exploiting the 

existing business, yet scholars claimed that organizations could not explore innovation without 
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exploiting commercialization and vice versa (March, 1991). Ambidexterity scholars theorized that 

responses to triggers of internal and external change took a structural shape as well as a contextual 

change (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008), which revolved around the 

function of senior managers as an integrator between two separate organizations (Smith & Tushman, 

2005). 

Ambidexterity scholars suggest that the development of a dynamic capability to explore and exploit 

leads to improved performance in changing business environments (Raisch et al., 2009; Tushman & 

O’Reilly, 1996). During periods of discontinuous change, organizations survive by developing 

ambidexterity as a dynamic capability (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008). Managers can adapt and learn 

in changing business contexts through the development of dynamic capabilities. Ambidexterity thus 

enables organizations to succeed through the ability to change dynamically in the long term (Raisch 

et al., 2009). Managers handle the tensions between exploration and exploitation continuously (Smith 

& Tushman, 2005) through integrating and differentiating practices (Smith, 2014). However, 

ambidextrous organizations are rife with paradoxes (Smith & Lewis, 2011). While ambidextrous 

organizations survive by separating the tensions between exploration and exploitation, the resolution 

of tensions is thus temporary.  

2.3.1 Structural ambidexterity 
While the predominant theoretical approach to ambidexterity throughout the past twenty years has 

been to establish a separate organizational unit in pursuing incremental and radical innovation 

simultaneously, scholars originally developed ambidexterity as a concept for separating exploration 

and exploitation over time (Romanelli & Tushman, 1994; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). However, the 

increasing pace of change in dynamic business environments implied that incumbent firms were not 

able to time the separation of exploration and exploitation according to the rhythm of changes in the 

environment (Klarner & Raisch, 2013). The increasing pace thus forced incumbent firms to change 



38 
 

in a way that they were able to pursue incremental and radical innovation simultaneously in their 

dynamic business environments. Scholars therefore developed the concept of structural 

ambidexterity to solve the so-called ‘innovator’s dilemma’ where organizations had to be able to do 

both at the same time (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004, 2008). 

While structural ambidexterity was positively associated with firm performance (O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 2013; Raisch et al., 2009), the objective of incumbent firms was corporate survival 

(Christensen, 2006; Markides, 2006). A prerequisite for corporate survival was the ability to transfer 

knowledge between structurally separate organizations (Gupta et al., 2006; Jansen et al., 2009). 

Ambidexterity scholars argued that the process of reintegrating innovation from a separate 

organizational unit into existing business was a complex management task (Hansen et al., 2019) and 

claimed that managing exploration constituted a persistent challenge for ambidextrous organizations, 

which complicated successful reintegration (Shibata et al., 2021). Hence, the process of reintegrating 

innovation persisted beyond the strategic separation of exploration and exploitation in designated 

organizational structures. 

2.3.2 Contextual ambidexterity 
Acknowledging that organizations struggled to manage exploration and exploitation in designated 

organizational structures, scholars developed the concept of contextual ambidexterity as an approach 

to manage the pursuit of incremental and radical innovation within the same business unit (Gibson & 

Birkinshaw, 2004; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). Contextual ambidexterity denotes the capability to 

achieve (internal) alignment and (external) adaptability simultaneously, which permeates all 

functions and levels in a business unit. As opposed to structural ambidexterity, contextual 

ambidexterity conceptualizes the development of dual capacities rather than establishment of dual 

structures. While the exploration of new business opportunities takes place within the existing 

business, contextual ambidexterity builds on the assumption that senior managers are able to pursue 
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incremental and radical innovation by separating exploration and exploitation temporally (O’Reilly 

& Tushman, 2008). 

Recognizing that managerial capability was a central mechanism for integrating the organization 

(Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013), scholars explored the role of senior managers in handling paradoxical 

tensions (Knight & Paroutis, 2017; Zimmermann et al., 2018). Research on contextual ambidexterity 

proposed that the capability of senior managers to handle exploration and exploitation simultaneously 

arises from the understanding of opposing poles as contradictory, yet interdependent (Birkinshaw & 

Gupta, 2013; Gupta et al., 2006). Viewing the relationship between exploration and exploitation as a 

paradox, scholars thus studied how senior managers understood the relationship between exploration 

and exploitation as interdependent dimensions in an orthogonal tension (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; 

Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020). 

2.3.3 Temporal ambidexterity 
While early research on the sequential approach to ambidexterity assumes that external triggers force 

companies to focus on exploration or exploitation by realigning organizational structures (Romanelli 

& Tushman, 1994), later studies argue that managers trigger dynamic shifts in organizational 

structures internally (Boumgarden et al., 2012). Organizational vacillation switches between 

organizational structures temporally and sequentially, focusing on either exploration or exploitation. 

Vacillating between different organizational modes, organizations shift structures dynamically 

(Boumgarden et al., 2012). Whereas organizational ambidexterity achieves sustained periods of dual 

capability through consistently balancing exploration and exploitation across space (Gibson & 

Birkinshaw, 2004; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008), organizational vacillation performs brief events of 

dual capability by balancing exploration and exploitation inconsistently over time (Boumgarden et 

al., 2012). Hence, vacillation emerges as a dynamic capability by shifting organizational structures 
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and it evolves through the consistently inconsistent management of paradoxical tensions (Smith & 

Lewis, 2011).  

Companies manage cycles of incremental and radical change by shifting organizational structures 

back and forth (Uotila, 2018). Cyclical ambidexterity denotes the sequential approach to organizing 

for innovation (Simsek, Heavey, Veiga, & Souder, 2009), cycling between long periods of 

exploitation and short bursts of exploration (Gupta et al., 2006), and managing innovation cycles 

through temporal sequencing (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). The cyclical approach to ambidexterity 

is grounded in punctuated equilibrium theory (Simsek et al., 2009), denoting the sequential pursuit of 

exploitation and exploration within a subsystem (e.g. a business unit). Cyclical ambidexterity is a 

system of temporal cycling between periods of stability and change. Analyzing ambidexterity at the 

level of a separate business unit, organizations shift focus between exploration and exploitation 

dynamically (Gupta et al., 2006). 

2.3.4 Pathways of ambidexterity 
Across the various approaches to ambidexterity, extant literature assumed that managing the 

relationship exploration and exploitation was a linear process where organizations progressed 

between different phases and levels of maturity (Raisch & Zimmermann, 2017). While ambidexterity 

scholars relied on the individual manager to handle paradoxical tensions in practice, 

conceptualizations on how organizational ambidexterity changed over time remained structural, 

contextual and processual (Papachroni et al., 2015a). Concepts arose on the processes underlying 

ambidextrous organizations – from charters (Zimmermann et al., 2015) through corporate ventures 

(Raisch, Tushman, & Raisch, 2016) to CV units (Hill & Birkinshaw, 2014) – but distinctions were 

limited to the structural, contextual and sequential pathways of ambidexterity. Researchers 

considered the possibility for organizations to handle the tensions between exploration and 

exploitation through different types of ambidexterity across organizational levels (Chen, 2017) and 
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periods (Foss & Kirkegaard, 2020), but little research exists on how managers developed approaches 

to handling tensions in practice (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020). 

2.3.4.1 Charter definition process 
Zimmermann and colleagues (2015) argue that the charter definition process consists of a mandated 

(top-down) charter definition process, complemented by an emerging (bottom-up) charter definition 

process. Distinguishing between the initiation and implementation of “an ambidextrous orientation”, 

the ambidexterity charter constitutes the notion of “a shared understanding that an organizational unit 

has responsibility for both exploration and exploitation” (Zimmermann et al., 2015). The distinction 

lies within “the pattern of shared actions exhibited by organizational unit managers and their superiors 

that leads to the adoption of the ambidextrous charter” (charter definition process) and “the 

subsequent pattern of actions through which an ambidextrous orientation is achieved and maintained” 

(charter execution process). Zimmermann and colleagues (2015) found that organizations moved 

from exploration or exploitation charters to an ambidexterity charter over time. 

2.3.4.2 Growing new corporate businesses 
Raisch and Tushman (2016) argue that ambidextrous organizations consist of complex relationships 

between corporate ventures and parent organizations, which complicate the process of growing new 

corporate businesses from initiation to graduation. The process of transitioning new corporate 

businesses to scale consists of convincing the parent organization that corporate ventures add value 

to rather than cannibalize or compete with the resources of the existing business at the unit level, 

while demonstrating the value added of strategic capabilities at the corporate level (Raisch & 

Tushman, 2016). The tension between corporate ventures and parent organizations lies within the 

transition from small start-up investments to explore new business opportunities and larger scale-up 

investments to “exploit the new business or abandon the initiative”. Raisch & Tushman (2016) found 

that ambidextrous organizations moved from an exploration phase through a transition phase to an 

exploitation phase in the process of growing new corporate businesses. 
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2.3.4.3 Corporate venture units 
Hill & Birkinshaw (2014) argue that, “While some CV units focus too closely on opportunities that 

are not linked to the corporate strengths of the firm, others stay too close to the parent and fail to 

create sufficiently new sources of value.” (pp. 1900-1901) Striking a delicate balance between 

exploring new business opportunities and exploiting the capabilities of the existing business, Hill & 

Birkinshaw (2014) claim that CV units have to become ambidextrous “in their own right” by 

“nurturing a supportive relational context” with the parent firm. Contrasting the CV unit as a 

“boundary-spanning” unit with the “technical core” of the parent firm, the former has to develop a 

capacity to integrate exploratory activities with the latter (Hill & Birkinshaw, 2014). 

2.3.5 Latency 
This dissertation argues that the ways in which managers handle the relationship between the 

opposing poles of exploration and exploitation through spatial and temporal separation embed latent 

tensions within ambidextrous organizations over time. From a paradox perspective, latent tensions 

constitute the possibility space from which organizational actors unleash the energizing potential of 

interrelated contradictions by making paradoxes salient (Hahn & Knight, 2019). Paradox studies 

focused extensively on perceived tensions, as they became salient, neglecting the nested tensions and 

their complex interconnections (Schad & Bansal, 2018). Paradox researchers viewed paradox 

management as separating tensions when they became salient in organizations and conceptualized 

the latent state as an excessively static condition (Tuckermann, 2019). Hence, paradox scholars 

approached paradoxes as a latent condition awaiting investigation (Schad et al., 2019). 

Schad and Bansal (2018) argue that systemic structures embed latent tensions that organizational 

actors do not perceive in practice and claim that tensions can be important, even if not perceived by 

actors. The authors discriminate between latency and salience by contrasting the systems properties 

underlying a tension with the ways in which organizational actors perceive the tension (Schad & 

Bansal, 2018). Tuckermann (2019) develops a process model on the latent and salient states of 
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paradox beyond the cognitive abilities of actors to think paradoxically by studying how managers 

make latent tensions salient (and vice versa) through moments of interaction in top management 

teams (TMT). Even if managers are aware of the paradox, they are able to make salient tensions latent 

within their organizations (Tuckermann, 2019).  

Schad and Bansal (2018) describe perceived tensions as embedded within systemic structures and 

explain that perceived tensions reveal a partial understanding of the underlying systems dynamics. 

The authors elaborate that managing the perceived tension in isolation implies that managers restore 

rather than resolve problems by changing systems properties in incomprehensible ways (Schad & 

Bansal, 2018). Tuckermann (2019) models the process of making tensions latent and salient as 

“invisibilizing” (making a topic of paradox disappear from the specific interaction) and “visibilizing” 

(making paradox a topic in the specific interaction) paradox, respectively. Managers understand 

invisible paradoxes through private conversations prior to TMT meetings and by taking private 

conversations to a less disturbing place after TMT meetings (Tuckermann, 2019). Hence, managers 

understand how to change systems properties in comprehensible ways by interacting with each other 

in private conversations about the underlying system dynamics. 

Schad and Bansal (2018) propose that the comprehensible understanding of systems dynamics 

enables managers to handle the nested nature of multiple tensions across organizational levels. 

Because the latent and salient states of tensions are “integral to the process of handling paradox in 

the moment of interaction (Tuckermann, 2019), managers rely on their understanding of underlying 

systems dynamics as they interact with each other in TMT meetings to change systems properties.  

Micro-foundations of organizational ambidexterity consist of the “structures and cultures” (Tarba et 

al., 2020), which the existing literature conceptualized as structural, contextual and sequential 

approaches to organizational ambidexterity (Boumgarden et al., 2012; Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; 

Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). The literature review proposes that the “structures and cultures” of 
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ambidextrous organizations embed latent tensions as “the inherent but indeterminate potential of 

paradox” (Hahn & Knight, 2019) over time.  

2.4 Individual ambidexterity 
This dissertation opens the black box of individual ambidexterity by extending and expanding the 

classification on the micro-foundations of ambidexterity (Figure 4). Tarba and colleagues (2020) 

classify individual-level drivers as paradoxical cognition and behavior, and organizational-level 

drivers as the social interaction between top managers and within top management teams (TMTs). 

The classification implies that the ability of individual managers to differentiate and integrate the 

opposing poles of exploration and exploitation through paradoxical cognition and behavior drives 

individual ambidexterity from a bottom-up perspective. At the same time, the classification implies 

that the ability of TMTs to separate and (re)integrate the opposing poles of exploration and 

exploitation through social interaction drives individual ambidexterity from a top-down perspective. 

This dissertation argues that micro-level drivers enable the differential perceptions of different 

managers on tensions as dualisms or dualities.    

 

Figure 4: Decoupling micro-foundations of individual and organizational ambidexterity. 

As opposed to organizational ambidexterity, individual ambidexterity refers to the pursuit of 

competing objectives as an individual rather than organizational capability. Individual ambidexterity 

constitutes the core of managing the relationship between exploration and exploitation through 
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everyday practice (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020). The view on ambidexterity as practice originates 

from the literature on the micro-foundations of paradox (Tarba et al., 2020) and research on the 

paradoxical mindset of individual actors (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Researchers study individual 

ambidexterity as a managerial capability by exploring the ways in which actors make decisions 

(Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013; Karhu & Ritala, 2020) as well as how they embrace paradoxes through 

everyday activities (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; Smith, 2014).   

Paradox scholars contributed to research on ambidextrous practices by studying the different ways in 

which managers handle the relationship between exploration and exploitation across organizational 

levels (Birkinshaw et al., 2016; Knight & Paroutis, 2017; Raisch & Tushman, 2016; Zimmermann et 

al., 2018). The conceptualizations of practices for handling tensions nuance the integration and 

differentiation practices, which ambidexterity scholars proposed that managers applied across 

organizational levels (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; Smith, 2014; Smith & Tushman, 2005). The 

development of concepts for the different practices through which managers handle paradoxical 

tensions in ambidextrous organizations suggests that managers understand tensions differently. 

2.4.1 Ambidextrous practices 
While different streams of ambidexterity research theorize organizational change differently, 

researchers studying ambidexterity see similar roles for individual actors in managing change. In the 

structural approach, senior managers are the functional integrator who handles the relationship 

between exploration and exploitation through so-called ‘both-and’ leadership (Smith, Lewis, & 

Tushman, 2016). In the contextual approach, senior managers differentiate exploration and 

exploitation within the same business unit to ensure that one part of the business does not overrule 

the other (Birkinshaw et al., 2016). In the sequential approach, senior managers shift between 

exploration and exploitation in responding to punctuated change (Boumgarden et al., 2012). This 

dissertation opens the black box of individual ambidexterity by laying out four paradoxical practices 
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through which individual managers handle the tension between opposing poles in ambidextrous 

organizations.   

2.4.1.1 Renegotiating tension between opposing poles 
Papachroni and Heracleous (2020) claim that individual managers are able to transcend the 

interdependent contradictions between exploration and exploitation through paradoxical practices by 

“renegotiating” the nature of the relationship between opposing poles. First, the authors describe that 

individual managers engage in “hybrid tasks” to accomplish dual types of outcomes. Second, the 

authors explain that individual managers carry out tasks in a way that capitalizes on previous efforts 

cumulatively (complementary to engaging in hybrid tasks). Third, the authors elaborate that 

individual managers adopt a mindset of seeking ways to accomplish task synergies between 

exploration and exploitation (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020). 

2.4.1.2 Valuing tension between opposing poles 
Knight and Cuganesan (2020) extend the literature on individual ambidexterity by demonstrating 

what “valuing tensions” means to individual managers in practice. The authors explain that the 

concept of “valuing practices” functions as a mechanism for integrating strategic priorities between 

the unit level and the organizational level. The authors elaborate that valuing practices consist of 

“demarcating”, “metricizing”, and “ranking” activities. While “demarcating activities” serve as a 

mechanism for separating the tension between opposing poles, “metricizing and ranking” activities 

serve as mechanisms for integrating exploration-exploitation tensions (Knight & Cuganesan, 2020).  

2.4.1.3 Configuring tension between opposing poles 
Zimmermann and colleagues (2018) develop the concept of “configurational practices” to 

demonstrate how individual managers constantly adapt and align the organizational context of 

“configurational activities”, which allow managers to handle tensions between exploration and 

exploitation throughout daily business activities. Configurational practices consist of “configurational 

matching”, “configurational contrasting”, and “configurational exposure” initiatives (Zimmermann 
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et al., 2018). The authors conceptualize the interplay between configurational practices as a 

continuous cycle between configurational matching and contrasting initiatives, mediated by 

configurational exposure initiatives. They propose that their concept of configurational practices 

builds the foundation for further research on the implementation of ambidexterity and suggest that 

future research combines the design perspective (senior managers) with the configurational 

perspective (frontline managers) on ambidexterity. 

2.4.1.4 Shaping tension between opposing poles 
Knight and Paroutis (2017) develop a model on how TMT leaders make tensions salient to lower-

level managers through individual practices by shaping the “interpretive context” of ambidextrous 

organizations. The interpretive context consists of three distinct “cues”, namely the “instrumental 

context”, the “relational context”, and the “temporal context” (Knight & Paroutis, 2017). The model 

on how TMT leaders make tensions salient to lower-level managers depicts the process through which 

(1) lower-level managers perceive the paradox as latent, (2) TMT leader deploys practices to construct 

interpretive contexts, (3) interpretive contexts enable simultaneous appreciation of poles, and cues 

converge over time, and (4) lower-level managers perceive the paradox as salient (Knight & Paroutis, 

2017). Adding to internal and external triggers of salient tensions (Smith & Lewis, 2011), Knight and 

Paroutis (2017) conceptualize interpretive contexts as a third condition that makes the contradictory, 

yet interdependent relationship between opposing poles salient at the same time and over time. 

2.4.2 Salience 
This dissertation argues that the ways in which managers handle the relationship between the 

opposing poles of exploration and exploitation through individual activities and practices construct 

salient tensions in ambidextrous organizations over time. From a paradox perspective, salient tensions 

constitute the concrete enactment of paradox in a socio-material context from the possibility space of 

all potential paradoxes within an organization (Hahn & Knight, 2019). Salient tensions emerge from 

processes of social construction (Putnam et al., 2016). Paradox researchers studied the processes 
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through which managers constructed tensions by means of rhetoric (Bednarek, Paroutis, & Sillince, 

2016), humor (Jarzabkowski & Lê, 2017), discourse (Sheep, Fairhurst, & Khazanchi, 2017), and text 

(Michaud, 2017). Micro-foundations of individual ambidexterity consist of the “activities and 

practices” (Tarba et al., 2020), which the existing literature conceptualized as the paradoxical 

practices and the everyday activities of leaders in ambidextrous organizations (Andriopoulos & 

Lewis, 2009; Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020). The literature review suggests that the “activities and 

practices” of individual managers constitute the ways of handling salient tensions as “the concrete 

enactment of paradox in a socio-material context” (Hahn & Knight, 2019) over time. 

2.5 Micro-level drivers of ambidexterity 
The differential perceptions of different managers makes individual ambidexterity the means for 

organizational ambidexterity and the ends of micro-level drivers simultaneously (Figure 5). On the 

one hand, individual ambidexterity emerges from the ability of individual managers to view the 

relationship between the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation as dynamic, interdependent 

and complementary. On the other hand, the everyday activities and paradoxical practices of individual 

managers are a precondition for the evolution of organizational ambidexterity. This implies that the 

ability of ambidextrous organizations to manage persistent tensions is contingent on the ability of 

individual managers to handle salient tensions as dualisms or dualities, triggered by internal (bottom-

up) and external (top-down) drivers.  

Figure 5: Decoupling individual- and organizational-level drivers of ambidexterity. 
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Research on individual ambidexterity is preoccupied with the ways in which the individual manager 

changes between practices for handling tensions, making ambidextrous organizations much more 

dynamic and complex. Nuancing the individual practices for managing tensions implies that scholars 

extended and expanded research on micro-level drivers of organizational ambidexterity concerning 

the level as well as unit of analysis. In one stream on the unit of analysis, researchers focused on the 

mechanisms through which managers handled tensions by means of rhetoric (Bednarek et al., 2016), 

humor (Jarzabkowski & Lê, 2017), discourse (Sheep et al., 2017), and text (Michaud, 2017). In 

another stream on the level of analysis, researchers concentrated on the level where managers handled 

tensions across the organization, namely senior, middle and frontline employees (Chen, 2017; Raisch 

& Zimmermann, 2017). The two research streams evolved in parallel to the extent that one assumed 

that individuals were ambidextrous due to the organizational context, while the other stream viewed 

individuals as ambidextrous in spite of the organizational context. 

2.5.1 Individual-level drivers 
The research stream on the micro-level drivers of individual ambidexterity takes its point of departure 

in the idea that all individuals in an organization have to be able to manage the tension between 

opposing poles ambidextrously (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004), yet pointed out how difficult it would 

be for individual managers to do so (Gupta et al., 2006). This research stream generally assumed that 

organizations could enable individuals to be ambidextrous by building the structures and creating the 

cultures for managers to embrace the tension between opposing poles in practice (Jansen et al., 2009). 

On the other hand, ambidexterity scholars viewing organizations from a paradox perspective studied 

the ways in which individual managers developed practices for managing tensions from within 

(Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020). 

This dissertation conceptualizes individual-level drivers as the internal triggers through which the 

business unit repeatedly (re)initiates ambidexterity. Raisch and Zimmermann (2017) describe how 
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internal triggers are prevalent in research on contextual and sequential ambidexterity. The authors 

argue that internal triggers of contextual ambidexterity manifest through a bottom-up process. At the 

same time, the authors claim that internal triggers of sequential ambidexterity materialize through a 

top-down process. Little research exists on the contingent factors through which internal triggers give 

rise to a bottom-up and a top-down process, respectively (Raisch & Zimmermann, 2017). 

2.5.2 Organizational-level drivers 
The research stream on the micro-level drivers of organizational ambidexterity takes its point of 

departure in the paradoxical cognitive frames of individual managers (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). 

Originating from the meaning that individuals are able to do something equally well with both hands 

(Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013), individual ambidexterity denotes the ability to accept the tension 

between opposing poles by embracing both elements simultaneously. While early research focused 

on the ability of managers to integrate structurally differentiated organizations (Jansen et al., 2009; 

O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008) or differentiate integrated business units (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; 

Raisch et al., 2009), later studies concentrated on the practices through which managers integrated 

and differentiated opposing poles interchangeably (Smith, 2014). 

This dissertation conceptualizes organizational-level drivers as the external triggers through which 

the organizational unit repeatedly (re)initiates ambidexterity. Raisch and Zimmermann (2017) 

describe how external triggers are prevalent in research on structural and contextual ambidexterity. 

The authors argue that external triggers of structural and contextual ambidexterity manifest through 

a top-down process (Raisch & Zimmermann, 2017). 

2.5.3 Persistence 
Persistence is at the heart of paradox theory in general, and specifically dynamic equilibrium theory, 

as paradoxes evolve through the persistent (re)emergence of salient tensions and evolution towards 

latency through acceptance (Smith & Lewis, 2011). While managers can temporarily resolve 
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paradoxes, the underlying tensions will persist and thereby resurface at a later stage (e Cunha & 

Clegg, 2018). Because the underlying tensions persist, paradoxes defy resolution over time (Schad et 

al., 2019). The temporal persistence of tensions arises through the mutually constitutive nature of the 

relationship between opposing poles, which makes it practically impossible for managers to 

disentangle interrelated contradictions (Putnam et al., 2016). The contradictory, yet interdependent 

nature of the relationship between opposing poles makes tensions emerge, evolve and reemerge 

through a dynamic-cyclical process:  

Rather interdependent contradictions incite a cyclical, relationship between opposing forces. This dynamic 

relationship suggests a processual perspective, understanding how each element continually informs and 

defines the other. 

(Schad et al., 2016; p. 382) 

The dynamic-cyclical process arises through the ways in which interdependent contradictions 

between opposing poles emerge as latent tensions, evolve as salient tensions and reemerge as 

persistent tensions. While the discussion on the nature of organizational paradoxes as inherent (K. K. 

Smith & Berg, 1987) or constructed (Poole & van de Ven, 1989) constituted a fundamental tension 

underlying extant literature, paradox researchers only recently studied the interrelationships between 

the latency and the salience of tensions. In a recent study, Hahn & Knight (2019) conceptualized the 

temporal persistence of tensions through the interrelationships between latency and salience by 

defining persistence as the recurrent enactment of paradoxes in similar socio-material contexts. The 

definition implies that managers repeatedly construct salient tensions from the possibility space of all 

potential paradoxes underlying organizations over time.    

The literature review proposes that the micro-level drivers of organizational and individual 

ambidexterity make paradoxical tensions persist within ambidextrous organizations over time. The 
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review suggests that individual- and organizational-level drivers constitute the “similar socio-material 

contexts” in which managers repeatedly construct paradoxes (Hahn & Knight, 2019). The temporal 

persistence of tensions thus arises from the recurrent enactment of paradoxes through individual- and 

organizational-level drivers of ambidexterity. At the same time, this dissertation posits that the socio-

material context provides the room for maneuver of managers to shift paradox dynamics (Pradies, 

Tunarosa, Lewis, & Courtois, 2020). 

2.6 The implications of persistence for ambidexterity 
The notion of micro-level drivers of the micro-foundations of ambidexterity provides the point of 

departure for opening up black box approaches to ambidexterity, because the distinction between 

drivers and foundations implies that understanding the nature of the relationship between the 

opposing poles of exploration and exploitation is a precondition for managing organizational tensions. 

Different managers perceive paradoxical tensions differently, and the difference in managerial 

perceptions of different paradoxical tensions implies that ambidextrous organizations constitute of 

different modes and mechanisms for managing organizational tensions, driving the constitution and 

reconstitution of the micro-foundations of ambidexterity across individual and organizational levels.  

 

Figure 6: Coupling micro-level drivers, paradoxical tensions and micro-foundations of ambidexterity. 

The literature review builds a conceptual framework, based on the relationships between micro-level 

drivers and micro-foundations of ambidexterity developed above. The framework relates the concepts 
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of individual- and organizational-level drivers as well as individual and organizational ambidexterity 

to the latent, salient and persistent states of paradoxical tensions. Figure 6 couples the concepts of 

micro-level drivers, micro-foundations and paradoxical tensions.  

Based on the dynamic equilibrium model (Smith & Lewis, 2011), latent tensions become salient when 

triggered by environmental forces or actors’ paradoxical cognition. Coupling latent and salient 

tensions with micro-level drivers (Figure 6), latent tensions become salient when triggered by 

individual- or organizational-level drivers (e.g. individual cognition or TMT meetings). The dynamic 

equilibrium model shows that salient tensions spur vicious cycles when individual actors or 

organizational factors emphasize the contradictions between the opposing poles. On the other hand, 

salient tensions spur virtuous cycles when individual actors and organizational factors embrace the 

complementarities between the opposing poles (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Coupling salient and 

persistent tensions with individual ambidexterity, managers handle salient tensions through activities 

and practices, which embeds persistent tensions within organizational structures and cultures (Figure 

6). Coupling persistent and latent tensions with organizational ambidexterity, managers handle 

persistent tensions in ways that make latent tensions inherent to organizational processes over time 

(Figure 6). The literature review develops a theoretical framework denoted “the ambidexterity cycle”. 

2.6.1 Ambidexterity cycle 
This literature review taps into current streams of ambidexterity research on the dynamic view of 

ambidexterity, the paradox view of ambidexterity and the perspective on paradoxical tensions as 

micro-foundations of ambidexterity. The review builds on the foundation of the existing literature to 

establish individual ambidexterity as a precondition for organizational ambidexterity, triggered by 

micro-level drivers of ambidexterity. The preceding sections decoupled micro-level drivers and 

micro-foundations of ambidexterity (Figure 3), individual and organizational ambidexterity (Figure 

4) as well as individual-level and organizational-level drivers of ambidexterity (Figure 5), 
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respectively. While Figure 6 coupled micro-level drivers, paradoxical tensions and micro-foundations 

of ambidexterity, Figure 7 relates the respective concepts by developing the notion of an 

“ambidexterity cycle”.  

 

Figure 7: Ambidexterity cycle. 

Based on the quantum approach to the temporal persistence of tensions (Hahn & Knight, 2019), 

tensions persist through the repeated enactment of paradox in similar socio-material contexts. In the 

ambidexterity cycle (Figure 7), latent tensions lay dormant as the “inherent but indeterminate 

potential of paradox” (Hahn & Knight, 2019). Micro-level drivers make latent tensions salient 

through the “concrete enactment of paradox in a socio-material context” (Figure 7). While persistence 

is not inherent in salient paradoxes per se (Hahn & Knight, 2019), managers make salient tensions 

persist through the “repeated enactment of paradox in a similar socio-material context”, which 

embeds persistent tensions within organizational structures and cultures (i.e. organizational 

ambidexterity). Managers handle persistent tensions in ways that make latent tensions inherent to 

organizational processes over time, laying latent tensions dormant as the “inherent but indeterminate 

potential of paradox” in the ambidexterity cycle (Figure 7). Hence, the ambidexterity cycle is dynamic 

to the extent that it reenacts tensions in a similar context over time. 
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2.7 Viewing ambidexterity from the perspective of paradox 
Because persistence arises through the ways in which managers recurrently construct salient tensions 

from the possibility space of all potential paradoxes (Hahn & Knight, 2019), the managerial 

imperative is to beware of the latent tensions underlying organizations (e Cunha & Clegg, 2018). 

While the resolution of tensions is temporary and the awareness of persistence constitutes a 

managerial imperative (e Cunha & Clegg, 2018), the room for maneuver of managers to move beyond 

persistent tensions lies within changing the socio-material context. Within the socio-material context, 

organizational actors sometimes perceive tensions as paradoxical, at other times as a dilemma (e 

Cunha & Clegg, 2018). The differential perceptions of different managers on tensions thus implies 

that the socio-material context provides the room for maneuver of managers as “the moment in which 

spirals change direction” (Tsoukas & Pina, 2017) to transition between multiple, dynamic equilibria 

(Raisch et al., 2018) over time. Hence, the dynamic of the ambidexterity cycle is non-deterministic. 

2.7.1 Dynamic shifts 
In a recent study, Pradies and colleagues (2020) developed a model on how shifts in paradox 

dynamics evolve through the enactment of socio-symbolic objects by so-called “supporting actors”. 

The model depicts how “organizational actors” transition from a vicious to a virtuous cycle, moving 

through a cycle break and a cycle reversal (Pradies et al., 2020), denoting the role of the supporting 

actor as the key to shifting paradox dynamics. Because supporting actors are insiders to the 

organization, but outsiders to the paradox, they view paradoxes from a different perspective than the 

“focal actors” in their organizations. Supporting actors thus play a key role in shaping the social and 

symbolic dimensions influencing the capacity of focal actors to shift patterned responses to 

paradoxical tensions (Pradies et al., 2020), thereby changing the socio-material context through which 

organizational actors repeatedly enact paradoxes over time. Shifting paradox dynamics thus provides 

the room for maneuver of managers to move beyond an ambidexterity cycle by changing the socio-

material context. 
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2.8 Research question and sub-questions 
This literature review provides the foundation for studying the temporal persistence of tensions by 

decoupling means and ends of ambidexterity (Figures 3, 4 and 5). The review contributes to 

understanding the implications of persistence for ambidexterity by coupling micro-level drivers, 

paradoxical tensions and micro-foundations of ambidexterity (Figure 6) through the concept of an 

ambidexterity cycle (Figure 7). The ambidexterity cycle is dynamic, yet non-deterministic. As 

managers may perceive a circle as either virtuous or vicious, depending on the selected goal (Tsoukas 

& Pina, 2017), the ambidexterity cycle is limited to managing the same paradoxical tensions through 

different ways of moving towards the selected goal. Because different managers perceive tensions 

differently, on the other hand, cycles may change in either direction through the different managerial 

perceptions of tensions as dualisms or dualities (Tsoukas & Pina, 2017). While managers are thus 

able to handle paradoxical tensions within the same ambidexterity cycle for some time, ambidextrous 

organizations may transition between multiple dynamic equilibria over time (Raisch et al., 2018), 

driven by shifts in paradox dynamics (Pradies et al., 2020). Hence, the aforementioned research 

question and sub-questions: 

How do paradoxical tensions persist in ambidextrous organizations over time? 

• What paradoxical tensions persist in ambidextrous organizations over time? 

• How do different managers perceive tensions differently within ambidextrous organizations 

over time? 

• What are the implications of the differential perceptions of different managers for the temporal 

persistence of tensions? 

The following chapter covers the research principles, approach and strategy for the data collection 

and analysis of how paradoxical tensions persist in ambidextrous organizations over time. 
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3. Methodology 
Studying tensions is inherently paradoxical (Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2017; Smith et al., 2017). 

Paradox theory recently moved towards a discussion of the ontology, substantiating claims about 

salience and latency in the literature (Hahn & Knight, 2019). The discussion on a paradox ontology 

revolves around the implications of viewing tensions as simultaneously embedded within systemic 

structures (Schad & Bansal, 2018) and constructed by organizational actors (Tuckermann, 2019). 

From an ontological perspective, the managerial imperative is to know the tensions underlying 

potential paradoxes of the organization as well as to know how to handle the ones than become salient 

(e Cunha & Clegg, 2018). The objective of the research thus becomes to explore how managers 

understand potential (latent) paradoxes as well as the ways in which they handle realized (salient) 

paradoxes in their organizations. This chapter covers the research principles, approach and strategy 

for the data collection and analysis of how paradoxical tensions persist in ambidextrous organizations 

over time.  

3.1 Practice epistemology 
While some scholars have focused on the social construction of paradoxes through cognition (Poole 

& van de Ven, 1989), others have focused on the structural conditions of paradoxes (Smith & Berg, 

1987). Research on the nature of paradoxes is moving in parallel with studies on the constitution of 

tensions in situated practice (Putnam et al., 2016; Schad et al., 2016). The relations within and 

between paradoxes span across time and space in ways that make paradoxes mutually constitutive 

and practically impossible to disentangle (Putnam et al., 2016). Because paradoxes and managerial 

responses interweave within and across organizational levels (Jarzabkowski et al., 2018), researchers 

are discussing how to study the emergence of organizational paradoxes and relationships between 

their underlying tensions (Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2017), and they are reimagining theoretical 

concepts by exploring such paradoxes in everyday practice (Fairhurst & Sheep, 2019). 
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3.1.1 Practice-theoretical principles 
The ‘practice turn’ in paradox research implies that scholars apply practice-theoretical principles to 

paradox (Table 2). The first principle of social construction entails that paradox scholars understand 

the local manifestation of paradox, the structural conditions of paradox and the responses to paradox 

as perceived by individual actors through the organizational context (Lê & Bednarek, 2017). The 

local manifestation of and responses to paradox arise from the structural conditions of paradox, 

triggered by internal or external contingency factors (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Individual perceptions 

of paradox arise within a socio-material context (Hahn & Knight, 2019). The research stream on 

individual ambidexterity takes its point of departure in the conceptualization of paradoxical tensions 

and management strategies as socially constructed (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020).  

Principles Core principle of practice theory Implications for paradox theory 

Social 
construction 

Social reality is constituted within and 
by practice. 

Paradoxes are constituted within and by 
practices. 

Everyday 
activities 

The starting point for study is the 
everyday micro activities of actors as 
they unfold in the moment. 

The starting point for investigation of 
paradox are the everyday doings and 
sayings unfolding in the moment. 

Consequentiality Everyday activities are consequential 
because they comprise what an 
organization is and does. Organizational 
patterns and institutionalized practices 
are instantiated in the everyday actions 
and interactions of people within and 
beyond organizations. 

Paradoxes at multiple levels are situated. 

Relationality The world is made up of dualities - 
rather than dichotomies - that are 
mutually constitutive. 

Paradoxical elements have a mutually 
constitutive relationship. Multiple 
paradoxes and their poles need to be 
understood in relation to one another. 
Embracing the complexity of the 
everyday organizational experience 
enables moving beyond dualities. 

Table 2: Applying practice-theoretical principles to paradox (based on Lê & Bednarek, 2017). 

The second principle of everyday activities involves the study of micro-activities as practices for 

enacting and responding to paradoxes, which constitute global actions in localized sayings and 
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doings, blurring the lines between latent and salient tensions (Lê & Bednarek, 2017). Conceptualizing 

individual practices, literature is emerging on the construction of paradoxes through rhetoric 

(Bednarek et al., 2016), humor (Jarzabkowski & Lê, 2017), discourse (Sheep et al., 2017), and text 

(Michaud, 2017). Individual practices arise through the concrete enactment of paradox in a socio-

material context (Hahn & Knight, 2019). The research stream on micro-foundations of ambidexterity 

takes its point of departure in the everyday activities of individual managers (Tarba et al., 2020), 

studying the instantiations of paradox in practice (Knight & Paroutis, 2017).  

The third principle of consequentiality moves research beyond localized sayings and doings to study 

the implications of enacting and responding to paradoxes for the structural embeddedness of tensions 

in global actions (Lê & Bednarek, 2017). For instance, Jarzabkowski and colleagues (2019) proposed 

that scholars study systemic paradoxical tensions and situated management strategies simultaneously. 

The research stream on micro-foundations of ambidexterity studies the implications of individual 

activities and practices for organizational structures and cultures by conceptualizing individual 

ambidexterity as a precondition for organizational ambidexterity (Tarba et al., 2020). Hence, the ways 

in which managers handle tensions in practice have implications for the structure of the organizational 

design over time (Smith & Beretta, 2020). 

The fourth principle of relationality implies that scholars study the wider nexus of doings and sayings 

to understand the implications of local activities for global actions (Lê & Bednarek, 2017). The 

research stream on dynamic-cyclical processes of ambidexterity studies the relationships between 

multiple dynamic equilibria (Raisch et al., 2018). The perspective on practices as relational entails 

that the nature of practices for handling tensions is paradoxical to the extent that individual managers 

both differentiate and integrate opposing poles on an everyday basis (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; 

Smith, 2014). The added layer of complexity entangles mutually constitutive poles within and across 
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organizational levels. Hence, the response to one paradox has implications for the management of 

another paradox.  

3.1.2 Practice-methodological principles 
Nicolini (2009, 2013) lends a practice-theoretical lens to research on paradox by providing a method 

for studying the ‘here-and-now’ as well as the ‘elsewhere-and-then’ of paradoxes through ‘zooming 

in’ and ‘zooming out’ on practice. Paradox scholars developed a practice approach to study systemic 

paradoxical tensions and their situated management simultaneously (Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, 

Chalkias, & Cacciator, 2019). They propose that researchers study the embedded and constructed 

nature of paradoxes by “zooming out” on the grand challenges of systems and “zooming in” on the 

tensions underlying organizational challenges to understand how to move beyond them (Schad & 

Bansal, 2018). Context matters to understanding paradox (Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2017), because the 

contextualization of salient tensions within local sites illuminates how persistent tensions lay dormant 

within a global system (Jarzabkowski et al., 2018).  

In this case, zooming in refers to disentangling the nature of the relationship between opposing poles, 

the tension between poles and the temporal persistence of tensions. Zooming out, on the other hand, 

refers to disentangling the relationships between tensions, the practices for managing tensions and 

the implications of managing tensions over time. Zooming in, the fieldwork illuminated management 

meetings, team meetings and project meetings as situations in which managers constructed and 

reconstructed tensions through everyday activities. Zooming out, the interviews with senior managers, 

middle managers and frontline managers illustrated how managers embedded inherent tensions 

within the innovation lab over time. In this case, zooming out on the relationship between 

ambidexterity cycles provides the context for zooming in on the ambidexterity dynamics through 

which paradoxical tensions persisted in the ambidextrous organization. 
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3.1.3 Research approach 
Studying the temporal persistence of tensions through latency and salience, this dissertation applies 

a practice-methodological approach to paradox. The study of salience privileges the individual 

experiences of organizational actors who convey the salience of tensions through the way they speak, 

and the words they choose (Jarzabkowski et al., 2018). Language provides a useful indicator of 

salience to the extent that particular word choices or word co-locations indicates that the actors 

perceive the tension as salient (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009). The researcher used expressions of 

contradiction, interdependence and persistence, in this study, as language indicators of tensions within 

and across reflective interviews. At the same time, the researcher observed management meetings 

and kept a research log to document the situation-specific activities through which managers handled 

tensions and practices through which managers enacted tensions within the innovation lab (Table 3).   

Salience Description Suggested indicators Data requirement 

Language The way actors speak, and 
the words they choose. 

Word choice; Word co-location; 
Discursive practices (e.g. rhetoric) 

In-depth, real-time data, 
ideally featuring 
interaction and 
reflection; focused on 
organizational actors 
and their experience.  

Observation-based data; 
diaries; reflective 
interviews. 

Emotion Emotional reactions, 
either focused on tension 
or complementarity. 

Word choice; Tone of voice; 
Gestures and facial expressions 

Action The things organizational 
actors do and the practices 
in which they engage. 

Resource allocations; Situation-
specific doings, such as auditing, 
selling, sparring; Enacting role 
assignments 

Table 3: Studying salience (Based on Jarzabkowski et al., 2018) 

Jarzabkowski and colleagues (2018) emphasize that the identification of latency in the case study 

arises from the experiences of the organizational actors rather than the perception of the researcher. 

The authors thus propose that the study of latency entails focusing on uncovering latent paradoxes 

rather than the lack of managerial experiences of latent paradoxes (Jarzabkowski et al., 2018). In this 

study, the researcher applied observational methods through ethnographic fieldwork and engaged in 

deep interviewing of individual managers within the innovation lab. The researcher was attentive to 
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surprise to the extent that managers described material manifestations of tensions that seemed absurd 

(Table 4). For instance, the CEO of PharmaLab took it for granted that the ways in which the 

innovation lab became an integrated part of the corporate R&D department provided the leadership 

team with a room for maneuver in allocating resources across project teams, which was a surprise to 

the researcher. The longitudinal case study provides the foundation for studying transitions between 

salience and latency over time to understand how salient tensions become latent and vice versa 

(Jarzabkowski et al., 2018). Hence, this study follows the appearance and disappearance of paradoxes 

through cycles of ambidexterity. 

Latency Description Suggested indicators Data requirement 

Everyday How paradox unfolds in a 
taken-for granted way as 
part of everyday practices. 

Attention to what is potentially 
being silenced and marginalized. 

What is absurd or surprising to 
the researcher but taken for-
granted by participants? 

Embodied and material 
manifestations of contradiction. 

Observational methods 
and deep interviewing 
as part of ethnographic 
embeddedness in the 
field. 

Juxtapose 
time 

Studying transitions 
between salience and 
latency over time to 
understand when, why, 
and how paradoxes 
become latent. 

Switches in action and practice in 
the moment and over time. 

‘Disappearance’ or ‘appearance’ 
of a paradox within longstanding 
practices and processes. 

Longitudinal data is 
required and may be 
retrospective and/or real 
time. 

Juxtapose 
space 

Explore multiple 
interconnected spaces 
where a paradox 
manifests (e.g. similar 
cases within the same 
macro-context or 
interconnected practices 
that are followed across 
space). 

Differences in action and practice 
in different places that have a 
common overarching paradoxical 
context. 

Differences in the experience of 
paradox at the systemic/network 
level and the organizational or 
individual level. 

Comparative cases. 

Table 4: Studying latency (Based on Jarzabkowski et al., 2018). 

Studying persistence entails providing evidence for the existence of contradictions (Andriopoulos & 

Gotsi, 2017), and the operationalization of ambidexterity as a contradiction between exploration and 
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exploitation provides an empirical setting for identifying paradoxes. Paradoxical tensions are 

dynamic-cyclical, and the study of persistence requires a focus on temporality and process in the 

empirical setting. Persistence arises from the dynamic interactions between multiple connected 

tensions across organizational levels and unfolds through multiple related processes over time, 

necessitating longitudinal research on mechanisms and outcomes of ambidexterity. Verifying salient 

and latent tensions, an empirical instantiation makes for evidence of a dualism to some and a duality 

to others (Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2017). This dissertation considers the experiences of managing 

organizational tensions as evidence of paradox and as a criterion for identifying paradoxes in the 

empirical setting of the innovation lab. 

3.1.4 Research strategy 
Studying the nature of the relationship between opposing poles within ambidextrous organizations 

necessitates a multi-level research strategy to understand the differential perceptions of different 

managers on exploration-exploitation tensions (Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2017). First, the embedded 

nature of the relationship implied that the researcher juxtaposed phenomena across time and space to 

understand how managers made latent tensions inherent within the ambidextrous organization. 

Second, the constructed nature of the relationship implied that the researcher asked different 

managers the same questions about contradictions and interdependencies across organization levels 

to understand how managers made tensions salient in different ways. Third, the simultaneously 

embedded and constructed nature of the relationship implied that the researcher followed through on 

the persistence of tensions over time:  

• Juxtaposing exploration-exploitation tensions across time (2015-2020) and space 

(senior/middle/frontline managers),  
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• Asking about the same contradictions and interdependencies between the opposing 

poles of exploration and exploitation across organizational levels 

(senior/middle/frontline managers), and 

• Following through on the persistence of tensions over time (2015-2020). 

The researcher specified criteria for choosing who to talk to and what to observe in the field. On the 

one hand, the researcher observed tensions becoming salient in meetings. On the other hand, the 

researcher invited people who participated in the meetings to talk about why tensions became salient. 

The researcher discovered that people working in the innovation lab had different experiences of 

tensions. On the one hand, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews to gain insights into 

the daily work of people in the innovation lab, processes for managing latent exploration-exploitation 

tensions in the leadership team and practices for managing salient exploration-exploitation tensions 

in the lab. On the other hand, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews to gain insights 

into the history of the innovation lab, retrospective accounts of change cycles and understanding of 

dynamic shifts in approach to managing persistent exploration-exploitation tensions. 

The researcher ordered the interviews and observations in relation to the time and place at which they 

took place. For instance, the researcher noted the room in which each meeting took place. The 

researcher did not record the meetings because the participation of many people lowered the quality 

of the sound. However, many meetings took place online and allowed the researcher to access the 

meetings after they took place. The researcher took photos around the offices, downloaded corporate 

files and folders as well as saved screenshots from the corporate intranet (all with permission). The 

researcher archived the observations in a Word document on the computer, which the researcher 

carried inside and outside the innovation lab. The researcher used the headlines in the diary as a 

timestamp for tracking the ways around the innovation lab and trailing connections between different 

practices located in different places around the lab.  
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Over time, the researcher developed a grand narrative about the history of the innovation lab based 

on the interviews with managers who had worked in the lab for years. The grand narrative consisted 

of the history on the emergence and evolution of the innovation lab during the period 2015-2020. The 

researcher developed the grand narrative by sparring with the external consultant who was working 

for the CEO of PharmaLab in writing the management book about the lessons learned throughout the 

history of the innovation lab. The researcher distilled the stories of managers into eight empirical 

vignettes, which provided the foundation for the analysis of the empirics. Each vignette began with a 

description of the latent tension embedded in PharmaLab, continued with an explanation of the salient 

tension in the innovation lab and ended with an elaboration on the persistent tension in the lab. The 

next section uncovers the iterative coding process underlying the narrative format of the analysis. 

3.2 Case study 
This dissertation conducts an inductive and in-depth case study of a pharmaceutical company 

(PharmaCo) and its innovation lab (PharmaLab) over a five-year period (Yin, 1994). Approaching 

the empirical phenomenon through a constructionist perspective to understand the subjective 

experiences of managing paradoxical tensions in practice, the contextual description of the case 

company is necessary for understanding the situations in which managers experience tensions. As 

mentioned, the hybrid conditions of the pharmaceutical industry make pharmaceutical companies 

typical cases of organizational ambidexterity, considering the underlying dynamics of rapid, recurrent 

and discontinuous innovation (Farjoun, 2010). The pharmaceutical industry provides an exemplar for 

studying the tension that underlie the relationship between incumbent firms and their innovation labs, 

due to pharmaceutical companies being highly innovative (e.g. high R&D spend) but very 

conservative (e.g. high regulatory barriers). However, because the pharmaceutical industry is 

notoriously difficult to access, there only exists limited research on organizational ambidexterity in 

pharmaceutical companies. 
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3.2.1 Corporate innovation labs 
Conducting the case study in a corporate innovation lab (Lewis & Moultrie, 2005; Magadley & Birdi, 

2009),  it constituted the separate organizational unit of an incumbent firm aiming to transform the 

existing business. The challenge of corporate innovation labs is the dual objective of exploring new 

business opportunities while integrating new ways of working in the core organization (Hansen et al., 

2019). A common concern by corporate innovation labs is to work on projects that are radically 

different from the work of colleagues in corporate headquarters, yet sufficiently similar to this work 

for these colleagues to integrate improvements in corporate practices (Shibata et al., 2021). 

The mainstream media hailed the case company as a textbook example of corporate innovation labs 

within and beyond the pharmaceutical industry. During the fieldwork, the leadership team referenced 

textbooks on corporate innovation labs in presenting the work of the case company and positioned it 

in two-by-two matrices vis-à-vis the corporate innovation labs of other companies in different 

industries. The case company not only received extensive attention from mainstream media but also 

numerous awards for the design of innovative products and services. While the case company was 

never profitable, the leadership team argued that the brand value generated through the work of the 

corporate innovation lab justified the money spent on financing it.  

However, corporate executives claimed that the generation of brand value did not exempt the 

corporate innovation lab from the requirement to produce a business case that justified the substantial 

investment over time. While the requirement to produce a business case that justified the substantial 

investment did not receive much attention in the mainstream media, it was evident to the leadership 

team that they had to bring back something to their owner. The organizational changes in the 

relationship between PharmaCo and PharmaLab was a constant reminder of the pressure to perform 

in the innovation lab, and the lab was under constant pressure to deliver results to the existing 

business. 
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3.3 Data collection 
The data collection was extensive as it spanned over five years and culminated with in-depth 

fieldwork at the case company for six months. 33 interviews with senior management were collected, 

along with 50 observations of management meetings as well as retrieval of 70 management 

presentations (Appendix 1). Two workshops for corporate executives were observed, one with 

managers from the innovation lab (branding workshop) and another with managers from corporate 

headquarters (strategy workshop).  In accumulation, 60 pages of field notes were compiled. While 

semi-structured interviews constituted the primary source of information, observations and archival 

data contextualized the responses from interviewees. The collection of archival data provided a 

longitudinal perspective to the study beyond the six months in the field, and it added particular value 

to the contextualization of organizational tensions through observations and fields notes. 

Interviews were conducted with managers at the senior, middle and frontline levels of PharmaLab 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The interviews took place over five years (4 April 2016 – 23 April 2020) 

and lasted 30-90 minutes. The 33 interviews lasted 1.980 minutes in total. The respondents were 

selected because they were employees or managers at the innovation lab and part of their role was to 

work with corporate headquarters. The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The 

transcripts of the 33 interviews amounted to 660 pages in total. While the interview guides were 

designed to focus on ambidexterity, shifts in management strategies, and persistence of tensions, the 

individual questions focused on the emergence of the innovation lab, the evolution of the lab, and its 

relationship to corporate headquarters. Probes were used from participating in management 

workshops as well as management presentations, and it invited managers to illustrate ideas through 

whiteboard drawings. Each interview started with an alignment of expectations and a request to record 

the conversation. The interview process continued until the innovation lab turned into a corporate 

venture capital firm, which took place in April 2020. 
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3.3.1 Pre-study 
In order to become familiar with the relationship between the opposing poles of exploration and 

exploitation within pharmaceutical companies, as an embedded phenomenon in the pharmaceutical 

industry, this dissertation builds on a pre-study from 2016. The pre-study took place in the digital 

health department and corporate innovation lab of two pharmaceutical companies, including 

PharmaCo and another Danish pharmaceutical company. Interviewing people from the two different 

companies, the pre-study compared and contrasted the ways in which the pharmaceutical companies 

managed exploration-exploitation tensions differently. The pharmaceutical companies constituted 

two of the largest pharmaceuticals in Denmark, and the pharmaceuticals represented a contextual as 

well as a structural approach to managing exploration-exploitation tensions through ambidexterity. 

While the digital health department managed innovation in the same way that the pharmaceutical 

company managed the development of new drugs, the corporate innovation lab managed digital 

innovation in a different way than PharmaCo managed the corporate R&D pipeline (Table 5).  

Ambidexterity/ 

Polarities 

PharmaCo  

(structural ambidexterity) 

Pharmaceutical company  

(contextual ambidexterity) 

Exploration • Establishing a separate 
organizational unit outside 
corporate headquarters 

• Learning about new technologies 
beyond the pharmaceutical 
industry 
 

• Establishing a separate departmental 
unit on digital innovation inside 
corporate headquarters 

• Digitalizing an existing medical 
device within the pharmaceutical 
company 

Exploitation • Integrating learnings to support 
existing business 

• Integrating the separate 
organizational unit within 
corporate R&D department 
 

• Internalizing digital capabilities 
from other departments 

• Internalizing the separate 
department as a project unit within 
corporate R&D line 

Table 5: Different ways of operationalizing ambidexterity in the pharmaceutical industry. 

Conducting 12 interviews with managers and employees from the pharmaceutical company and 

PharmaCo, in addition to the aforementioned 33 interviews, the pre-study used the interviews to ask 



69 
 

about the different ways of working in the two pharmaceutical companies. The interviews provided 

the researcher with an initial understanding of digital innovation within the pharmaceutical industry 

and laid the foundation for an inquiry into the ways in which people worked differently on an 

everyday basis. Regulation surfaced as the main obstacle to digital innovation in the pharmaceutical 

industry, and the pre-study supplemented the first round of interviews with a second round of 

accounts from regulators. Hence, the pre-study obtained an understanding of digital innovation within 

pharmaceutical companies as well as the embeddedness of digital innovation in the healthcare system 

(Table 5). 

3.3.2 Research access 
Negotiating the access to PharmaLab over a two-year period, the fieldwork arose from the dialogue 

with the chief technology officer (CTO) in the spring of 2017. Corresponding regularly over the next 

few years, the CTO of PharmaLab participated as a presenter at a workshop that the researcher hosted 

(autumn 2017), travelled with the researcher for a practitioner’s conference in Dubai (spring 2018) 

and established a connection for the researcher with colleagues from PharmaLab. The data collection 

progressed as a snowballing process throughout 2017 and 2018, and the CTO was the one who got 

the snowball rolling. While the CTO did not hesitate in granting access to the innovation lab, the main 

concern was the timing of introducing an outsider to the rest of the lab. PharmaLab went through 

repeated organizational changes between 2016 and 2019, which complicated the entering of the office 

as an outsider. In the end, the CTO granted access to the innovation lab by means of a key, a Slack 

account and a Google Drive folder, which enabled research through online and offline data collection. 

Access to interviews, meetings and documents was (re)negotiated on a case-by-case basis. The 

researcher did not have a laptop, login, or email account, which denied the researcher access to the 

calendars of people working in the innovation lab. As it turned out, the researcher found out when 

and where to start by observing the practices of people working in the innovation lab. The lack of 
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access was due to the confidential nature of the pharmaceutical industry, and the pharmaceutical 

company granted the researcher access to documents on a file-by-file basis to be able to account for 

the sharing of confidential information.  

The researcher participated in daily stand-ups to understand the everyday practices of people working 

in the innovation lab and to figure out where and when the observations had to start on a given day. 

People would ask the researcher what the researcher had done on the previous day and could invite 

the researcher to participate in the activities of the day. Rather than following a specific person 

throughout the day, the researcher took a point of departure in a general practice that led the researcher 

to discover new places around the office. The restricted access was not a deliberate choice and felt 

uncomfortable, but the decision to plan on an everyday basis proved doable.  

3.3.3 Research diary 
The researcher wrote a research diary to document personal experiences of shadowing organizational 

actors in moving around the innovation lab (Czarniawska, 2014). The research diary provides a 

technique for developing personal rules of thumb in doing fieldwork (Czarniawska, 2008). The 

researcher compiled 18 pages of personal notes in the research diary. The research diary enabled the 

discovery that the fieldwork was full of tensions, and therefore the researcher reflected on those 

tensions that arose in personal notes by writing about them. The following excerpts develop three 

personal rules of thumb for doing fieldwork.  

The first rule of thumb was to simultaneously accelerate and decelerate the pace of doing fieldwork. 

Personal notes were about the tension between sitting still as a researcher to observe the phenomenon-

in-question and moving fast to follow a phenomenon raising even more questions. The researcher had 

to sit still to focus on the object but to move quickly if surpassed by something more interesting: 
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 7 October 2019: I was supposed to start work at PharmaLab today, yet the CTO sent 

me an email this morning asking if we could postpone it until tomorrow. Of course, I said yes. 

However, I’m eager to get started and anxious that this will be postponed into eternity. The last few 

weeks were very emotionally challenging, as there was always a question if I would eventually get 

access to do my data collection at PharmaLab or not. I have trust in the CTO that it will indeed 

happen, and I look forward to start working tomorrow morning, but I’m afraid that it will not take 

place in the end.  

 9 October 2019: I feel like I am running around trying to figure out what is going on in 

the innovation lab, and I spend most of my time looking for people or looking at what they are doing. 

It is hard to slow down, because things move fast and it is even harder to figure out what is going on 

when moving into a space in which things are ongoing. I find it frustrating to find people behind 

closed glass doors and do not know how to enter a transparent door when things are clearly moving 

on without me. I might try to observe people through doors and windows. 

 16 October 2019: I do not feel so well today. It feels like I am missing stuff because I do 

not know what is going on. I sit at my desk watching stand-ups and realize that I should take part in 

them. I only know the group in one of three stand-ups and blame myself for not knowing the others. 

It is hard to get out of my comfortable seat when people stand in a circle, secluded around themselves. 

The feeling of constantly lacking behind my colleagues is discomforting, and I struggle in not 

observing the office space from my chair. 

The second rule of thumb was not to take things for granted. Things changed quickly within the 

innovation lab, and no one could take anything for granted to the extent that the leadership team 

would change the office landscape without notice. At the same time, the leadership team changed the 

office landscape to provide more structure to the innovation lab by organizing project teams into 
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designated areas of the office space. The researcher personally experienced how he would 

continuously have to move on to a new desk, because his old desk was either gone or flooded with 

prints and drawings of the office space: 

 28 October 2019: I get back to my desk, and it is gone. A student assistant tells me that 

a project manager told the assistant to move it, because the manager wants more structure. People 

ask what is going on, as the project manager stacks tables in front of a meeting room. They seem to 

contemplate a new structure. Tables appear to change the structure. 

 5 November 2019: I come back to the office after one week, and many things seem to 

have changed. People have moved tables and chairs in the DM NewCo, and the core team sits next 

to each other in one corner. The core team appears more secluded behind pin boards and 

whiteboards. My desk is flooded with prints and drawings of a new office landscape, and I have to 

move to the next desk. I walk through the VCT NewCo where nothing seems to have changed, and I 

look for people in the meeting rooms. 

The third rule of thumb was to construct and reconstruct the story of the innovation lab. The researcher 

played a key role in reconstructing the story of the innovation lab by participating in meetings with 

the CEO and the CFO of PharmaLab as well as an external consultant who was working on a 

management book about the lab. Alongside the external consultant, the CEO and the CFO invited the 

researcher to participate in meetings to provide key notes and other information on the history of the 

innovation lab. The researcher used the meetings with the CEO and the CFO as a way of asking 

questions about the emergence and evolution of the innovation lab in collaboration with the external 

consultant. Over time, the researcher captured drawings on the whiteboard to have a common point 

of reference for the next meeting in the lab:  
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 26 November 2019: The CEO of PharmaLab approaches me in the lounge and asks if 

I can help him out with some notes on the key dates and other information. I tell him that I took a 

photo of the whiteboard without his notes at our latest meeting and bring my laptop as well as notepad 

into the lounge with the CEO, the CFO and an external consultant. The CEO of PharmaLab draws 

on the whiteboard, supplemented by the CFO, and the external consultant asks questions. I take a 

picture of the whiteboard and ask questions about the relationship between corporate budgets, 

business models and performance-based bonuses. 

As much as the personal notes are a glimpse into the emotional rollercoaster of a young researcher 

entering the field for the first time, the excerpts provide examples of the process through which the 

data collection proceeded. The process was discomforting at times, but the researcher realized that 

upholding tensions in the research enabled the researcher to question the things observed. Observing 

people behind a transparent door moving on without the researcher, the researcher questioned the 

ways in which people met within the innovation lab. Hence, the inconvenience of having to move 

around the office floors allowed the researcher to see things that were not otherwise noticeable. 

3.4 Data analysis 
The multi-level analysis follows a narrative format to the extent that it unfolds the history of the 

innovation lab; unpacking eight empirical vignettes, which each tells a story about how paradoxical 

tensions persisted within the innovation lab over time. The researcher collected and coded the data 

simultaneously throughout the fieldwork. The coding process informed the data collection and vice 

versa. The researcher developed the empirical vignettes to understand how each of the eight 

“ambidexterity cycles” arose throughout the lifetime of the innovation lab. Hence, each empirical 

vignette described the emergence, evolution and reemergence of exploration-exploitation tensions 

within the innovation lab over time. 
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3.4.1 Coding process 
The researcher analyzed the collected data through an iterative coding process (Miles et al., 2014). 

The process emerged upon conducting a few interviews with managers and employees from the 

innovation lab in 2016 and evolved through multiple iterations over a five-year period. Noting 

patterns in the data, themes arose through each iteration. During the five years of coding, the themes 

categorized data in progressively more detail, since more interviews provided a deeper understanding 

on how managers handled tensions in practice. The approach to thematic coding took inspiration from 

the application of the core building blocks of theory development to paradox theory (Schad et al., 

2019), namely the what, how, why and who/when/where. Together, the core building blocks 

constituted the foundation of a practice approach to the longitudinal case study.                 

In the first stage, the researcher identified initial broad categories across individual managers (who), 

organizational periods (when) and levels (where). The researcher coded expressions of tensions with 

reference to the ways in which interviewees experienced innovation as paradoxical. Specifically, the 

researcher used language indicators such as, “on the other hand”, “whereas”, “however”, “yet” and 

“at the same time” (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009). Acknowledging that tensions arose across 

expressions and thus not necessarily within the expression of one experience, the researcher used 

language indicators to identify contradictions and interdependencies such as, “depending on”, “in 

contrast to”, “even if” and “in spite of”. Finally, the researcher coded for persistence of tensions by 

using language indicators such as, “always”, “still” and “all the time”. 

While coding tensions initially implied looking for expressions of contradiction and interdependence, 

it turned into a search for expressions of complementarity to understand how individual managers 

experienced tensions by using language indicators such as “combine”, “enable” and “reinforce”. 

Using language indicators such as, “in alignment with”, “bringing back into”, “closely tied to”, and 

“giving something back”, the coding process teased out the ways in which managers handled the 
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relationship between opposing poles in complementary ways. Finally, the use of language indicators 

such as “regardless of” and “irrespective of” illuminated how individual managers experienced 

exploration-exploitation tensions differently to the extent that some perceived tensions as dualisms 

and others as dualities (Appendix 2).  

In the second stage, the researcher linked related concepts with paradoxical tensions (what), 

management strategies (how) and implications (why). The codes described the organizational 

changes taking place over a five-year period. The researcher grouped the initial broad categories of 

paradoxical tensions, management strategies and implications into eight ambidexterity cycles, namely 

“Enabling transformation” (I, II), “Modelling business” (I, II), “Incorporating innovation” (I, II) 

and “Sharing dedication” (I, II). Individual managers understood and handled paradoxical tensions 

differently across organizational levels and periods, which were manifested through each of the eight 

ambidexterity cycles. Within each of the eight ambidexterity cycles, the tension between exploration 

and exploitation persisted over time (Appendix 2). 

The iterative coding process progressed from identifying the nature of the relationships between the 

opposing poles to linking paradoxical tensions, micro-level drivers and micro-foundations of 

ambidexterity within each of the eight cycles. First, the researcher coded the raw data on the 

differential perceptions of different managers on the nature of the relationship between opposing 

poles as “dualism”, “paradox”, and “duality” (Table 6). Second, the researcher identified initial broad 

categories in relation to the ways in which managers perceived tensions as “latent”, “salient”, and 

“persistent” (Table 7). At the same time, the researcher coded the raw data on the ways in which 

managers constructed, reconstructed and embedded tensions in relation to “micro-level drivers” and 

“micro-foundations of ambidexterity” (Table 7). Third, the researcher linked related concepts 

between paradoxical tensions, micro-level drivers and micro-foundations of ambidexterity (Figure 8) 

and conceptualized the ways in which cycles changed direction (Figure 9). The researcher coded 
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tensions as nouns and practices as verbs, respectively. The next section presents the two coding stages 

and sub-stages of the iterative coding process.  

3.4.1.1 First stage 
“Incorporating innovation” tensions (2016-2018) provide a case in point. First, the CEO of 

PharmaLab constructed the salient tension of organizing the innovation lab around “management 

teams”, during the third ambidexterity cycle (Incorporating innovation I). The CEO perceived the 

tension as a dualism by contrasting the separate poles of “reaching the upper limit” (exploration) and 

“keeping the upper limit” (exploitation) without a middle ground (Table 6). Second, the CTO of 

PharmaLab embedded the latent tension of “leading R&D” within the third ambidexterity cycle 

(Incorporating innovation I) by describing how the interdependent poles of “yearly budget 

negotiations” (exploitation) and “long-term planning” (exploration) enabled each other through the 

middle ground of “regular employment contracts”. Hence, the CTO perceived the tension as a duality 

(Table 6).  

 

Table 6: Differential perceptions (Incorporating innovation, 2016-2018). 
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Third, the CFO of PharmaLab reconstructed the persistent tension of organizing the innovation lab 

around “process management” by describing the contradictions between the bigger projects that 

required “too many resources” (exploration) and the innovation lab, which spread resources “too 

thinly” (exploitation). At the same time, the CFO explained that the allocation of a “fixed amount” 

(exploration) from corporate headquarters was interdependent with the ability of the innovation lab 

to “narrow focus” (exploitation) in prioritizing resources. The CFO elaborated that the innovation lab 

“kept spreading” resources too thinly and thus “kept trying” to narrow focus on the strategic priorities 

of corporate headquarters, perceiving the tension as a paradox that persisted over time (Table 6).  

Table 7 shows how the researcher identified different perceptions of different managers on the nature 

of the relationship between opposing poles as different instantiations of “Incorporating innovation” 

tensions, which manifested in different ways during the third ambidexterity cycle (Incorporating 

innovation I). First, the CEO of PharmaLab experienced the relationship between the opposing poles 

of “self-leaders” and “unofficial management teams” as a latent tension of “self-leadership” to the 

extent that it was inherent within an organization that allowed employees to self-lead, yet embedding 

a potential to create chaos in the instances that too many people felt accountable for too many things. 

Second, the CEO experienced the relationship between the opposing poles of “avoid creating silos” 

and “appointing management teams” as a salient tension of “management teams” in the description 

of the concrete enactment of the paradox in the instance that the leadership team changed the socio-

material context by moving into a new office space. Third, the CFO of PharmaLab experienced how 

handling the relationship between the opposing poles of “bigger projects requiring more resources” 

and the innovation lab “spreading resources too thinly” across projects embedded a persistent tension 

of “process management” within the organization over time (Table 7). 

Table 7 illustrates how the researcher identified different instantiations of latent, salient and persistent 

tensions in relation to micro-level drivers and micro-foundations of ambidexterity. First, the project 
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manager of Envision described the uncertainty of the leadership team in getting a budget from 

PharmaCo and living up the budget in PharmaLab as an organizational-level driver of the decision-

making process for allocating resources. Second, the former manager of the project on diet and 

nutrition explained how they changed their approach to the innovation process to make sure that the 

development of new products linked closely to corporate headquarters in creating synergies with the 

unfair advantage of the pharmaceutical company (individual ambidexterity). Third, the CEO of 

PharmaLab elaborated that the innovation lab proved its worth to corporate headquarters to remain a 

ring-fenced part of the corporate R&D budget and, ultimately, to become a permanent part of the 

pharmaceutical company (organizational ambidexterity). “Incorporating innovation” tensions thus 

manifested in the different ways through which the leadership team made decisions about allocating 

resources between projects within the innovation lab, yet materialized through the ways in which 

PharmaLab negotiated the budget with PharmaCo over time (Table 7).  

 

Table 7: Ambidexterity dynamics (Incorporating innovation, 2016-2018). 
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3.4.1.2 Second stage 
Figure 8 shows how the researcher linked the related concepts of paradoxical tensions, micro-level 

drivers and micro-foundations of ambidexterity within the third ambidexterity cycle (Incorporating 

innovation I). First, the organizational-level driver of the “unfair advantage” triggered the latent 

tension of “self-leadership”. Second, individual managers handled the salient tension of 

“management teams” through “processing activities”. Third, the leadership team managed the 

persistent tension of “process management” by “leading R&D”. While the tension underlying 

decision-making processes on resource allocation persisted in the innovation lab throughout the third 

ambidexterity cycle (Incorporating innovation I), it rematerialized throughout the fifth ambidexterity 

cycle (Incorporating innovation II).  

 

Figure 8: Ambidexterity cycle (Incorporating innovation, 2016-2018). 

Figure 9 illustrates how the different perceptions of different managers on the nature of the 

relationship between opposing poles provided different ways for changing the direction of the 

ambidexterity cycle. First, “Incorporating innovation” tensions persisted, because the leadership team 
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“kept trying” to narrow focus on the strategic priorities of corporate headquarters and thus “kept 

spreading” resources too thinly within the innovation lab (CFO of PharmaLab). Second, contrasting 

the separate poles of “reaching the upper limit” and “keeping the upper limit” provided a way for 

changing the direction of the ambidexterity cycle by perceiving the tension as a dualism through 

limiting the headcount of the innovation lab to 70 employees (CEO of PharmaLab). Third, embracing 

the mutually enabling nature of the relationship between “yearly budget negotiations” and “long-term 

planning” changed the direction of the ambidexterity cycle by perceiving the tension as a duality 

through emphasizing the middle ground of “regular employment contracts” (CTO of PharmaLab). 

 

Figure 9: Dynamic shifts (Incorporating innovation, 2016-2018). 

Applying a paradox lens, this dissertation suggests that data collection and analysis iterate on the 

nature of the relationship between opposites. The dynamic representations of the raw data, key 

categories and main themes in the sections above provide the foundation for analyzing the temporal 

persistence of tensions in ambidextrous organizations in the chapters below. First, the analysis lays 

out the ambidexterity dynamics, driving each of the ambidexterity cycles, to illuminate how 
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paradoxical tensions persisted within the ambidextrous organization over time. Second, the analysis 

concludes on the nature of the relationship between the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation 

within each of the ambidexterity cycles. Third, the discussion opens up the black box of individual 

ambidexterity by theorizing the differential perceptions of different managers on paradoxical tensions 

as ways of changing the direction. The following chapter presents the analysis of the findings from 

the coding process. 
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4. Analysis 
This chapter analyzes how tensions persisted within PharmaLab during the period 2015-2020. The 

analysis uncovers how tensions between PharmaCo and PharmaLab arose over a five-year period and 

the implications of emerging tensions for the ways in which the innovation lab evolved over time. 

Each section covers a two-year period in which the innovation lab underwent an organizational 

change, which triggered latent tension embedded tensions within the lab that became salient to 

managers who perceived tensions in different ways. Each period begins with an organizational 

change, which triggers a latent tension that becomes salient and persists over a two-year period.  

This chapter demonstrates how tensions persisted within PharmaLab through four overlapping two-

year periods, namely (1) 2015-2017, (2) 2016-2018, (3) 2017-2019, and (4) 2018-2020. Within each 

period, managers perceive tensions through different lenses. Some managers perceive the tension as 

a duality, other managers perceive the tension as a paradox, and yet others perceive it as a duality. 

While some managers thus spend little time to resolve the tension by perceiving it as a dualism, other 

managers spend more time resolving the tension as a paradox or a duality, because the tension persists 

over time.  

Each section follows the same structure of argumentation. The first sub-section describes the latent, 

salient and persistent tensions, which materialized during the period. The second sub-section explains 

how the organizational change triggered the latent tension, the activities and practices through which 

managers handled the salient tension as well as the structures and cultures through which managers 

laid the persistent tension dormant. The third sub-section explores the ways in which different 

managers had differential perceptions of the tension, which implied that managers handled the tension 

differently over time.  
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Table 8: Latent, salient and persistent tensions (2015-2020). 

 

Table 9: Micro-level drivers and micro-foundations of ambidexterity (2015-2020). 

Tables 8 and 9 provide a reading guide for the analysis to the extent that the tables lay out the 

paradoxical tensions (Table 8), micro-level drivers and micro-foundations of ambidexterity (Table 

9), which constituted the ambidexterity dynamics that drove an ambidexterity cycle over time. 
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Table 8 provides an overview of the latent, salient and persistent tensions, which emerged during the 

period 2015-2020. The table shows that four different tensions emerged over the five-year period. 

“Enabling transformation” tensions emerged in the period 2015-2017 (I) and reemerged in the period 

2018-2020 (II). “Modelling business” emerged and evolved in the periods of 2015-2017 (I) and 2017-

2019 (II). While “Incorporating innovation” tensions persisted throughout the periods of 2016-2018 

(I) and 2017-2019 (II), “Sharing dedication” tensions persisted throughout the periods of 2016-2018 

(I) and 2018-2020 (II). Table 9 illustrates the organizational change, which triggered latent tensions, 

the activities and practices through which managers handled salient tensions as well as the structures 

and cultures through which managers laid persistent tensions dormant over the five-year period. 

The headlines of each period refer to the organizational changes taking place within the innovation 

lab over time. The first headline (2015-2017) refers to the organizational change of separating digital 

innovation from an internal department (GPE) to an external unit (PharmaLab). The second headline 

(2016-2018) refers to the organizational change of integrating the innovation lab from a three-year 

mandate (PharmaLab) to yearly budget negotiations (R&D). The third headline (2017-2019) refers to 

the organizational change of separating spinout companies (HiSkin) from the innovation lab 

(PharmaLab). The fourth headline (2018-2020) refers to the organizational change of integrating the 

innovation lab (PharmaLab) into the pharmaceutical company (PharmaCo) as a corporate venture 

capital firm. The sub-headers each refer to one of the concepts within the ambidexterity cycle (Tables 

8 and 9). The following section describes the tensions, explains the dynamics and explores the lenses 

through which managers handled the relationship between the opposing poles of exploration and 

exploitation over time. 

4.1 From internal department to external unit (2015-2017) 
The establishment of an innovation lab – hailed in the mainstream media as an exemplar of corporate 

innovation labs – was the continuation of a process within PharmaCo that had lasted for years. Since 
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2013, PharmaCo had gone through a transition towards service-based and digitally enabled business 

models. PharmaCo had developed a portfolio of services, including telephone- and web-based 

counseling possibilities for patients with a chronic skin condition. PharmaCo had established a new 

department, Global Patient Engagement (GPE), to develop new patient support programs, to recruit 

talent for rethinking digital solutions and to establish a process for involving patients in the innovation 

of existing products. However, the digital transformation of the pharmaceutical company from within 

required the establishment of an innovation lab that was able to explore new technologies from 

outside corporate headquarters. The annual report from PharmaCo in 2015 described the 

establishment of an innovation lab as part of the 2020 strategy (PharmaCo annual report, 2015). 

4.1.1 Enabling transformation 
The establishment of an innovation lab built the foundation for transforming the pharmaceutical 

company. While the innovation lab was an integrated part of the pharmaceutical company, the 

pharmaceutical enabled the lab to transform the company as a separate organizational unit. However, 

enabling transformation through the establishment of a separate organizational unit built the 

foundation for “Enabling transformation” tensions between the pharmaceutical company and the 

innovation lab as well as within the lab. This section describes the tensions that arose between 

employees in the pharmaceutical company and the innovation lab, respectively. While Enabling 

transformation tensions emerged through the establishment of PharmaLab by the “visionary leader” 

of PharmaCo, the tensions reemerged as the innovation lab hired “external consultants” to facilitate 

innovation within the lab (Figure 10). 
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Figure 10: Enabling transformation (2015-2017).       

The latent tension between employees in PharmaCo and PharmaLab, the latter of whom the 

“visionary leader” assigned the task of performing a “transformative effort”, became salient as the 

“significant investment” in the innovation lab, which provoked employees in the pharmaceutical 

company. The tension persisted through the appointment of an “advisory board” that empowered the 

innovation lab, which was able to escalate requests to the highest level of the pharmaceutical company 

throughout the five-year period. At the same time, employees in the innovation lab managed to handle 

the persistent tension by “solving problems” for the pharmaceutical company and “implementing 

methods” into corporate headquarters. The ways in which managers handled Enabling transformation 

tensions embedded inherent tensions in the innovation lab over time (2015-2017).    

4.1.1.1 Transformative effort  
When PharmaCo span out PharmaLab as a separate organization in 2015, the foundation of the 

corporate mandate was that PharmaCo had to allow PharmaLab to be “REALLY different from” 
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corporate headquarters, establishing that the separate organizations were fundamentally distinct. 

However, building an innovation lab had to enable PharmaCo to support the existing business by 

integrating learnings from PharmaLab into the core organization (Consultancy report, 3 March 2015). 

A consultancy report from March 2015 specified that allocating resources for innovation by 

establishing a separate organizational unit required “a transformational effort and a significant 

investment”, constituting of €60 million and a three-year mandate that reportedly allowed the 

innovation lab to neglect the profit emphasis of corporate headquarters:  

Allow freedom to be REALLY different from…” (Corporate headquarters), “Secure continuous capture of 

learnings to support” (Existing business) as well as “Secure integration of learnings into…” (Core 

organization) “… to facilitate the wanted transformation”, and – “regardless of progress” – learn 

something about “Internet of Things” going forward. 

(Consultancy report, 3 March 2015) 

The consultancy report incorporated opposing demands between “allowing the innovation lab to be 

really different from” corporate headquarters, yet “securing continuous capture of learnings from the 

innovation lab to support” the existing business. The opposing demands were interdependent to the 

extent that “securing integration of learnings into” the core organization enabled the innovation lab 

to “facilitate the wanted transformation” of the pharmaceutical company. At the same time, the 

consultancy report incorporated a potential source of contradiction in that it negated “progress in 

moving forward” with “learning something about Internet of Things” (IoT).  

4.1.1.2 Visionary leader  
Enabling transformation tensions emerged through the establishment of PharmaLab by the “visionary 

leader” of PharmaCo. The CEO of PharmaLab explained that the CEO of PharmaCo was a visionary 

leader, who asked the board for a mandate to establish the innovation lab, convinced that the existing 

business had to explore digitalization as an opportunity rather than a threat. He elaborated that the 
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CEO of PharmaCo requested resources (€60 million) and time (three year-mandate) from the board 

of directors to explore the threat of digitalization as a window of opportunity for innovation. His 

account described the threat of digital transformation to which the CEO of PharmaCo responded 

through organizational change. The CEO of PharmaLab paraphrased the CEO of PharmaCo as 

follows: 

There is something I do not understand. There is something I am a little uncertain about, but I am sure that, 

if we have to be here the next many years, we have to have an idea about what is going on. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019) 

In the case of PharmaLab, the CEO of PharmaCo triggered the establishment of an innovation lab by 

making the latent requirement for a “transformative effort” salient as the need for a “significant 

investment” to explore digitalization as an opportunity rather than a threat. The paradoxical cognition 

of the visionary leader, who perceived digital innovation as both a threat and an opportunity to the 

existing business, provided a digital vision for the CEO of PharmaLab, who was able to consider the 

innovation lab as a separate organizational unit that had to “get an idea about what was going on” by 

exploring new technologies. The challenge of a digital vision for digital innovation was that the 

exploration of new technologies persisted for “many years”.  

4.1.1.2.1 External consultants  
Hiring people for PharmaLab proved particularly problematic as the leadership team started to look 

for hires outside PharmaCo to find people that were able to understand how to work in an innovation 

lab outside but within proximity of corporate headquarters. The challenge was that potential hires 

questioned whether the announced €60 million and a three-year mandate was just some “corporate 

bullshit”, because potential internal hires doubted that a pharmaceutical company would challenge 

the existing business from outside the corporate headquarters (CEO of Pharmalab, 22 October 2019). 

In the short run, PharmaLab thus struggled to attract talent amidst fierce competition for digitally 
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enabling capabilities. Because the leadership team was not able to find sufficient resources with 

digitally enabling capabilities in the short run, the leadership team hired people who were capable of 

facilitating innovation. Specifically, the innovation lab hired a consultancy firm to establish an 

innovation process.  

What happens is that (consultancy firm) takes ownership of the ventures, which do not get anchored in the 

business. It is the (long-term) goal (to get it anchored), but it was not the objective back then (short-term). 

The purpose was to get some more experience with getting something out (in the market). 

(Process manager, 25 February 2020) 

Enabling transformation tensions reemerged as the innovation lab hired “external consultants” to 

facilitate innovation within the lab. As the process manager mentioned, the short-term objective of 

“getting some more experience with getting something out” in the market was interdependent with 

the consultancy firm “taking ownership of the ventures”. However, the ways in which the consultancy 

firm “took ownership of the ventures” was mutually exclusive to “anchoring the ownership of the 

ventures” in the existing business. The bipolar opposites of the short-term objective and the long-

term goal thus defined and potentially negated each other. The more the leadership team pushed 

towards the short-term objective by hiring external consultants, the more the long-term goal pulled 

the leadership team towards taking ownership of the ventures in the existing business through internal 

hires. The interrelated contradictions between the short-term objective and the long-term goal had a 

paradoxical potential to the extent that the tension between the opposing poles persisted over time.  

4.1.1.3 Significant investment  
As mentioned, the significant investment constituted of €60 million and a three-year mandate, which 

reportedly allowed the innovation lab to neglect the profit emphasis of corporate headquarters. The 

seemingly unconditional allocation of resources to PharmaLab and apparent negligence of a profit 

emphasis provoked employees at PharmaCo, who found the breakthrough potential of projects 



90 
 

coming out of the innovation lab intriguing at the same time (Process Manager, 25 February 2020). 

Corporate executives emphasized that the innovation lab had to start making money, and they were 

jealous that their departments did not have the wide space for spending money. A former chief legal 

officer (CLO) of PharmaLab elaborated on the consequences of allocating resources to the innovation 

lab, while exempting the lab from profit requirements:   

There was a lot of focus on the money. They communicated that externally, in the media. At the same time, 

they saved money in some areas at PharmaCo. Then it is obvious that the employees at PharmaCo think 

about why they have to save when PharmaLab gets so much money for play. What comes out of that? Then 

they expect that PharmaLab start making money. And that creates a culture between “us” and “them”, 

because people became a little bit jealous. They became jealous on the money and the wide space (for 

spending it). 

(Former CLO of PharmaLab, 23 April 2020) 

Enabling transformation tensions emerged as the bipolar opposites between “investing in the 

innovation lab” and “saving in corporate headquarters”. Corporate employees perceived the bipolar 

opposites as mutually exclusive to the extent that employees thought about why the pharmaceutical 

company had to invest in the innovation lab, but had to save in corporate headquarters. At the same 

time, corporate employees perceived the bipolar relationship as interdependent in that employees 

expected that the innovation lab started to make money in using the wide space for spending it. The 

interrelated contradictions between the cultures of “us” (PharmaCo) and “them” (PharmaLab) had a 

paradoxical potential insofar as corporate employees remained jealous on employees in the 

innovation lab over time.  

4.1.1.4 Job description activities  
The activities and responsibilities of PharmaLab emerged from the consultancy report, which 

specified how to set up a separate organizational unit facilitating entrepreneurship. The report 
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specified that the innovation lab had to have digital experts in key positions, appoint a dedicated 

board, and locate offices outside but within proximity of corporate headquarters as well as “create a 

start-up feel” (Consultancy report, 3 March 2015). As mentioned, the consultancy report incorporated 

the tension between allowing PharmaLab to be different from but still secure the integration of 

learnings into the existing business. For instance, the report specifically mentioned the ways in which 

the innovation lab would support a customer service platform on quality care within the GPE 

department. 

Accounts from the early days of the innovation lab illustrated that the leadership team engaged deeply 

in the process of separating organizational units, as the leadership team accounted for the activities 

through which they established the innovation lab in their capacity as leaders. The CEO of PharmaLab 

described how he started looking for places that his small unit could rent, whereas the former CLO 

elaborated that they assembled tables and chairs before their employees arrived in the office. In 

particular, the CEO of PharmaLab invested personally in locating a new office space (CEO of 

PharmaLab, 22 October 2019). The former CLO explained how he had had to redefine his identity as 

an employee of PharmaLab by describing how he struggled to find his feet on the first day in a new 

role: 

It was extreme. You are used to something completely different. PharmaCo is a big corporate firm. When 

you come in at work on the first day, there is a job description; there is a computer and a bucket of flowers. 

When I had spent the first day in PharmaLab, trying to find out what I had to do, and what I had to know 

more about, I tossed a piece of paper and realized there was no trashcan in the office. The next day I had to 

go down to the bookstore to buy a trashcan. It would never have happened in PharmaCo that you had to buy 

your own trashcan. There is people who fill beans in the coffee machine and empty the trashcan.  

 (Former CLO of PharmaLab, 23 April 2020) 
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Job description activities were paradoxical practices for managing Enabling transformation tensions 

in the leadership team. The leadership team experienced situations in which the option of having a 

job description as an employee within corporate headquarters and the option of describing one’s own 

job as an employee within the innovation lab seemed mutually exclusive. The former CLO of 

PharmaLab perceived the seemingly irrational and absurd nature of the relationship between mutually 

exclusive options as “extreme”, because the former CLO experienced how the contradictory 

relationship emerged as “something completely different”. While the former CLO described the 

situation of making decisions about “what to do” and “what to know more about” as a day’s worth of 

work, the day became stressful, anxiety-provoking and discomforting at the point that he had to buy 

his own trashcan. Opposing “having people to empty the trashcan” to “having to buy one’s own 

trashcan”, the former CLO accepted the interrelated contradictions by doing it himself on the next 

day. 

4.1.1.4.1 Innovation workshop activities  
Innovation workshop activities were paradoxical practices for managing Enabling transformation 

tensions in the project teams. The process manager mediated the relationship between PharmaLab 

and PharmaCo by recruiting corporate ambassadors as well as arranging innovation workshops and 

guided tours for people from the corporate headquarters at the innovation lab. One way of 

implementing a method in corporate headquarters was to arrange innovation workshops. Project 

managers from the innovation lab facilitated workshops for project teams at the corporate 

headquarters. For instance, a project manager explained that he went with his team to corporate 

headquarters to facilitate innovation workshops (Project Manager 3, 8 February 2018). The project 

manager elaborated that project teams from the innovation lab took a different approach to solving 

problems than people working at the corporate headquarters. He vividly described how his team 
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covered the windows of a vice president (VP) from the research and development (R&D) department 

in post-its, shedding the office from the light of day:  

I was like, "How are they going to take to this?" Me with my Post-It notes, sticking them all over his 

windows. I moved his plants around. I think it was quite a revelation to him. I just thought, "Who cares? 

What is the worst that can happen?" I do not know if that is the right approach, but I think, you know … So, 

as a result from this, we are now working closer, a lot of them (people from corporate headquarters) coming 

to us for information. They are sharing stuff with us. It is kind of, you know [...] 

(Project Manager 3, 8 February 2018) 

The project manager experienced the stressful, anxiety-provoking and discomforting situation of 

thinking about how people from corporate headquarters were going to take the project manager 

“sticking post-it notes all over the windows and moving around plants” in the office of the corporate 

VP. Because the project manager perceived the approaches of the pharmaceutical company and the 

innovation lab as mutually exclusive, the experience of “shedding the office from the light of day” 

made the project manager contemplate if the situation seemed irrational and absurd to the corporate 

VP. At the same time, the project manager described how the result from the innovation workshop 

was interdependent with the project team “working closer” with people from corporate headquarters 

who came to the project team “for information” as well as to “share information” with the project 

team. The project manager handled the seemingly irrational and absurd situation by accepting that 

the “worst thing that could happen” from pushing people from corporate headquarters towards one 

approach was that people from corporate headquarters would pull the project team towards another 

approach.  

4.1.1.5 Advisory board 
PharmaCo governed PharmaLab through the foundation of an advisory board, which constituted of 

internal (CEO of PharmaCo and head of R&D department) and external (serial entrepreneurs) 
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members who governed the ways in which the separate organizational unit managed new business 

opportunities. The former CLO of PharmaLab explained that the composition of the advisory board 

with the CEO of PharmaCo and the head of the R&D department ensured that corporate headquarters 

endorsed the innovation lab and legitimized exploration activities during the early days of the lab. 

The former CLO elaborated that the empowerment of the innovation lab escalated conflict with 

people from corporate headquarters to the extent that the advisory board enabled the leadership team 

to circumvent the decision-making process in corporate headquarters: 

We changed things, as we were empowered to do it. We had our CEO (of PharmaCo) in the advisory board, 

so we could make some decisions relatively quickly … When people in PharmaCo said that we could not do 

something, and I said that it was a good idea to do it, we did it in the innovation lab, because we had the 

CEO (of PharmaCo) on our side. We could escalate things to the highest level all the time. 

(Former CLO of PharmaLab, 23 April 2020) 

Enabling transformation tensions between “us” (PharmaCo) and “them” (PharmaLab) persisted, 

because the advisory board enabled the leadership team to “escalate things to the highest level all the 

time”. While the empowerment of the innovation lab by the advisory board defined the escalation of 

things from the CEO of PharmaLab to the CEO of PharmaCo, it negated the decision-making process 

in the pharmaceutical company all the time. When the leadership team pushed towards one pole, 

because “it was a good idea to do it”, people from corporate headquarters pulled towards the other 

pole, as “it was not possible to do something”. The leadership team was able to manage the bipolar 

opposites within the innovation lab, yet the advisory board triggered the paradoxical potential of the 

bipolar relationship between PharmaCo and PharmaLab by choosing sides over time.   

4.1.1.6 Creating side product 
The ways in which managers handled Enabling transformation tensions embedded inherent tensions 

within the innovation lab over time. During the period of 2015-2017, managers handled Enabling 
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transformation tensions in ways that embedded an inherent tension between “solving problems” for 

the pharmaceutical company and “implementing methods” into corporate headquarters within the 

innovation lab. The process manager experienced how people working at the corporate headquarters 

considered it a big deal to implement a dashboard, and, in the account of the process manager, they 

were very excited about the opportunity to explore the breakthrough potential of projects for their 

work. However, the process manager strove to implement the way in which they worked at the 

innovation lab rather than the products that people were excited about at the corporate headquarters. 

The process manager described the internal boundary of one pole as “implementing our method on a 

daily basis”, which created contractions with another pole of “implementing the entire project”:  

It is not the entire project, which we have to implement, so it has been more about (implementing) our 

method on an everyday basis. 

(Process manager, 28 February 2020). 

The CFO of PharmaLab described the external boundaries of the interdependent opposites by 

referring to the implementation of a method in the corporate headquarters as a “side product” of the 

work in the innovation lab (CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020), creating synergies between “solving 

problems” and “implementing methods” by constructing a unified whole. While the primary objective 

of the innovation lab was to develop new products and spin out new companies (one pole), according 

to the CFO of PharmaLab (6 March 2020), the secondary objective was to develop new ways of 

working that supported the existing business in pursuing corporate innovation (another pole). The 

CFO of PharmaLab experienced how interdependent opposites overlapped through the middle ground 

of a “side product” and conveyed how “creating a lot of digital products” in the innovation lab and 

“harvesting some of the learnings” for corporate headquarters were mutually enabling:  
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What we want to do is that we have to harvest some of the learnings, which we have created through a lot of 

digital products. That is actually what is the side product today. 

(CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020) 

4.1.2 Modelling business 
The internal development of the innovation lab evolved in opposition to the pharmaceutical company 

during the two-year period, yet the innovation lab organized around regular performance objectives 

that resembled the setting of the pharmaceutical company. On the one hand, the pharmaceutical 

company exempted the innovation lab from profit requirements to enable the transformation of the 

existing business from within. On the other hand, the innovation lab resembled the setting of the 

pharmaceutical company by making regular performance objectives an integrated part of the 

innovation process. This section describes the Modelling business tensions that arose within the 

innovation lab, upon the initiative of the leadership team to enforce “corporate KPIs” (Figure 11). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Modelling business (2015-2017). 
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The external consultants built an innovation process, which enabled managers to handle tensions by 

modelling businesses in the innovation lab. The innovation process embedded “corporate KPIs”, 

which repeatedly triggered latent tensions between the creation of “patient value” and “business 

value” during the two-year period. The meetings and reviews made tensions salient between the 

“profit exemption” and “profit requirement” for projects, whose managers handled tensions through 

“accounting activities”. Tensions persisted to the extent that the leadership team “bounded” and 

“unbounded” KPIs to the innovation process, yet the leadership team accepted that the business model 

was a “moving” rather than a “fixed” target. While some managers kept projects alive by “pivoting 

products”, others perceived decisions on the viability of business models as a “fail” or “pass”.    

4.1.2.1 Business model  
Exploring new business opportunities outside the pharmaceutical company, the innovation lab 

devised a granular approach to managing projects (CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019). 

Paradoxically, the capability to explore new business opportunities within the so-called solution 

spaces of “diet and nutrition”, “mental balance” and “the interaction between healthcare professionals 

and patients” depended on the capacity of the innovation lab to structure processes. The chief medical 

officer (CMO) of PharmaLab explained that the leadership team dictated that they had to have a 

workshop on “sleep and (chronic) conditions”, “stress and (chronic) conditions” as well as “diet and 

nutrition and skin conditions”. In other words, managers dictated which new business opportunities 

that employees had to explore. Structured processes thus provided the foundation for exploring the 

so-called solution spaces.  

The CFO of PharmaLab elaborated on the granular approach to managing projects with reference to 

value creation by differentiating between the opposing demands of creating patient value and business 

value. The CFO described how the leadership team separated the opposing demands temporally in 

making organizational choices on the business model and user case, respectively. The tension 
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between opposing poles had a contradictory potential to the extent that one (patient value) depended 

on the other (business value) and vice versa. The CFO explained that the leadership team sequenced 

organizational choices by asking “if it was something a user would use” and “if it was viable in the 

way that people would use it often enough” (patient value), before “finding a way to make a business 

on it” and “talking about a business model” (business value):  

Before we talk about a business model, we have asked ourselves if it is something that a user will use. Is it 

viable in the way that people use it often enough and that it creates value for them? Then the next sentence in 

that question is that, if it does so, we have to find a way to make a business on it. 

(CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020) 

Alma’s blog, one of the first projects in the innovation lab, pivoted from the solution space of “diet 

and nutrition” to “data and research” in 2016. According to the project manager, people with a 

chronic condition needed advice on diet and nutrition for managing their diseases. They would log 

into a digital universe of blog posts, advising them on how to eat in a way that relieved symptoms. 

Alma’s Blog launched in the beginning of 2016, built on the foundation of a platform that PharmaCo 

acquired for PharmaLab at the end of 2015. While PharmaLab was initially interested in creating a 

holistic ecosystem of solution spaces for helping patients with a chronic condition (patient value), 

they eventually became excited about the opportunity to collect data from users visiting the platform 

(Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020) to make a sustainable business model (business value). The focus 

on “diet and nutrition” did not survive, but the idea behind Residents’ Learning was born. Hence, 

the sequence of projects, which transitioned between patient and business value was interdependent. 

4.1.2.2 Corporate KPIs 
PharmaCo reportedly requested PharmaLab to close down projects that did not fit the corporate 

strategy in 2017 (CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019). While corporate headquarters allowed 

the innovation lab to be radically different from corporate headquarters, the pharmaceutical company 
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enabled the innovation lab to allocate resources to projects that fitted the corporate strategy. The 

requirement to fit projects to the corporate strategy implied that projects could be too different from 

corporate headquarters. The corporate strategy was to help patients through “medical treatment” and 

thus not by venturing into areas such as “diet and nutrition” or “mental balance” (cf. solution spaces). 

Hence, the leadership team closed down many remote projects within the more peripheral solution 

spaces. The requirement of strategic fit implied that the leadership team did not allocate resources to 

project teams that ventured into peripheral solution spaces. In the innovation lab, the leadership team 

used the requirement of strategic fit to corporate headquarters as a KPI for managing projects over 

time. 

The CMO of PharmaLab described how the leadership team had to close the project on diet and 

nutrition down. The project had seemingly gained traction with many patients, which was a KPI for 

strategic fit, and the leadership team initially allocated more resources to the project team. The 

leadership team had to close down the project eventually, however, because the team had made a 

“calculation error” on the KPI of user traction. The CMO described the decision as the disadvantage 

of providing project teams with excessive autonomy in “delivering the numbers”: 

It is the disadvantage of having a lot of autonomy in the individual projects. They deliver the numbers; we 

look at them and assume that they are correct. Then they had made a calculation error. Therefore, we made 

the decision that the thirty employees were too big a cost for us when we did not have an unfair advantage. 

(CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 

4.1.2.3 Business model validation  
The leadership team made decisions about the viability of business models in the socio-material 

context of KPI meetings. At the meetings, project managers presented the progress of products to the 

leadership team and received input on how to proceed (CFO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019). The 

leadership team booked an entire day each month for reviewing the product portfolio. In the KPI 
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meetings, the leadership team would assess the performance of project teams based on KPIs. The 

socio-material context of KPI meetings made the latent need for a business model salient as a 

requirement to validate the business model.  

The project manager of Trials&I elaborated on the meeting at which the leadership team decided that 

the business model of Resident’s Learning was not viable. The project manager described the meeting 

as a situation in which the leadership team “had to make a decision” on the viability of the business 

model. The project manager explained that the leadership team had to make a decision on mutually 

exclusive options of killing the project or keeping it alive. Following the project manager, the 

leadership team thus experienced the meeting as a situation in which it had to make organizational 

choices between opposing poles.  

The project manager described how he “brought up another option at the meeting”, alongside an 

external consultant, in proposing that his team could “see a big potential” in “pivoting the product”. 

The project manager thus perceived the tension as a contradiction, which consisted of the 

interdependent opposites between killing one project to keep another project alive by pivoting the 

product. Following the project manager, the leadership team perceived the tension as a dualism, 

because the lack of “results from the bigger study” implied that there was no middle ground between 

killing the project and keeping it alive: 

I think that (external consultant) and I bring up the other option at the meeting – this pivoted product – and 

say that we can see a big potential and some tendencies and have seen some things, which could be cool to 

keep working on. But it does not resonate with people at a meeting where they have to make a decision. 

Maybe because we did not have the results from the bigger study ready yet. 

(Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020) 
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The perspective of the leadership team on business models changed, as the leadership team was able 

to view the sequence of projects as interdependent over time. After the KPI meeting, the project 

manager kept thinking about the learnings from the project and started talking to the CEO of 

PharmaLab about it (Project manager 2, 9 March 2020). This became the birth of Trials&I. The CFO 

of Pharmalab expressed that the leadership team repeatedly had attempted to close down Trials&I but 

kept learning something that made them allow the project team to progress the product under a new 

name. In her account, she explained that Trials&I had repeatedly changed their business model. Had 

the leadership team asked for the business case earlier in the process, thereby making a choice 

between opposing poles, the CFO elaborated; they would have shut the project down: 

It (Trials&I) started as Alma’s Blog, and then it became Resident’s Learning and then Trials&I, which is 

now a part of something else… If we had asked for a business model too early in Trials&I, we would have 

definitely closed it down much earlier, because they would not have been able to show it. 

(CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020) 

4.1.2.4 Accounting activities 
While the innovation process exempted project teams from profit requirements before exploring the 

potential for patient value, the innovation lab held project managers accountable to KPI metrics after 

the exploration of potential use. The process manager of PharmaLab defined the KPI metrics as, ”the 

requirement to be able to account for the progression of the project on the company dashboard” 

(PowerPoint slides, 6 January 2016). Project managers could neglect traction and conversion rates all 

month, yet eventually had to account for metrics as the leadership team enforced KPI meetings (CFO 

of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020). The chief technology officer (CTO) of PharmaLab described the ways 

in which project managers would stay “awake the night before” a KPI meeting at which the leadership 

team would hold them accountable for the progress of their projects. Hence, the CTO perceived the 
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“night before at 3AM” as situations in which project managers experienced the stress, anxiety and 

discomfort of managing to “find the numbers” and to “look at numbers”:    

You can say that some are better at it than others. Some stay awake until the night before at 3AM, because 

they realize that they have to find the numbers, which they did not look at all month. 

(CTO of PharmaLab, 25 August 2017) 

In an interview a few years after the KPI meetings, a product manager said that she had never heard 

about the KPI meetings before but was intrigued about how the innovation lab used to measure the 

progress of products through metrics. In her opinion, KPIs enabled products to progress over time 

(Product Manager, 15 October 2019). While the KPI meetings triggered the salient tension between 

the opposing poles of “profit requirement” and “profit exemption”, project managers were able to 

handle the salient tension by accepting the interrelated contradictions. The project managers who 

were “better at preparing for KPI meetings than others” experienced that the meetings could provide 

a sense of comfort, because “numbers, which improved from month to month, were comforting” 

(Project manager 2, 9 March 2020). The project manager of Trials&I described how “focusing on 

performance indicators from month to month and looking at detailed decimal numbers” was a 

comforting experience to the extent that “green boxes as well as arrows moved upwards: 

We focused on our performance indicators from month to month and looked at detailed decimal numbers 

when we had meetings, because numbers, which improved from month to month, were comforting to all of 

us, including green boxes as well as arrows moving upwards […] 

(Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020) 

The former manager of the project on diet and nutrition recalled how PharmaLab had hired him to 

make the decision on “whether to close the project down or not” (Project Manager 3, 2 October 2017). 

The manager explained that killing the product of a team was part of the process that they had to go 
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through in learning from their mistakes. PharmaLab hired the project manager to assess the viability 

of the business model in the project team. The ability to view a failed project as a success enabled 

project managers to accept that “most projects get killed here” and, at the monthly KPI meetings, “… 

each time potentially they could get killed.” (Project Manager 3, 2 October 2017). The perspective 

on decisions about the viability of business models as “fail” or “pass” allowed managers to move on 

to new projects upon the closure of old projects: 

And a fail was, was just as okay as a pass. Well obviously, we kind of wanted to succeed but the (objective), 

you know, it was to try everything to sort of produce a business model to validate it in six months – so, we 

either scale it or we kill it. 

(Project Manager 3, 2 October 2017) 

4.1.2.5 KPI setup  
The KPI setup for KPI meetings made Modelling business tensions persist within the innovation lab 

over time. While the KPIs provided a tool for evaluating the status of products based on releases, 

users, and features, integrating opposing demands through KPIs illustrated how the leadership team 

struggled to handle the tension in making choices between building the user case and developing the 

business model. The KPI setup triggered the interrelated contradictions to the extent that the 

leadership team was not able to integrate opposing demands by binding KPIs across separate parts of 

the sequenced phases in the innovation process: 

Then we bind it (KPI) onto other KPIs – that you have to have done this, and you have to have released that 

and so on. We tried to bind it onto how many users you had, but if we then changed it – if we had to have this 

feature when we did that pilot – then it would change the entire KPI-setup. The work became too heavy, so 

we actually skipped it entirely. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019) 
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The KPI setup decreased the flexibility of managers in changing the technological designs of 

products. The leadership team struggled to handle the tension between measuring the performance of 

projects and providing teams with sufficient flexibility for redesigning products, when project 

managers learnt that they had to change their approach to value creation. The CEO of PharmaLab 

described the interrelated contradictions between tying the organization too much and too little onto 

KPIs, while explaining how following the KPIs of projects and providing the flexibility to change the 

product were interdependent in terms of performing. The bipolar opposites were mutually exclusive, 

yet interdependent in that pushing too much towards KPIs pulled oneself away from “following what 

one actually thought was right”, yet pushing to “remain vague in terms of performing” pulled oneself 

away from “following the KPIs”:  

There are so many things, which imply – organizationally – that, if you tie too much onto KPIs, you restrain 

yourself from following what you actually think is right. On the other hand, you can also argue that, if you 

do not continue following it (KPIs), you have a tendency to remain too vague in terms of performing. So it is 

both. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019)   

The CEO of PharmaLab claimed that the KPI setup was a persistent tension to most companies but 

PharmaLab. As mentioned, the innovation lab experimented with projects by building products prior 

to the development of a business model. The CEO argued that the leadership team killed their projects 

before they had spent too much money on trying to make them successful (CEO of PharmaLab, 9 

March 2020). On the other hand, the CEO explained that, “most companies would put a business 

model” in the innovation process and “put KPIs” onto separate parts of the sequenced phases. The 

CEO elaborated that the mistake of most companies was to “keep throwing money” at “making 

projects succeed”:  
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Most companies would put a business model in this one (innovation process) and say that this is what we 

want and then put KPIs into it. And the mistake you often make in corporate is to keep throwing money at 

making it succeed. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019) 

4.1.2.6 Pivoting products  
The perspective of the leadership team on business models changed, as the leadership team was able 

to view the tension within the KPI setup for KPI meetings as persistent over time. The CFO of 

PharmaLab described how she perceived the business model as a moving rather than a fixed target. 

In her account, figuring out the business model fixed the target temporarily. The CFO explained that 

building the user case and developing the business model shared a middle ground to the extent that 

both were changeable. The CFO elaborated that the leadership team moved away from thinking about 

the business model as a fixed target, because the interdependent poles of the user case and the business 

model overlapped through a moving target. Hence, changing the user case complemented changing 

the business model and vice versa:    

It (the business model) is a moving target. I think that you have to move away from thinking that, when you 

have figured out the business model, it is fixed, because it (the business model) is just as changeable as the 

product. 

(CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020) 

The CMO of PharmaLab constructed the unified whole by describing the hypothesis of the innovation 

lab as, “by reaching the patients, business will follow” (Management presentation, 4 April 2016). The 

internal boundaries between “reaching the patients” and “following the business” thus existed within 

the external boundary of the hypothesis. The CEO of PharmaLab explained that gaining traction with 

many patients would enable the innovation lab to convert the use of products into a business model 

for how to make money (CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019). The CEO elaborated that, while 
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contradictions existed between the product and the business model, PharmaLab pursued synergies by 

perceiving the relationship between interdependent opposites as mutually enabling. Hence, the user 

case and the business model complemented each other over time:    

Then you have to follow the users based on the hypothesis that, if you have many users, you will find a way 

to make money. This means that it is only, when we know if there is actually a product, that it makes sense to 

talk about the business model. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019) 

4.2 From three-year mandate to yearly budget negotiations (2016-2018) 
PharmaLab remained structurally separate from PharmaCo throughout the period of 2015-2017, 

during which the innovation lab moved to a bigger office space. While the CEO of PharmaLab 

thought that the first office space could fit more people than the ones employed by the innovation lab, 

the CEO recollected how they would be sitting two people at the same desk towards the end of their 

time in the old office space (CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019). The innovation lab had created 

the ‘start-up feel’ specified in the consultancy report from March 2015 and was going through a 

process of scaling up project teams. Space was becoming a constraint during this process, and the 

innovation lab switched contexts by moving into a less constraining environment. The number of 

employees climbed steeply, as did the size of project teams in the innovation lab. The annual report 

from PharmaCo in 2016 stated that the pharmaceutical company “went beyond medicine” in 

“building digital technologies and platforms” (PharmaCo annual report, 2016). 

4.2.1 Incorporating innovation 
The internal development of the innovation lab evolved in cooperation with the pharmaceutical 

company, during the two-year period, to the extent that the innovation lab organized internal 

structures to distribute resources among project teams, while prioritizing resources in response to the 

corporate strategy. On the one hand, the innovation lab structured the organization to enable people 
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who felt accountable to function as self-leaders by taking on the responsibility of project managers. 

On the other hand, the distribution of resources across projects necessitated the appointment of 

management teams to make sure that the organization did not become chaotic and were able to make 

the organization work. This section describes the tensions that arose within the innovation lab, as the 

leadership team enforced the notion of an “unfair advantage” as a proxy for the KPI of strategic fit 

(Figure 12). 

 

Figure 12: Incorporating innovation (2016-2018). 

The incorporation of the innovation lab into the R&D department of corporate headquarters enabled 

the lab to prioritize between projects rather than distribute resources across teams. The notion of an 

“unfair advantage” triggered the latent tension between “self-leaders” and “unofficial management 

teams”, which became salient through the tension between “avoiding to create silos” and “appointing 

management teams”. Project managers handled the tension through “processing activities”, which 

allowed teams to develop new products that built the foundation for an “unfair advantage”. The 

tension persisted through the ways in which managers continuously had to reignite the innovation lab 
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by providing “bigger projects with the resources” to grow, while making sure that they did not “spread 

resources too thinly” across project teams. The innovation lab temporarily relieved the tension by 

“leading R&D”.  

4.2.1.1 Self-leadership  
As mentioned, the CEO of PharmaLab described how they would be sitting two people at the same 

desk towards the end of their time in the old office space (CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019). 

The innovation lab reached “40-50 employees” in the spring of 2017, which worked “quite well”. 

The CEO wanted to have an organization of “self-leaders” and “people who felt accountable”. There 

were “project managers”, but not any “management teams”. The CEO explained that the lack of 

“management teams” implied that he had “all of this responsibility for everything”, because “project 

managers” did not take on a personal responsibility. The tension between the opposing demands of 

“project managers” and “management teams” mounted, as the CEO experienced the tightness in 

making organizational choices between the opposing poles of “self-leaders” and “unofficial 

management teams” over time. The CEO elaborated that the organization “started to become chaotic”, 

which implied that the organization structured around “unofficial management teams” to handle the 

stress, anxiety and discomfort arising from the potential sources of contradictions. The lack of 

management teams thus enabled project managers, who were people that felt accountable, to take on 

some of all this responsibility for everything by organizing around unofficial management teams: 

… back then we had an organization where I wanted to have self-leaders and people who felt accountable. 

There were not any management teams. There were project managers, but I had all of this responsibility for 

everything. And that worked quite well until we reached 40-50 people. And then it started to become chaotic. 

Then you begin to get unofficial management teams and structures. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019) 
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4.2.1.2 Unfair advantage  
The leadership team used the notion of an “unfair advantage” as a proxy for the strategic fit to 

corporate headquarters. The unfair advantage manifested itself through the financial resources of 

PharmaCo (exploitation) as well as the innovation capabilities (exploration) of PharmaLab. 

Emphasizing the contradictions between PharmaCo and PharmaLab, the CEO of PharmaLab 

explained that the unfair advantage of the innovation lab was not the financial status of PharmaCo. 

Instead, it was that PharmaLab understood the disease, the treatment and the healthcare system better 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019). Embracing the synergies between PharmaCo and 

PharmaLab, the CMO of PharmaLab elaborated that the innovation lab built an unfair advantage on 

the foundation of existing competences from the corporate headquarters (CMO of PharmaLab, 20 

November 2020). The leadership team thus perceived the notion of an unfair advantage as bipolar 

opposites that were mutually exclusive (CEO of PharmaLab) and interdependent (CMO of 

PharmaLab), respectively. 

4.2.1.3 Management teams  
Moving into a new office space, PharmaLab changed the organizational design by applying a so-

called “light” matrix structure to the innovation lab (CEO of PharmaLab, 26 November 2019). The 

matrix structure separated early- from late-stage projects, while distributing shared resources across 

projects. The CEO of PharmaLab described how the organization “had become chaotic” when the 

innovation lab reached “70 people”. The CEO wanted to “make the organization work” by structuring 

it around self-leaders. For half a year, he did not accept that the “lack of hierarchy” and management 

teams did not work (CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019). In his account, structuring the 

organization around project managers was “the way to avoid creating silos”. The bipolar relationship 

between the interrelated contradictions had a paradoxical potential to the extent that the CEO of 

PharmaLab experienced that the tension between “silos” and “chaos” persisted over time. Every time 
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the CEO tried to “avoid creating silos”, the “lack of hierarchy” did not work. Every time the CEO 

tried to “appoint management teams”, “silos emerged immediately”:  

I was probably a bit too slow – also when we moved here (new office space). I was a little too slow at 

accepting it (that lack of hierarchy did not work). It did not work. I wanted to make it work. It was the way to 

avoid creating silos. We did not change it before we reached 70 people. At that time, it was chaotic. We 

should have changed it half a year earlier. I just wanted to make it work. Then we started appointing 

management teams. And then the silos emerged immediately.  

(CEO of Pharmalab, 22 October 2019) 

4.2.1.4 Processing activities  
The transition towards a matrix structure organized management teams around accelerating the 

launch of existing products in the market (exploitation) and incubating projects to explore new 

business opportunities (exploration). The CEO of PharmaLab explained that managers struggled to 

narrow the focus on projects with an unfair advantage against pharmaceutical companies and to widen 

the scope for projects beyond the pharmaceutical industry at the same time. The CEO elaborated that 

the innovation lab had to refocus on projects with an unfair advantage every half year since projects 

that fell outside the structured processes distracted focus (CEO of PharmaLab, 19 November 2019). 

Project managers experienced the implications of the changing organizational design as a transition 

towards exploiting existing products. In the experience of the process manager, the change of 

organizational design implied that project managers “should not start up any new things” and “just 

had to land some of it” (Process Manager, 25 February 2020). The changing organizational design in 

turn implied that project managers had ownership for the process of launching products in the project 

teams. The process manager described the transition towards landing products in the market as 

coming from the advisory board of the innovation lab:      
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I’m not actually sure why they (leadership team) closed things down, but it was said that we should not start 

up any new things, because we had to focus on what we had and, I think, it came from the (advisory) board. 

We had so many other things going on, and we just had to land some of it. Suddenly we had to have 

ownership for the process in the teams […] 

(Process manager, 25 February 2020) 

The former manager of the project on diet and nutrition, which the leadership team closed down, 

mentioned the “unfair advantage” in explaining how people from the innovation lab would help 

people from corporate headquarters break down big systemic areas into smaller healthcare chunks to 

find a solution to a problem. The chunks were the same as the spaces to which the CMO of PharmaLab 

mentioned that the innovation lab had developed solutions for, at the inception of the lab (cf. solution 

spaces). For instance, one chunk was the solution space on “diet and nutrition”. The project manager 

described the innovation process through which project teams developed solutions to problems, but 

then suddenly paused:  

We've kind of sort of changed that (breaking down areas into chunks) because we realized well that's still 

pretty huge. So we've, we've sort of changed that approach slightly because this was too broad. What we're 

looking to do is sort of focus on areas, which have got a bit of a closer link to uh PharmaCo. A closer, hate 

to use this word, uh synergy but and, and something we, we've used the expression where we've got an unfair 

advantage. 

(Project Manager 3, 2 October 2017) 

By “we”, he meant the leadership team and project managers in collaboration. The project manager 

began to talk about the great ideas that the innovation lab had in the past and the substantial 

investments required to turning great ideas into successful innovation. The approach to finding 

solutions to problems was too broad, because many projects did not complement the corporate 
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strategy. The plan was to focus on areas that linked more closely to PharmaCo. By “closer”, the 

project manager therefore meant more closely tied to the existing business. The plan was thus to focus 

on areas in which the innovation lab would be able to create synergies with the core business. 

However, PharmaLab had to be able to pursue innovation in ways that were both very different from 

(contradictions) and synergetic with the traditional business (interrelations). A criterion for starting 

up a new project was to meet the unfair advantage (proxy for the KPI of strategic fit), which the 

project manager thought would make projects more likely to succeed, since the innovation lab had 

the knowledge and expertise in the area, which guided the focus of the lab (Project Manager 3, 2 

October 2017). Hence, the project manager handled the salient tension, triggered by the notion of an 

unfair advantage, by both starting up new projects that were very different from corporate 

headquarters and created synergies with the corporate strategy. 

4.2.1.5 Process management  
The CFO of PharmaLab described how the innovation lab integrated the innovation process with the 

innovation model of corporate headquarters, because the corporate R&D department requested it 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 26 November 2019). The CFO of PharmaLab explained that the corporate R&D 

department had started to use the innovation model in corporate headquarters and the innovation lab 

adopted their model “to do something, which showed that they aligned with them” (CFO of 

PharmaLab, 6 March 2020). The implementation of the innovation model from corporate 

headquarters marked the transition from a process-based to a product-based matrix structure in the 

innovation lab. PharmaLab span out the two products that focused on “diagnosis and tracking” 

(Envision) as well as “e-commerce” (HiSkin) from incubation to acceleration by transforming these 

areas into functional lines (PowerPoint slides, 11 May 2017).  

In the spring of 2018, the CFO of PharmaLab experienced that the separation between early- and late-

stage projects led to “spreading resources too thinly” over time. The innovation process, through 
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which project managers narrowed the focus, widened the scope, and refocused the projects, made 

“things move fast” and accelerated the pace at which the innovation lab “needed new people”. The 

pace at which the innovation lab scaled existing projects distracted the focus from developing new 

products, because the “bigger projects required more resources” (CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020). 

The CFO described how the leadership team handled the persistent tension between “bigger projects 

requiring more resources” and “spreading resources too thinly” by trying to “reignite the innovation 

lab” repeatedly:     

We actually tried to make a new lab. It was then that we had to reignite the innovation lab, because we had 

become too … Things moved fast, we started accelerating them (projects) and needed new people. We forgot 

the innovation, “Let us try to reignite innovation lab and make innovation anew!” But again we found out 

that the bigger projects required more resources. And we just kept spreading ourselves too thinly. 

 (CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020) 

The more the leadership team pushed towards allocating more resources to bigger projects, the more 

the leadership team spread resources too thinly across the bigger projects. The leadership team thus 

experienced that pushing towards one pole, pulled the leadership team towards the other pole, which 

made the decision-making process stressful, anxiety provoking and discomforting to the leadership 

team. The leadership team handled the seemingly irrational and absurd nature of the relationship 

between opposing poles by accepting that the challenge to “reignite the innovation lab and make 

innovation anew” was a tension between interrelated contradictions that persisted over time.  

4.2.1.6 Leading R&D  
PharmaLab renegotiated the corporate mandate for the innovation lab with PharmaCo over time. 

During the summer of 2017, renegotiations resulted in the transition from a three-year mandate worth 

€60 million to yearly budget negotiations where PharmaCo would allocate resources to PharmaLab. 

The transition consisted of a change in employment terms from project-based to full-time contracts 
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(regular employment), a restructuring of the innovation lab from external project unit to internal R&D 

department (permanent unit) and a lengthening of time horizon beyond the initial three years. 

PharmaLab transitioned from a separate organizational unit, which employed highly specialized 

resources on a temporary basis, into a functional line whose manager (CEO of PharmaLab) became 

Vice President (VP) of the corporate R&D department. The CEO of PharmaLab described the 

organizational change as moving away from structuring the innovation lab “a side project”, which 

was “outside of the organization”:  

… if you keep having a project that you need to report to the board of directors, which is outside of the 

organization, then it is a side project. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019) 

The reintegration of the innovation lab within the organizational structure of corporate headquarters 

provided an external boundary around PharmaLab and PharmaCo, but retained the internal 

boundaries between the goals and agendas of the separate organizational units. The CFO of 

PharmaLab described the relationship between PharmaCo and PharmaLab with reference to how the 

organizational structure of PharmaCo embedded PharmaLab within a unified whole. She explained 

that project managers referred to the CEO of PharmaCo and the head of the corporate R&D 

department, at the inception of the innovation lab, and that the lab acted in autonomous ways. In her 

account, the CEO of PharmaLab increasingly became part of the leadership team in the corporate 

R&D department at PharmaCo, yet the innovation lab had its “own goals and agendas all the way”: 

I think we have had our own goals and agendas all the way. It was more when we became part of the R&D 

budget that there was a role for (CEO of PharmaLab) in the (R&D) leadership team. He was completely free 

from that in the beginning.   

(CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020) 
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The CEO of PharmaLab claimed that the foundation of the innovation lab remained the same, because 

the budget (€60milion) was “ring-fenced” throughout the first two years of the three-year mandate, 

thereby retaining the internal boundaries. The CEO argued for how PharmaLab proved its “worth” 

during the two-year period to become a “permanent part of the business”, thereby constructing the 

unified whole. Becoming a permanent part of the corporate R&D department implied that the 

persistent tension of “the three-year time horizon disappeared”. At the same time, the innovation lab 

became a “part of the budget”, thereby creating overlaps between PharmaLab and PharmaCo through 

the middle ground of yearly budget negotiations. Because “nobody ever touched our budget”, “despite 

of any cost-cutting”, the innovation lab had “abundant resources” that were interdependent with 

running projects “that should not be allowed to run”. Changing the perspective on Modelling business 

tensions by viewing the relationship as a duality, “yearly budget negotiations” and “prioritizing 

between projects” were mutually enabling: 

In relation to this three-year mandate, we had existed for two years. We thought we had proved our worth, 

so we could become a permanent part of the business. The three-year horizon disappeared. Instead of 

burning (money) to see how much we spent each year, we became part of the budget, but the budget worked 

in the same way as the other thing (mandate). We distributed the €60 million and looked ahead. Now we just 

take a part of it (budget) out and look at the budget. It has been ring-fenced as everything else. Despite of 

any cost cutting at PharmaCo, nobody ever touched our budget. It has always been the same. It (budget 

instead of mandate) gave us an opportunity to prioritize. It is not always healthy to have abundant resources, 

because then you sometimes see projects that should not be allowed to run. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019) 

4.2.1.6.1 Unfixing amount  
At the same time, the CFO of PharmaLab described the contradictions between the “fixed amount” 

of €60 million and the innovation lab “keep doing innovation”, driven by the lab “requiring too many 
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resources to drive innovation forward”. The realization that the separation of early- and late-stage 

projects through a matrix structure “spread resources too thinly”, as the innovation lab “kept trying 

to narrow the focus”, implied that the lab was only able to move “a little further” and then “focus 

even more” in managing contradictions. The transition towards yearly budget negotiations enabled 

PharmaLab to prioritize between projects by making “the decision about these areas” and ultimately 

“look at these spinouts” as a middle ground between the interdependent opposites:  

To keep doing innovation required too many resources to drive it forward, considering that we only had this 

fixed amount (€60 million), which meant that we had to make a bet. Over time, we realized that we kept 

spreading ourselves too thinly, so we kept trying to narrow the focus, but as soon as half a year had passed, 

we had moved a little further, and then we had to focus even more. In the end, we made the decision about 

these areas … We started to look at these spinouts. 

(CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020) 

The CEO explained that the reintegration of PharmaLab into the existing organizational structure was 

a way of securing resources for exploration in the long term. In this way, the corporate R&D 

department allocated resources to PharmaCo as part of the internal budget. PharmaLab no longer had 

to account for exploring new business opportunities in securing an extended mandate but was instead 

accountable to the corporate R&D strategy (CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019). While 

PharmaLab only accounted for 80 of the 6,000 employees in PharmaCo and the budget of the 

innovation lab amounted to a “very, very small part of the corporate budget” (Former CLO of 

PharmaLab, 23 April 2020), the lab functioned as one of only eight lines in the R&D department. 

Hence, PharmaLab was able to reap the benefits of the overlaps between a small project unit and large 

corporate organization simultaneously. 
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4.2.1.6.2 Planning further 
The CTO of PharmaLab argued that yearly budget negotiations enabled the innovation lab to “plan 

further”. The CTO considered the result of the renegotiations positive since the outcome was that 

PharmaLab became a “permanent entity” within PharmaCo, whose mandate extended beyond the 

initial three years. By arguing for how the yearly budget negotiations enabled “planning further”, the 

CTO provided examples of the ways in which the interdependent poles of exploration and 

exploitation were mutually enabling. When the CTO referred to the innovation lab as a “permanent 

thing“, he meant that the yearly budget negotiations provided the innovation lab with certainty that 

the corporate headquarters would not close down the innovation lab after three years. At the same 

time, they would not have to prove their worthiness of receiving the €60 million up front, but could 

align expectations with the existing business on a yearly basis: 

A month ago, it was decided that we had to continue as a permanent thing in the future. You can say that the 

way in which we operated before was that we got all the money for three years in advance. What we moved 

to now is that we run it continuously. Now we will have budget negotiations once a year about how to run 

this. Now, we can plan further. Our employment contracts end, and they still do, in July next year (2018). 

They will turn into regular employment contracts, which just run on a continuous basis. It fell into place, a 

month ago. It is quite recent. I actually think it was not until yesterday or the day before that PharmaCo 

communicated it internally that we continue like this, so that was very positive. 

(CTO of PharmaLab, 25 August 2017) 

4.2.2 Sharing dedication 
Employees within the innovation lab shared a dedication to make a difference for people with a 

chronic condition. At the same time, they were dedicated to sharing resources across their project 

teams. Some projects pursued “innovation” and others “revenue”, but the teams all belonged to the 

same organization with the same goal (Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020). While HiSkin 

shared the dedication to develop an e-commerce platform within the project team, however, the co-



118 
 

founder insisted on hiring dedicated resources for the team rather than sharing resources with the 

other projects. The culture of the team did not clash with other projects until the point at which the 

innovation lab decided to spin HiSkin out as a start-up company, triggered by putting project teams 

within the “luxury incubator” under pressure. This section describes the tensions between HiSkin and 

PharmaLab that arose upon the spinout decision (Figure 13).  

 

Figure 13: Sharing dedication (2016-2018). 

The ability to nurture projects within PharmaLab allowed HiSkin to build a team culture that made 

the transition from innovation lab to start-up easier upon the spinout of the project in the spring of 

2018. The “PharmaCo strategy” triggered the latent tension between “innovation-driven” and 

“revenue-driven” projects to the extent that the tension underlying the difference between “project 

employees” became salient. HiSkin handled the tension between “project cultures” through “team-

building activities”. The tension persisted through the continuous clashes between the “team culture” 
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of HiSkin and the “organizational culture” of PharmaLab. PharmaLab managed the tension between 

a “project team” and a “start-up” culture by keeping HiSkin inside, yet separating the project from 

the innovation lab to allow the team to sort out things with other start-up companies.   

4.2.2.1 Project drivers  
The co-founder of HiSkin referred to projects by distinguishing between the degrees to which 

products were revenue- or innovation-driven. In the account of the co-founder, HiSkin was different 

in the sense that it “had a revenue” and “sold products directly to clients”. In other words, HiSkin was 

the only product with a viable business model at the time. On the other hand, HiSkin was “not the 

most innovative project”. Referring to the opposing demands of projects within the innovation lab, 

the co-founder described how many of the other projects looked at HiSkin as if it was doing something 

different from the rest:   

We (HiSkin) were also different in the sense that we were the only project, which had a revenue, because we 

sold products directly to the clients. We were maybe not the most innovative project. I think there were many 

who looked at us and wondered what we were actually doing.  

(Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020). 

4.2.2.2 Luxury incubator  
The transition towards yearly budget negotiations enabled PharmaLab to prioritize between and 

ultimately “spin out projects” as a way of triggering latent Sharing dedication tensions by putting 

teams under pressure. The CMO of PharmaLab described the innovation lab as a “luxury incubator” 

(CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019). The CMO explained that PharmaLab was not under “the 

same pressure” as traditional incubators, which depended on the “funding of venture capital” (VC) 

firms. Because “funding was not a problem”, teams were able to “nurture the projects” and “try many 

things” rather than experience the stress, anxiety and discomfort of making organizational choices 
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between opposing demands. The CMO elaborated that it meant something that PharmaLab was able 

to spin projects out, because teams had to focus on “customer needs” as well as “data and profits”:  

It definitely means something. Of course, it means something that you spin the projects out, because you 

have to focus on what the customer needs. You cannot just nurture it (the project) in the corner. There is 

someone demanding data and profits. We do not have the same pressure in here (the lab). It has been more 

like an incubator where we have been able to try many things, but not an incubator where VC (venture 

capital) funding has been a problem. It has been a “luxury incubator”. 

(CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 

4.2.2.2.1 Product branding 
In the spring of 2017, the organizational change implied that the innovation lab organized HiSkin and 

Envision as functional lines within the lab. The change enabled the two teams to improve their 

products (exploitation) yet it drained the rest of projects for resources to pursue new ideas 

(exploration). One day at the coffee machine in 2019, a former project manager revealed how 

employees would refer to the innovation lab as “EnvisionLab” in 2017 (Fields notes, 10 October 

2019). The anecdote indicated that Envision took up a lot of space in the innovation lab and 

substantiated the observation that Envision had a very strong culture, as mentioned below.  

4.2.2.3 Project employees  
HiSkin accounted for a third of FTEs in PharmaLab. HiSkin had had a separate structure, a separate 

office and separate culture during the early days of the innovation lab, and the co-founders insisted 

on having their own growth hacker1 upon the organizational change of the lab. They did not want to 

share resources with other projects and agreed with the CEO of PharmaLab to hire their own, thereby 

stressing contradictions. While growth hackers moved around the other projects in the innovation lab, 

                                                      
1 The growth hacker was both a marketer and a developer who pursued marketing in a digital world by developing 
products with user retention in mind (Growth hacker, 25 October 2019). Growth hacking was both an activity for 
reaching as many patients as possible with the same product (CTO of PharmaLab, 9 December 2019) and an activity for 
fitting the product to the market by targeting a specific group of users (CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020). 
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the co-founder described how dedicating a growth hacker to HiSkin was part of creating a team 

culture. On the other hand, moving growth hackers around projects made employees part of the 

organizational culture: 

We hired a growth employee relatively quickly, which was 100% our own resource. The premise was that all 

the people we hired were 100% our own resource, because we did not believe in shared resources … It 

created a culture, because the others on that growth team moved around the other projects. Automatically, 

you become a little more of a PharmaLab employee than you become an employee on every project. 

(Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020)   

4.2.2.4 Team-building activities  
During a time of convergence around Envision, HiSkin diverted from the cultural identity of the lab 

by focusing on how to differentiate the project team from the innovation lab. While the CEO of 

PharmaLab was preoccupied with the concern that project managers were able to work in a corporate 

as well as an innovative setting, the co-founder of HiSkin was more concerned with the ability of 

team members to identity with the culture of the project team rather than the innovation lab. Stressing 

contradictions, the preoccupation with differentiating HiSkin from PharmaLab implied that project 

team challenged the organizational culture of the innovation lab: 

We were proud of being on the HiSkin team, and we wanted to show that. We have also created our own 

values and worked with these things in a structured way. It was very good to our culture, but I can well see 

that it is a challenge for PharmaLab’s culture. I think it implied that some of the others looked up to us and 

started creating their own cultures. My impression was that Envision had a very, very strong culture. When 

we were about to become equally large projects, they also had a very strong culture. There were no clashes 

in that way. 

(Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020) 
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HiSkin managed salient Sharing dedication tensions through team-building activities. The co-founder 

described how the team arranged parties, played music, and produced t-shirts, because people were 

“proud of being on the HiSkin team.” They created their own values and showed them to the rest of 

the innovation lab, which implied some of the other project teams “looked up” to HiSkin and “started 

creating their own cultures”. The team culture of Envision arose in opposition to the team culture of 

HiSkin, but managers were able to handle the projects in a way that “there were no clashes”. Hence, 

the respective project managers of Envision and HiSkin were able to live with the salient tensions.     

4.2.2.5 Project cultures  
The co-founder of HiSkin argued that, compared to other projects, the team was more of its own and 

managers wanted to create a culture, which distinguished the project team from the innovation lab. 

Managers wanted employees to identify themselves more with the product rather than the company 

(contradictions), even if the contract stated PharmaLab as the employer (interrelations). In the account 

of the co-founder, HiSkin were determined that employees bought into their vision and that they did 

not just want to work on innovation projects in general (Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020). 

HiSkin focused on developing an e-commerce platform and quickly produced t-shirts that team 

members could wear inside the common office space. The co-founder explained that the rest of 

PharmaLab “did not always receive it well” that HiSkin “focused on building a strong culture in the 

team”. Stressing the temporal persistence of Sharing dedication tensions, the co-founder elaborated 

that the team culture would “sometimes clash” with the organizational culture, because all the projects 

in the innovation lab were part of “the same corporation” and had “the same goal”: 

They did not always receive it well, because we wanted to have our own parties and do our own things and 

were not so inclusive to the rest of PharmaLab, because we were very focused on building a strong culture in 

the team. It can sometimes clash, when you have an organization where we are the same corporation and 
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have the same goal. There were sometimes some clashes culturally. We were a big project, and we took up a 

lot of space. We wanted to play music and talk and this and that, so we took up a lot of space. 

(Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020) 

4.2.2.6 Nurturing projects 
HiSkin managed to handle the tension between “scaling the project prematurely” to one third of FTEs 

in the innovation lab and “firing all 24 employees”, when the CEO of PharmaLab told the co-founder 

to close the project down in the spring of 2018, by building a very strong team culture from within 

(internal boundaries). Because funding was not a problem for HiSkin inside the innovation lab, they 

were able to create their own values, which provided the foundation for building a start-up company 

when the lab span the project out. The two co-founders of HiSkin wanted to take ownership of the 

company, their wish was to become entrepreneurs, and they considered the spinout as a feasible 

option due to the dedicated employees (Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020). The ability to 

nurture projects within PharmaLab allowed HiSkin to build a team culture (internal boundaries) that 

made the transition from innovation lab to start-up easier upon the spinout of the project in the spring 

of 2018: 

We were a bit more of our own, and we wanted to create our own culture, and that is a choice, which we are 

very happy about making, because it made it much easier to be spun out and detach ourselves from the rest 

of the organization, but it also create a good culture, while we were in here (innovation lab). 

(Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020) 

4.2.2.6.1 Securing employment 
The co-founder of HiSkin described the spinout process as a time of turmoil to the project team 

because project managers could not reveal anything about the organizational change to team 

members. The spinout decision suddenly exposed the differentiation between the cultural identities 

of HiSkin and the innovation lab to the team when the lab span out the project as a separate company. 
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The spinout decision exposed team members to the irrational and absurd nature of working as 

employees on HiSkin in PharmaLab. It was a “tumultuous” experience to the extent that the spinout 

process made employments in HiSkin and PharmaLab appear mutually exclusive. On the day of the 

spinout, the organizational change thus took employees by surprise: 

Now, they (team members) were employed by HiSkin and not PharmaLab anymore. It had been tumultuous 

to some, because people had said yes to a job in PharmaLab and a pharmaceutical company, where there is 

more (job) security than in a start-up company. 

(Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020) 

4.2.2.6.2 Connecting project 
On the other hand, restructuring did not lead to any significant changes in the daily work practices of 

employees. HiSkin were located inside PharmaLab for another year (external boundary), albeit with 

a designated meeting room and wifi (interdependent opposites). They had access to internal 

communications channels, presented their progress at monthly update meetings and participated in 

the yearly Christmas party (a unified whole). While the co-founder explained that HiSkin gradually 

distanced itself from PharmaLab, he elaborated that his team still identified itself with employees 

from PharmaLab as a “part of the family” (middle ground): 

… we were not a part of the (PharmaLab) calendar, and we had our own meeting room in here. We still had 

access to Slack (intranet), because information was shared with the office. We had our own wifi. Otherwise it 

was not the big change. In that way, we are still a PharmaLab project. We still see ourselves as part of the 

(PharmaLab) family and feel that we have a connection here. 

(Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020) 

4.2.2.6.3 Sorting administration  
While the CEO of PharmaLab argued that employees worked in the innovation lab because they were 

able to understand and handle the tensions between a corporate and an innovative setting, the co-
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founder of HiSkin claimed that the people employed by the lab valued the job security of working in 

a pharmaceutical company (Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020). Employees valued the 

corporate benefits of insurance policies, pension schemes and cantina deals. At the same time, the co-

founder described how HiSkin had little in common with the rest of the projects in the innovation lab 

towards the end. While PharmaLab provided the resources to sort out things for project teams inside 

the innovation lab, HiSkin had to find an accountant, bookkeep the numbers and compile the annual 

report. Upon the spinout, HiSkin asked other start-up companies how to sort out insurance policies: 

In the end, we felt that we did not have much in common with the projects in here. To us, it was something 

about finding an accountant, bookkeeping the numbers and compiling the annual report. We needed to sort 

out insurance policies and all sorts of other things. In here (PharmaLab), you have some people in 

PharmaCo to sort out things for you. We had to sort out all sorts of things ourselves. You do not ask people 

in here (PharmaLab) how to do that. You ask other start-up companies. 

(Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020) 

4.3 From project teams to spin-out companies (2017-2019) 
PharmaCo was pursuing a corporate strategy, which specified that the pharmaceutical company had 

to reach 125 million patients by 2025. Specifically, the annual report from PharmaCo in 2017 

specified that PharmaLab had reached 300,000 people (PharmaCo annual report, 2017). The CTO of 

PharmaLab described how the past approach of the innovation lab to the pharmaceutical company 

was to do what the corporate headquarters “demanded” (CTO of PharmaLab, 9 December 2019). 

When the corporate strategy specified that the pharmaceutical company had to reach 125 million 

patients by 2025, the CTO of PharmaLab explained how the innovation lab would launch products to 

“get out to as many people as possible”. The CTO of PharmaLab elaborated that the approach was 

not necessarily to fit the products to the market, but to reach “a lot of people”:  
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I think that the approach we had in the past was that it was something PharmaCo demanded. How can we 

get out to as many people as possible? Not necessarily market fit, but that we had something, which reached 

a lot of people. We had a relatively large organization of “growth hackers”, which did that. A large part of 

our budget went into product marketing, but the value, which we created, was not that big. 

(CTO of PharmaLab, 9 December 2019) 

In 2017, the annual report stated that PharmaLab continued to develop digital support for patients 

beyond medicines by building non-pharmaceutical solutions in the form of apps, digital platforms 

and venture initiatives. While the innovation lab had a large organization of “growth hackers” and 

spent a part of the budget on “product marketing”, the CTO of PharmaLab experienced that Envision 

created little value in the interaction with patients. When Envision ran the product without marketing, 

“a very big percentage” of the patients that the app reached were “meaningful interactions”. As 

opposed to increasing the reach of the app to patients, the project team grew the part that improved 

the interaction of the patients with the app. The CTO accounted for how a few thousand people joined 

Envision, which acquired 3,000 photos of patients with the chronic condition:     

Now we have run it (Envision) without any marketing at all, and a very, very big percentage of them are 

meaningful interactions. How do we grow that part? Now we can see that many people would like to use it. 

Before it was hard to see what type of user we had to go for, but now we have had a few thousand people 

join a month for a period. We paid for about 3,000 photos that way. 

(CTO of PharmaLab, 9 December 2019) 

4.3.1 Incorporating innovation 
The pressure mounted inside the innovation lab, as the advisory board became excited about Envision. 

Envision was an app that helped patients diagnose the chronic condition through imaging technology, 

which impressed the board members. The CEO of PharmaLab came back from board meetings to let 

the project manager know that Envision was “cool”, and the CEO asked repeatedly if the team could 
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work “ten times more” on the project. Incorporating innovation entailed understanding the tension 

that arose between developing the frontend and the backend of Envision, respectively. While the CEO 

of PharmaLab showed the board members a “simple demo” of the app in the meetings, the project 

manager tried to illustrate the complexity of developing the imaging technology continuously. This 

section describes how the tension between developing the frontend and the backend of Envision 

persisted, because the leadership team embedded the tension in the process of making decisions on 

allocating resources over time (Figure 14). 

 

Figure 14: Incorporating innovation (2017-2019). 

The mounting pressure on the internal development of the app enabled PharmaLab to manage the 

persistent tension between the frontend and the backend of Envison by making the development of 

the imaging technology a research project over time. As mentioned, the CEO of PharmaLab triggered 

the latent tension as an “organizational disconnect” between the people who worked on the product 
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and the people who worked on the technology repeatedly. Some managers perceived the salient 

tension as a choice between maintaining the technology to “continue running” the app or “continue 

developing” the technology underlying the product. Others experienced it as a way of making the 

decision to allocate resources for research on technology through a project that was much bigger than 

any project in the lifetime of the innovation lab. Ultimately, the differential perceptions of different 

managers on the persistent tension rested on viewing the incorporation of innovation through the 

decision-making process as mutually exclusive or enabling.   

4.3.1.1 Flagship product 
One of the developers who was working on the backend of products as part of the so-called “core 

service” team, had flagged the use of old technology for a while, when the CTO of PharmaLab asked 

the developer to manage the team, which transitioned Envision from a flagship product to the 

technological foundation for all other projects. The developer who became the project manager of the 

backend of Envision described that, when he first got the responsibility for the backend of Envision, 

all employees were part of the “Envision umbrella” in his part of the innovation lab (one third of 

FTEs). The project manager explained that the Envision umbrella arose from the work on an app, 

which the innovation lab developed to help patients diagnose the chronic condition through imaging 

technology. The project manager elaborated that, because the Envision umbrella started as an app, 

the “real Envision people” were the ones who worked on the frontend of Envision:  

When I first got it (Envision), we were all part of the Envision umbrella, and the Envision umbrella started 

as an app. Therefore, the real Envision people were the ones who worked on the app, and they had some 

goals and some needs, which we pursued along with them. 

(Project Manager 1, 13 November 2019) 

The tension between the opposing demands of all the employees who were part of the Envision 

umbrella and of the real Envision people who worked on the app was thus inherent within the work 
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on the backend and frontend of Envision. The project manager described how the ones who worked 

on the app “had some goals and some needs” in the frontend, which he “pursued along with them” 

with his team from the backend of Envision. The project manager explained that the people who 

worked on the frontend of Envision developed the app for the users, whereas the people who worked 

on the backend developed Envision as a data extraction tool (Project Manager 1, 13 November 2019). 

The people who worked on the backend of Envision pursued the goals and needs of the frontend of 

Envision by building a tool, which extracted data from the app to improve the imaging technology 

continuously.  At the same time, the product owner of Envision elaborated that the people who worked 

on the frontend of Envision had the responsibility for moving the app from a progression to a 

diagnosis tool (Field notes, 28 October 2019). The CEO of PharmaLab reportedly considered 

Envision a “moonshot project” to the extent that the innovation lab was able to scale the app from 

progression through diagnosis to prediction. 

4.3.1.2 Organizational disconnect  
When PharmaLab transitioned into a functional line within the corporate R&D department in 2017, 

the innovation lab gradually allocated fewer resources to Envision. The project manager who was 

responsible for the backend of Envision described how the gradual allocation of fewer resources to 

Envision triggered the “disconnect in the organization” between the Envision umbrella and the real 

Envision people. The project manager explained that the CEO of PharmaLab triggered the 

organizational disconnect when the CEO came back from a meeting with the advisory board of the 

innovation lab to let the project manager know that, “what you are doing is cool”: 

But there was a disconnect between them. And at the same time, there was a disconnect in the organization, 

because (the CEO of PharmaLab) comes and says: What you are doing is cool.  

(Project Manager 1, 13 November 2019) 



130 
 

The project manager elaborated that the CEO of PharmaLab repeatedly triggered the organizational 

disconnect by providing feedback from the board of directors that board members found the work 

that the team did exciting, which gave the project manager the impression that it was “something we 

had to do more of”. At the same time, the CEO of PharmaLab would regularly come over to the 

project manager to ask, “What is it that you are doing”, and, given that the CEO found the work 

exciting, the CEO would ask, “Can we do ten times more of that?”  

The project manager explained that the requests for doing more work on Envision represented the 

“grand visions” and “grand thoughts” of the CEO who wanted the team to scale the app from 

progression through diagnosis to prediction (Field notes, 28 October 2019). The requests made the 

project manager think that the innovation lab would “bet on” developing Envision into a prediction 

tool. On the other hand, the project manager described how “realities” contradicted the “grand 

visions” and “grand thoughts” in that the ability to drive Envision forward was interdependent with 

“making something change” by gradually allocating more resources to the project team over time: 

Where I got the feedback and the impression that the work we did was what the board of directors found 

exciting and something we had to do more of, and then the CEO of PharmaLab comes in and says: What is it 

you are doing? Can we do ten times as much of that? And such grand visions and grand thoughts make you 

think that it is something they bet on. And then you often face the realities of making something change to 

drive it (Envision) forward. 

(Project Manager 1, 13 November 2019) 

4.3.1.3 Organizational misalignment  
The project manager of Envision explained that the tension between the competing demands of the 

people who worked on the backend and frontend of Envision, respectively, became salient through 

the ways in which the CEO of PharmaLab would come back from board meetings with requests to 

do more work on Envision. At the board meeting mentioned above, the CEO of PharmaLab had 
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reportedly “made a very simple demo” of Envision, which impressed the board members. While the 

simple demo showed board members what the app could do on the frontend, it did not show them 

how complex technology enabled the app to do it in the backend. Board members were thus not aware 

of the interdependent opposites. The project manager of Envision elaborated that the tension between 

the frontend and the backend of Envision manifested as an organizational misalignment to the extent 

that impressing board members with a simple demo did not materialize in gradually allocating more 

resources for developing the complex technology underlying Envision. Hence, board members were 

not aware of the interdependence between allocating resources for developing the complex 

technology to make a very simple demo. The project manager described how the backend of Envision 

was “not prioritized from above”:  

And he says that, as far as I understand, because they have had a board meeting, and we had made a very 

simple demo with some things. And that impressed them, okay. That sold tickets, so more of that. But at the 

same time, we were not prioritized from above. So it was not like: Well, okay, then we have to have these 

people. Then we also have to close this (some other project) down.  

(Project Manager 1, 13 November 2019) 

4.3.1.4 Alignment activities  
The project manager of Envision expressed how the requests for doing more work on Envision 

exacerbated tensions between the people who worked on the frontend and the backend of Envision, 

because the goals for Envision were “never aligned”. The project manager described how the ones 

who worked on the app “had some goals and some needs” in the frontend, which he “pursued along 

with them” with his team from the backend of Envision (Project Manager 1, 13 November 2019). 

The competing demands were thus interdependent across the frontend and the backend of Envision. 

The interrelated contradictions had a paradoxical potential, because the goals were “never aligned” 

between the real Envision people and all the employees who were part of the Envision umbrella.  
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The project manager experienced how the goals were never aligned “several times in meetings”. At 

the management meetings, the project manager would express an interest in “getting better photos” 

from the people who worked on the app, so the specialist doctors, who assessed the photos of patients 

with the chronic condition, could “evaluate the photos better”. The project manager was interested in 

getting better photos, because the better evaluation of photos by specialist doctors helped train the 

algorithm driving the imaging technology. The logic was that building a data extraction tool helped 

develop an app for diagnosing patients with the chronic condition: 

But it was never aligned, I mean, the goals for Envision. I experienced that several times in meetings. I was 

interested in getting in better photos, so the (specialist doctors) could evaluate the photos better. And then 

they (external side) were like, “We cannot do that, because we have a KPI that it cannot be too expensive to 

get in the photos. If they (patients) do not take the photos, we might waste the money.” I think that logic is 

wrong. 

(Project Manager 1, 13 November 2019) 

On the other hand, the project manager explained that the people who worked on the app were not 

able to get better photos, because the real Envision people had a KPI that it could not be “too 

expensive to get in the photos.” While the project manager of Envision was preoccupied with getting 

better photos to evaluate the photos better in the backend, the frontend developers were concerned 

that the investment into getting better photos would make the project waste money and thus not reach 

the KPI. The project manager elaborated that the perspective on getting photos and wasting money 

was “wrong”, because he viewed better photos as interdependent with making more money. 

The CTO of PharmaLab explained that the innovation lab did not develop the frontend of the app 

since 2018 but elaborated that the project team still maintained the backend of the imaging 

technology. The CTO perceived the frontend and the backend of Envision as a binary relationship in 
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describing how the project team had ensured that the app could “continue running”, but did not focus 

on Envision as a product that the innovation lab would “continue developing”. Hence, the CEO 

separated the tension between the frontend and the backend of Envision by ensuring that the app 

could “continue running” through the maintenance of the imaging technology as opposed to focusing 

on Envision as a product that the innovation lab would “continue developing”:  

It runs, as it (Envision) has done, but we have gone in to do some things on it, so it could continue running. 

But we have not focused on it (Envision) as a product, which we had to continue developing. 

(CTO of PharmaLab, 9 December 2019) 

4.3.1.5 Decision-making process  
The project manager of Envision explained how the tension between the frontend and the backend of 

Envision persisted by describing the ways in which the leadership team made decisions on allocating 

resources between teams within the project. The project manager elaborated that the leadership team 

did not involve the people who worked on the backend of Envision in the “decision-making process”. 

In the account of the project manager, the leadership team sequenced the process of making decisions 

on allocating resources into the separate parts of “making a product”, “collecting some data” and 

“thinking about AI”. The request to “make a product” came from the leadership team, personified by 

the CEO of PharmaLab who came back from a meeting with the board to request that the project team 

did “ten times more” work on Envision. The reflection to “think about AI” was an afterthought in the 

decision-making process to the extent that the CEO of PharmaLab would come back from another 

board meeting and let the project manager of Envision know that, “what you are doing is cool”. 

The project manager described the requirement to “collect some data” as an interim account or a part 

of the equation from product to technology, which enabled “making a product” by “thinking about 

AI”. In the account of the project manager, it was “not enough” to sequence the product and the 

technology into separate parts of the decision-making process, because the way that the backend of 
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Envision developed the app was interdependent with what the frontend of Envision could do 

afterwards. The project manager thus thought that the logic of making the reflection on technology 

(AI) an afterthought was wrong, because making decisions on the product was interdependent with 

decisions on the technology. When the project manager mentioned that the goals “never aligned” 

between the frontend and the backend of Envision, the misalignment manifested a disconnect that 

materialized through “an underlying idea” that persisted “for two years”. In fact, the project manager 

recollected how the tension persisted for even longer, “almost the entire lifetime of PharmaLab”:  

I think that for two years there was an underlying idea – or even longer, almost the entire lifetime of 

PharmaLab – that you just make a product, and then we collect some data, and then you think about AI 

afterwards. But that is not enough, and my argument has always been that we have to be involved in the 

decision making process, because the way that you develop the app decides what you can do afterwards.  

(Project Manager 1, 13 November 2019) 

4.3.1.6 Spinning out products  
The leadership team had to manage the persistent tension between making decisions based on the 

product and the technology over time. The CTO of PharmaLab mentioned that the innovation lab 

enabled Envision to “continue running” the app, but not to “continue developing” the technology 

(CTO of PharmaLab, 9 December 2019). On the other hand, the CMO of PharmaLab explained that 

PharmaCo had drawn attention from Envision in the middle of 2018, because the project was not able 

to show a profitable business case. The CFO of PharmaLab elaborated that the innovation lab turned 

the focus “much more towards the AI (artificial intelligence) part” (middle ground) in the middle of 

2018, because the leadership team realized that the development of the product from a progression to 

a diagnosis tool required Envision to work more on the technology (overlap). In other words, the 

leadership team changed the logic of the decision-making process from temporally sequencing the 
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development of the product and the technology to separating decisions for allocating resources to 

competing demands within the innovation lab:  

Then (in 2018) the focus was turned much more towards the AI (artificial intelligence) part and the 

diagnosis part, which is a research project that is much bigger than any project we ever had. And that 

obviously speaks for a more long-term plan, so you can create value, which is good enough, before you spin 

it out. 

(CFO of Pharmalab, 6 March 2020) 

The leadership team separated the backend from the frontend of Envision by making the AI part “a 

research project” that was “much bigger than any project” in the lifetime of the innovation lab. The 

AI part thus constructed the unified whole by providing a technological foundation to create synergies 

between all other projects within the innovation lab. The leadership team disentangled the 

organizational disconnect between the Envision umbrella and the real Envision people by allowing 

the frontend of Envision to work on the imaging technology, following “a more long-term plan”. 

However, the common objective of the project teams was still to “create value, which is good enough” 

for spinning Envision out over time. 

4.3.2 Modelling business 
Project teams modelled businesses inside the innovation lab to be able to sell products into corporate 

headquarters. Experimenting with business models from outside the pharmaceutical company, the 

innovation lab sold products into the existing business in competition with external consultants. On 

the one hand, project managers experimented with ways of resembling the corporate setting to fit 

products with the corporate strategy of the pharmaceutical company. On the other hand, they were 

painfully aware that their products could resemble corporate setting to the degree that the 

pharmaceutical company would perceive the product as a competitor to the core business. Project 

managers thus struggled to strike a delicate balance between competing and collaborating with the 
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existing business. This section describes the tensions that arose between the respective settings of 

PharmaLab and PharmaCo during the time that the CMO of PharmaLab managed to sell in a digital 

platform for conducting clinical studies on the biggest potential blockbuster drug in the corporate 

pipeline (Figure 15). 

Figure 15: Modelling business (2017-2019). 

External competitors enabled the innovation lab to validate projects by verifying to corporate 

headquarters that products complemented the existing business. The negotiation of the agreement to 

use the digital platform for conducting clinical studies on the biggest potential blockbuster drug in 

the corporate pipeline as a case triggered the latent tension between a PharmaLab and a PharmaCo 

“setting”. The tension became salient through the process of “testing” the concept in the innovation 

lab and “proving” it to the corporate headquarters. The project manager of Trials&I handled the 

tension through a virtual “duct taping” approach in which the project team developed the technology 
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for the digital platform in the innovation lab and implemented the digital platform in the 

pharmaceutical company concurrently. The tension persisted through the competition with “third-

party vendors”, which did not compete against the existing business from within. PharmaLab 

managed the tension between “supplying products” to corporate headquarters and the pharmaceutical 

company “demanding products” from the innovation lab by onboarding PharmaCo as a customer.    

4.3.2.1 Product setting 
As mentioned, Trials&I built on the foundation of two closed projects (cf. Alma’s Blog and 

Resident’s Learning), which the innovation lab conducted in the early days of the innovation lab. The 

project manager of Trials&I explained how he kept thinking about the learnings from the project and 

elaborated on how his reflections involved starting to talk with the CEO of PharmaLab about the 

ways in which to learn from the project in fitting the product to the corporate strategy in PharmaCo. 

The project manager described the learnings from Alma’s Blog and Resident’s Learning as an ability 

to prove that “we could recruit patients to this online study” and “that it was possible to execute the 

study”. The project manager acknowledged that executing the study was a “mouthful” to the extent 

that the project required resources to perform in the market. Because the recruitment of patients and 

execution of clinical studies through an online platform was radically different from the traditional 

ways of performing clinical trials, the project manager thought that it was necessary to take the 

learnings from the setting of PharmaLab, which resembled the setting of PharmaCo, and make it fit 

to the corporate strategy: 

We proved that we could recruit patients to this online study. We also proved that it was possible to execute 

the study, but that is a mouthful. So we had to find out if there was something which we could use in this 

(PharmaLab) setting that resembled the setting of PharmaCo a bit more. If there was a fit.  

(Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020) 
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Understanding that Trials&I had to resemble the setting of PharmaCo to fit the corporate strategy, the 

project manager spent several months walking the corridors of corporate headquarters to find out 

whom was responsible for clinical trials (Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020). The project manager 

had several meetings with the external consultants whom PharmaCo had hired to build a platform for 

recruiting patients to clinical studies, which was literally the same concept that he developed with his 

team in the innovation lab (Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020). The project manager expressed how 

he would continually run his head against the wall in knocking doors at the pharmaceutical company 

while people would tell him that PharmaCo had to develop the solution with a third-party vendor. 

Alongside the PharmaLab leadership team, the project manager refused to resist and sought out new 

ways of managing the competing demands between different settings by mobilizing “the whole big 

strategy machine” to convince PharmaCo to run a pilot study:  

Alongside the (PharmaLab) leadership team, I mobilized the whole big strategy machine in convincing 

PharmaCo to run a pilot. 

(Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020) 

4.3.2.2 Use case  
The project manager of Trials&I spent several months walking the corridors of corporate headquarters 

to find out whom was responsible for clinical trials, competing against external consultants for the 

attention of the pharmaceutical company and persuading employees to use a digital platform for 

conducting clinical studies through endless conversations. In the end of 2017, the mobilization of the 

“whole big strategy machine” by PharmaLab convinced PharmaCo to run a pilot. The CMO of 

PharmaLab described the way of managing the competing demands between different settings as a 

process through which “you spend a lot of time recruiting a client, which is your investor.” (CMO of 

PharmaLab, 20 November 2020) PharmaLab recruited PharmaCo, the pharmaceutical company that 

was the investor of the innovation lab, as a client of Trials&I by fitting the digital platform to the 
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setting of corporate headquarters through the “whole big strategy machine”. In the end of 2017, the 

CMO of PharmaLab thus “secured that the potential blockbuster drug could go through” the digital 

platform of Trials&I: 

In the end of 2017, I secured that (potential blockbuster drug) could go through Trials&I. You spend a lot of 

time on recruiting a customer, which is your investor. 

(CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 

4.3.2.3 Product test  
Modelling business tensions became salient, as the innovation lab tested concepts on and proved 

concepts to corporate headquarters simultaneously. The CFO of PharmaLab explained that Trials&I 

responded to an emerging need from PharmaCo, which was in the midst of recruiting patients to a 

study for the biggest potential blockbuster drug in the corporate R&D pipeline (CFO of PharmaLab, 

6 March 2020). The CFO elaborated that, “PharmaCo had difficulties finding some patients for a 

study” and described how the leadership team in PharmaLab had assured corporate executives that 

Trials&I would be able to find them. The ability to recruit the patients for the clinical studies arose 

from testing if the project team was indeed able to find the patients and refining this ability, when the 

team had proved the concept of the project: 

I think it started a little bit coincidentally with Trials&I, because we heard that PharmaCo had difficulties 

finding some patients for a study. Then we said that we could find them. So I think that we tested whether we 

could find them. It turned out that we could indeed find them, and then it became more and more refined with 

the whole back-end, qualification of leads and so on. 

(CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020) 

4.3.2.4 Testing activities  
The CMO of PharmaLab explained that a continuous process within the innovation lab constituted of 

accomplishing a 100-day-plan for ongoing projects (CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019). The 
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plan was to spend 100 days on developing a product from ideation to launch. Project teams spent 

three months developing a prototype that they could test in the market (in this case corporate 

headquarters) with their potential customers (in this case the corporate R&D department). The 100-

day plan emphasized prototyping in moving from exploring new ideas to exploiting the existing 

product. The CEO of PharmaLab elaborated that project teams had to define a goal against which the 

leadership team in the innovation lab would measure progress throughout the process of developing 

a minimum viable product (MVP). If the team did not achieve the goal according to plan, the 

leadership team closed the project down (CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019).  

In the case of Trials&I, the leadership team allowed the project team to improve the viability of the 

business model repeatedly over time (cf. Alma’s Blog and Resident’s Learning). The project manager 

of Trials&I described the approach to testing the digital platform for recruiting patients and executing 

clinical studies online as a process of virtual “duct taping”. Virtual “duct taping” referred to the ways 

in which the project team developed the technology for the digital platform in the innovation lab and 

implemented the digital platform in the pharmaceutical company simultaneously (Project Manager 2, 

9 March 2020). The project manager thus described the process of recruiting a client by “showing a 

flashy product”, while retaining the customer by showing the numbers on the “ability to find the 

patients” as interrelated contradictions. Hence, test activities consisted of an approach to selling 

projects into PharmaCo that was a simultaneous process of showing the product in corporate 

headquarters and finding the patients to be able to show the numbers proving the concept:    

You may well be able to show a new flashy product, but if you do not have any numbers on your ability to 

find the patients, then you do not get PharmaCo onboard, and then it also becomes a little bit difficult to 

keep finding the patients, because then they (the patients) do not get anything out of it (the product). 

(Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020) 
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4.3.2.5 Product vendor  
Improving the viability of the business model entailed researching the market (corporate 

headquarters) and potential customers (corporate R&D department). In this case, the project manager 

of Trials&I described the ways in which he “mapped how such a study is set up and the people who 

are responsible for the different things throughout the process of clinical studies.” The project 

manager explained how he would talk to employees in corporate headquarters about the ways in 

which Trials&I could set up a digital platform to recruit patients for a clinical study and executive the 

study online. Employees in corporate headquarters, on the other hand, would tell the project manager 

that he could not build a digital platform for clinical studies within corporate headquarters, because 

PharmaLab, and thereby Trials&I was part of the existing business. The employees in corporate 

headquarters thus perceived the choice between internal and external vendors as mutually exclusive. 

While the project manager of Trials&I had the same conversation about the feasibility of the digital 

platform “50-100 times” with employees in corporate headquarters, they insisted that a third-party 

vendor had to solve their problem of finding patients for the clinical study:  

You are a part of PharmaCo, so you cannot do that. It is a third party, which has to do that: Well, if you 

imagined that we could actually do it … I have had that conversation 50-100 times, and then still sent over 

and have a different perspective on things. And then I think that we mapped how such a study is set up and 

the people who are responsible for the different things throughout the process. 

(Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020) 

4.3.2.6 Onboarding customer  
The CTO of PharmaLab described how the leadership team believed in the potential of Trials&I 

internally throughout the process of trying to find a way to sell it into PharmaCo (CTO of PharmaLab, 

25 February 2017), thereby constructing a unified whole between the interdependent opposites of 

different settings. The CTO explained that PharmaLab had to sell the project into corporate 

headquarters, even if the innovation lab had an “unfair advantage in relation to PharmaCo”. The CTO 
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elaborated that PharmaLab was not able to implement the digital platform in corporate headquarters, 

if the innovation lab did not have the pharmaceutical “onboard”, thereby sharing a middle ground 

through the overlap between different settings. Because PharmaLab had to have PharmaCo onboard 

to implement the digital platform for conducting clinical studies online, the innovation lab “spent a 

lot of time” selling the project into corporate headquarters: 

Where it is something, which we internally believed in all the time, and we have tried to find a way to … I 

mean, even if we have an ‘unfair advantage’ in relation to PharmaCo, we still have to sell it into PharmaCo 

… I mean, we cannot just go out and do it, we have to have them onboard, so we can do it together. So we 

have spent a lot of time on that. And then it was only when an external competitor came in (to Trials&I) that 

PharmaCo was like: How do we get that? Why do they (external competitor) get it, when we do not? 

(CTO of PharmaLab, 25 August 2017) 

The CTO of PharmaLab explained that “it was only when an external competitor came in” to use the 

digital platform for conducting clinical studies online that PharmaCo was able to see how Trials&I 

complemented rather than competed with the existing business, thereby constructing the unified 

whole between the different settings. The CTO elaborated on why PharmaLab did not succeed in 

selling projects into PharmaCo over a four-year period by describing how the leadership team learnt 

that the innovation lab could not “just come from outside and stuff something down their throats”, 

because it created contradictions (internal boundaries). The sales of PharmaLab into PharmaCo thus 

depended on the extent to which corporate headquarters wanted the use projects from the innovation 

lab to solve problems, because it created synergies (external boundary). In this case, PharmaLab spent 

four years managing persistent tensions in selling the digital platform for conducting clinical studies 

online to PharmaCo. Experiencing that one setting complemented the other, Trials&I provided the 

foundation for PharmaCo to “use some of the things” from PharmaLab over the next few years (CTO 

of PharmaLab, 9 December 2019). 
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4.4 From innovation lab to corporate venture capital firm (2018-2020) 
Upon spinning out two companies from the innovation lab in the first half of 2018, PharmaLab 

reinforced the transition towards exploiting the potential of existing products in the lab throughout 

the second half of 2018. At a meeting in August 2018, the leadership team decided to focus on the 

two areas in which the innovation lab had an unfair advantage, namely “disease management” and 

“virtual clinical trials”. Starting with 15-20 projects in widely different areas (Photo 1), PharmaLab 

delimited its focus on ten, then five and ultimately down to only two projects through a funnel over 

the years (CEO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019). In an interview with the mainstream media, the 

CMO of PharmaLab accounted for as much as 21 failed projects throughout the years. The annual 

report from PharmaCo in 2018 exhibited one of the two focus areas (disease management) by stating 

that the innovation lab built digital solutions for improving the diagnosis of the chronic disease and 

monitoring the progression of treating it (Envision). The corporate strategy set the direction for 

PharmaCo to become the leading company within the medical treatment of the chronic condition 

(“Strategy towards 2025”).  

 

 

 

 

Photo 1: Funneling process  

(CEO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 

4.4.1 Enabling transformation 
While a common vision is necessary for pursuing innovation between separate organizational units, 

the innovation lab functioned as the common office space for project teams working with two focus 

areas that pursued competing objectives. While Envision focused on developing the technological 

foundation for building a product that was radically different from the core business, Trials&I focused 
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on launching an existing product in the market to create synergies with the existing business. This 

section describes the tensions that arose between the project teams working with the two focus areas 

of disease management and virtual clinical trials, which pursued competing objectives. Triggered by 

differential perceptions of “disruption”, different managers handled the approach to “market-driven 

research” differently over time (Figure 16). 

 

Figure 16: Enabling transformation (2018-2020). 

The simultaneous pursuit of competing objectives enabled the innovation lab to manage project teams 

differently within the two focus areas of “disease management” (DM) and “virtual clinical trials” 

(VCT). The differential perceptions of “disruption” triggered the latent tension between “fitting 

projects to the corporate strategy” and “fitting products to market”. The tension became salient 

through the appointment of “extended management teams”, which pursued competing objectives by 
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working towards “quarterly” and “yearly” milestones. The tension persisted, because DM and VCT 

depended on the “technological” and “medical” competencies of each other. PharmaLab managed the 

tension by transitioning between a “market-based” and a “research-based” approach through the 

transformation of the innovation lab into a “market-driven research” organization. 

4.4.1.1 Commercial fit  
The innovation lab embedded a latent tension between the opposing demands of “product-market fit” 

and “strategic fit”, which complicated the decision-making process for managers in DM and VCT. 

On the one hand, the commercial fit of products with the potential market drove the process of 

narrowing the focus down to two areas. The CMO of PharmaLab described the process of narrowing 

the focus down to two areas as a natural part of exploring new business opportunities, while exploiting 

existing products within the innovation lab (CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019). Of the two 

products (Envision and HiSkin) that became functional lines in May 2017, Envision stayed as a focus 

area (diagnosis and tracking) and HiSkin moved on to the venture division (e-commerce). The CEO 

of PharmaLab explained that the innovation lab evaluated products to assess which ones were 

successful, which ones had come the furthest, and which ones were closest to product/market-fit 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019). 

On the other hand, the commercial fit of projects with the corporate strategy drove the process of 

narrowing the focus down to two areas. Some managers argued that PharmaLab was in a unique 

position due to the financial resources of PharmaCo, while others claimed that PharmaCo gained 

competitive edge through the innovation capabilities of PharmaLab. The CEO of PharmaLab 

embraced the complementarities between the differential perceptions of the unfair advantage as the 

financial resources of corporate headquarters and the innovation capabilities of the innovation lab by 

emphasizing that it was their (i.e. PharmaCo) and our (i.e. PharmaLab) unfair advantage (CEO of 
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PharmaLab, 11 December 2019). Hence, the unfair advantage was a proxy for the strategic fit 

between PharmaLab and PharmaCo. 

The inherent tension between opposing demands implied that managers in DM and VCT worked 

towards competing objectives in pursuing commercial fit between the focus areas of PharmaLab and 

the strategic priorities of PharmaCo. The CEO of PharmaLab elaborated that the ownership of 

PharmaLab by PharmaCo required the innovation lab to evaluate products in assessing which ones 

would link to the corporate strategy of medical treatment (CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019). 

The CEO explained that Envision had a “really, really strong” commercial fit with the corporate 

strategy (CEO of PharmaLab, 11 November 2019). The CMO of PharmaLab described Envision as 

a project, which viewed innovation from an “altruistic” perspective by thinking about “how to meet 

the future needs” of the existing business. On the contrary, the CMO reportedly thought about how 

to create synergies with corporate headquarters by returning value to the pharmaceutical company as 

a “sponsor” of the innovation lab: 

I constantly think about how we can return value to our sponsor. In the other area (disease management), 

they think more altruistically about how to meet the needs of the future. There is definitely a different interest 

from PharmaCo for the two areas, but it is uncertain whether there is a market. 

(CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 

The CMO of PharmaLab described the organizational choices between fitting products to the 

“strategy” and the “market” by contrasting the “interest” from PharmaCo with the “market” in 

PharmaCo. While Envision caught the interest of the pharmaceutical company, the CMO explained 

that it was uncertain whether there was a market for the product in corporate headquarters. The CMO 

elaborated that Envision did not have “any customers”, who “implemented their solutions” based on 

imaging technology, because they had not yet found the product-market “fit”. On the contrary, the 
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CMO managed the area on “virtual clinical trials” that applied for and received funding from a public 

innovation fund, which “blueprinted” the product-market fit of Trials&I in 2018 (CMO of 

PharmaLab, 20 November 2019).  

4.4.1.2 Technological fit  
Differential perceptions of different managers on disruption made the latent tension of commercial 

fit salient as a tension between “narrowing focus on areas” (VCT) and “broadening focus in areas” 

(DM). The CMO of PharmaLab explained that he perceived the things that his area did within “virtual 

clinical trials” as disruption, yet elaborated that the CTO of PharmaLab would probably experience 

many of these things as incremental innovation (CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019). The CMO 

described the tension between perceiving the same things as “disruption” and “incremental 

innovation” by accounting for the differential perceptions of artificial and augmented intelligence 

within the leadership team. The CMO of PharmaLab explained that the CEO and CTO both 

considered disruption as “replacing the doctor” through artificial intelligence by developing an app 

based on imaging technology. On the contrary, the CMO considered disruption as “empowering the 

patient” through augmented intelligence by optimizing clinical studies within the healthcare system: 

Disruption is different to me than it is to (CTO) and (CEO). To me, it is not about artificial intelligence, but 

augmented intelligence. It is about empowering the system to become even better. It is not about 

replacement, but about optimization. 

(CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 

4.4.1.3 Organizational fit  
The organizational change in November 2018 marked the transformation from a product to a team-

based structure, and the innovation lab designed the organizational structure around the two 

aforementioned focus areas (“disease management” and “virtual clinical trials”). The ambition was 

no longer to broaden the funnel of problems but rather to narrow it down on a solution for each of the 
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focus areas through the two flagship products (Envision and Trials&I). Growth hacking became a 

support function throughout the development of solutions within the two focus areas, which enabled 

project teams to expand the reach of products for patients. The transition from a product to a team-

based organization reflected the ways in which the leadership team changed the organizational design 

of the innovation lab continuously over time.  The CEO of PharmaLab defined the organizational 

structure as a so-called “hard matrix” (as opposed to a “light matrix”). 

 

Picture 1: The office space of the innovation lab, September 2019 (X = desk of researcher) 

*meeting rooms, **common room 

The change of organizational design structured project teams around the pursuit of innovation within 

the two focus areas (disease management and virtual clinical trials). As opposed to the “light matrix”, 

the “hard matrix” thus structured the organization around project teams rather than existing products 

(Envision and Trials&I). Team members were supposed to sit close to each other within the two focus 

areas, which each took up a designated part of the office space (Picture 1). The CEO of PharmaLab 

explained that the innovation lab appointed extended management teams (EMTs) for the focus areas 

because the leadership team experienced that the lack of hierarchy in the lab continued to become 

chaotic (CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019). The appointment of EMTs was a way of managing 
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the two focus areas to pursue the opposing demands of different projects within teams. Picture 1 

exhibits how the leadership team located the project teams working with the two focus areas by 

separating DM and VCT in practice. 

The exhibition of the innovation lab shows that the leadership team located the project teams working 

with the two focus areas in designated parts of the office space, which was a practical way of 

managing the tension that became salient between the project teams working with “disease 

management” and “virtual clinical trials”, respectively. While the leadership team separated DM and 

VCT, the salient tension of “organizational fit” had a paradoxical potential to the extent that project 

teams remained interdependent across the two focus areas.  

4.4.1.4 Fitting activities  
Project teams managed interrelated contradictions between opposing demands across the two focus 

areas through fitting activities. Envision focused on pursuing innovation by exploring new business 

opportunities within the area of “disease management”, while Trials&I focused on the pursuit of 

innovation by exploiting the existing products within the area of “virtual clinical trials”. Project teams 

pursued innovation within “disease management” and “virtual clinical trials” by working towards the 

competing objectives of ‘North Stars’ (key to measure the success of the product for the project team). 

The objective of the North Star for disease management was to “Provide expert-level medical disease 

management plans for everyone regardless of location and income.” The objective of the North Star 

for virtual clinical trials was to “Execute state of the art clinical studies faster and more reliably to 

bring new treatments to people.” 

The CMO of PharmaLab described the North Stars as “very hard for customers to understand” (CMO 

of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019). The CMO explained that he substantiated the North Star of VCT 

to his team by making “the sub-goals clearer over a long period” to “determine more clearly” if the 

project team was “well underway”. On the other hand, the CMO of PharmaLab elaborated that the 
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project teams working with disease management “tried to find their direction” in that they had “a lot 

of things going on around idea graduation”, which was a process for incubating rather than 

accelerating products in the innovation lab. The CMO exemplified how the project teams working 

with disease management “constantly explored new goals”, which made it “difficult to figure out 

where to go within one year”. As opposed to VCT, DM worked towards yearly goals that did not 

“make the sub goals clearer over a longer period” and, in the account of the CMO, project teams were 

thus not able to “determine more clearly” if the work towards yearly goals was “well underway”:   

There was a lot of things going on around ”idea graduation” in DM where they tried to find their direction, 

which makes it difficult to figure out where to go within one year (points at yearly/quarterly goals on 

whiteboard). If you made the sub goals clearer over a longer period, you would probably be able to 

determine more clearly, if you were well underway. On the contrary, DM constantly explored new goals 

back then. 

(CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 

The quarterly sub goals of VCT manifested in the ambition to “Develop a Self-Sustained Operating 

Business Model” and “Define the future virtual clinical trials strategy” by the end of 2019. The 

ambition was to develop an operational platform for virtual clinical trials (PowerPoint slides, 22 

November 2018). Because the North Stars were “very hard for customers to understand”, the CMO 

of PharmaLab made clear sub goals to clearly determine how the project team planned to fit the 

product to the market in the long-term. The quarterly sub goals for developing a business model and 

a business strategy for Trials&I clarified that the ambition of VCT was to achieve product-market fit. 

On the other hand, the yearly goal of DM materialized through the ambition to “Help 100 active HCPs 

provide better medical treatment plans to their patients” by the end of 2019. The ambition was to 

transform Envision into a disease management tool for chronic conditions (PowerPoint slides, 22 

November 2018).   
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Exposing contradictions, DM had neither a business model for Envision nor a strategy for fitting 

Envision to the market. The product owner of Envision explained that he did not follow the KPI to 

“help 100 active HCPs” anymore in 2019. The product owner elaborated that the KPI was a goal for 

2019 as part of the North Star vision, which he “was against creating a whole year in advance”. 

Considering that his team did not know anything about the market in 2018, the product owner was 

against creating a yearly goal. The product owner described how his team “did not have a product”, 

which could actually lead the project towards the HCPs. In the account of the product owner, it was 

thus necessary for DM to make the sub-goals clearer over a long period by developing a business 

model and a business strategy to determine more clearly if Envision was well underway to “help 100 

active HCPs” in 2019: 

I do not follow it (KPI) anymore. It was a goal for 2019 as part of our North Star vision, which I was against 

creating a whole year in advance. Especially considering where we were a year ago, when we did not know 

anything about the market. We did not have a product, which could actually lead us to the HCPs. 

(Product owner of Envision, 16 December 2019) 

A strategy announcement from the leadership team in November 2018 indicated that the task was to 

validate how projects would fit into the trajectory for reaching the respective North Stars. The team 

goals had to align with the KPIs of the North Stars, and the leadership team set timelines for the 

achievement of the key measures. The CTO and the CMO of PharmaLab both conducted bi-weekly 

prioritization meetings with project managers to evaluate “changes of direction, short-term plans and 

people, resource constraints, coordination between teams and deviations from best practices.” 

(PowerPoint slides, 22 November 2018).  

However, VCT and DM worked towards competing objectives in pursuing innovation over time. The 

project team working on Envision realized that their products did not fit the market, because the 
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technological platform was not sufficiently well developed (CTO of PharmaLab, 8 October 2019). 

Product launch was thus interdependent with technology development. On the contrary, the project 

team working on Trials&I established partnerships with external vendors on technological platforms 

that would make them less dependent on the technological platforms of the innovation lab and a better 

fit for the corporate strategy (CEO of PharmaLab, 19 November 2019). 

4.4.1.5 Collaborative fit   
Over the course of the next year, PharmaLab gradually intensified investments into “disease 

management”. Upon the organizational changes in November 2018, the project teams working with 

virtual clinical trials felt that they had joined the ‘B-team’ within PharmaLab (CTO of PharmaLab, 

11 September 2019) because the leadership team did not allocate resources to their focus area. Feeling 

part of the ‘B-team’, they complained to the head of external communications that their product did 

not get attention (Branding Workshop, 27 November 2019). At a branding workshop for the EMT of 

disease management in 2019, the CTO of PharmaLab argued that Envision had become the brand of 

the innovation lab, while the head of external communications claimed that the lab only invested in 

the branding of Envision. Perceiving the options of investing in DM and VCT as mutually exclusive 

thus exacerbated Enabling transformation tensions over time. 

Upon the transformation of the organizational design in the innovation lab, the responsibilities of the 

CMO and the CTO of PharmaLab transitioned from managing the project teams working with 

Trials&I and Envision to managing the project teams working with virtual clinical trials and disease 

management (CEO of PharmaLab, 26 November 2019). The CTO of PharmaLab argued that the 

project teams working with virtual clinical trials lacked the technological competencies for 

developing the backend of Trials&I (contradictions). While the CTO of PharmaLab recognized that 

VCT lacked the technological competences for developing the backend of Trials&I, the CMO of 

PharmaLab acknowledged that VCT depended on the imaging solutions of DM for building a digital 
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platform (interrelations). At the same time, the CMO of PharmaLab claimed that DM lacked the 

medical competences for facilitating clinical trials in internal clinics (contradictions) and depended 

on the competences of VCT to track the progression of treatment for chronically ill patients on the 

frontend of Envision (interrelations). 

The CEO of PharmaLab elaborated that Envision and Trials&I depended on the medical and 

technological competences of each other (CEO of PharmaLab, 19 November 2019), thereby 

extrapolating the interdependent opposites of DM and VCT. Locating DM and VCT in distinct parts 

of the office space, the CEO of PharmaLab embraced the complementarities between the 

technological and medical competencies of the two focus areas. The CEO of PharmaLab emphasized 

that the two focus areas were interdependent because they depended on their respective internal 

competences within medical treatment and technological development. The CEO described how that, 

“despite the separation” in distinct parts of the office space, DM and VCT were “deeply dependent 

on each other”. The separation of DM and VCT into distinct parts of the office space thus created an 

irrational and absurd situation for projects managers, because project teams were deeply dependent 

on each other.  

Enabling transformation tensions persisted within the innovation lab, because the CTO and the CMO 

managed competing demands by working towards competing objectives, which made the 

collaboration between projects teams across DM and VCT difficult. The CEO explained that the 

separation of DM and VCT into distinct parts of the office space provided the CTO and the CMO 

with the choice not to depend on each other by not working together. However, the persistent tension 

of collaborative fit was difficult to accept for project managers across DM and VCT. The CEO 

elaborated that, “the benefit lies within working together”, which “would just be a huge advantage” 

to the CTO and the CMO, because DM and VCT “would have something unique, which nobody else 

has, so there would be enormous synergies in working together”:  
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Despite the separation, you are deeply dependent on each other. You can choose not to be. That is your call, 

but the benefit lies within working together … They need that understanding. They can choose not to do it, 

but it would just be a huge advantage for them. They would have something unique, which nobody else has, 

so there could be enormous synergies in working together. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 

4.4.1.6 Market-driven research fit  
The CEO of PharmaLab described how the corporate strategy on the area of medical treatment 

changed within a year, as PharmaCo rephrased the corporate strategy to become a rather than the 

medical treatment company (CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019). The CEO explained that the 

rephrasing implied that PharmaCo had to follow the market as opposed to driving it forward. The 

CEO elaborated that the rephrasing in turn implied that PharmaLab no longer had to drive the market 

forward, because PharmaCo did not have to become market leader. Narrowing the focus of the 

innovation lab from five to three projects enabled the lab to launch products in the market. However, 

the leadership team “found out that it was not about marketing”, because when the innovation lab 

marketed the products, the leadership team found out the innovation lab “had not developed the 

product well enough”. The leadership team realized that the products “were still very research-based”, 

implying that the innovation lab was “not ready to apply such a market-based approach”: 

When we move from saying; ”Listen, it is these five projects” – to moving towards saying; “it is about those 

three projects”. Then we found out that it was not about marketing. That was not what it was about. We 

could see that, when we did do marketing, that we had not developed the product well enough. We could see 

that the products, which we had, were still very research-based. We were not ready to apply such a market-

based approach. End user approach, that is. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 
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The CTO explained that PharmaLab would thus focus less on products and markets throughout the 

organizational changes in October 2019 since technology had not been able to fill the gap in the 

market quickly enough. Rather than constantly testing new products in the market, he elaborated that 

his team needed to develop the technological foundation for launching new products and gaining a 

competitive advantage within artificial intelligence (AI). The CEO of PharmaLab explained that 

Envision would require two-three years to break even and another three-four years to create value for 

patients as well as to develop a viable business model (CEO of PharmaLab, 9 March 2020). He 

elaborated that the vision of the project was to change the interaction between patients and doctors, 

which necessitated a structural change in the healthcare system. In his account, Envision was “super 

cool with AI and everything that people like” yet radically different from the conventional ways of 

working in PharmaCo. 

Constructing a unified whole between the interdependent opposites of augmented and artificial 

intelligence, the leadership team managed to synthesize perceptions of disruption over time. The 

CMO of PharmaLab described how the emphasis of PharmaLab changed from “replacing the doctor” 

to “empower the patient” in the lifetime of the innovation lab, as the interdependent poles overlapped. 

The CMO explained that the CEO and CTO “spent a long time” understanding that the “next many 

years” would be about “how to empower the patient to understand diseases better” rather than about 

“replacing the doctor”. Sharing a middle ground with the CEO and the CTO, the CMO of PharmaLab 

elaborated that now was the time for supporting the “decision-making processes” of doctors:    

When we started back in 2016, it was about replacing the doctor. Now it is about how to support decision-

making processes and how to empower the patient to understand diseases better. The next many years will 

not be about replacing (the doctor), but about something else. They spent a long time understanding that. 

(CMO of PharmaLab, 20 November 2019) 
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4.4.2 Sharing dedication 
Employees within the innovation lab shared a dedication to make a difference for the pharmaceutical 

company. At the same time, they were dedicated to sharing the commitment for making a difference 

with corporate headquarters. Because people employed by the innovation lab were committed to 

making the biggest possible difference, employees complained about working conditions when 

experiencing that the leadership team did not allow people to make a difference on an everyday basis. 

While the leadership team perceived complaints about working conditions as a way for people to 

make the innovation lab more corporate by voicing opinions about the colors on the walls of the lab, 

employees felt part of the innovation lab to the extent that they took a personal responsibility to make 

things different within their project teams. This section describes the tensions that arose between 

“committing to” and “complaining about” the innovation lab upon the organizational changes in 2019 

(Figure 17).  

Figure 17: Sharing dedication (2018-2020). 
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The commitment of people employed by the innovation lab to making a difference for corporate 

headquarters enabled employees to commit to the start-up companies, which emerged from spinning 

DM and VCT out of the pharmaceutical company as separate legal entities. The appointment of a 

new CEO in PharmaCo triggered the latent tension between a “start-up commitment” to the focus 

areas and an “employee commitment” to PharmaLab by creating a “sense of urgency” in the soon-to-

be start-up companies of DM and VCT. The tension became salient through the ways in which 

employees assumed a “personal responsibility” for making DM and VCT succeed by taking 

“ownership” of and “accountability” for how project teams learned from failed products in the past. 

Upon the organizational changes in 2019, the EMT of DM managed the tension between “functional 

project teams” and “cross-functional knowledge sharing” by defining the assignment of roles to senior 

employees who became responsible for handling the “freedom with responsibility” of the innovation 

lab. Ultimately, the innovation lab managed the legal boundaries between DM and VCT as well as 

the legal barriers of DM and VCT within PharmaCo by spinning DM and VCT out of PharmaLab as 

separate legal entities. 

4.4.2.1 Sense of urgency  
The innovation lab embedded a latent tension between the commitment of employees to the project 

teams and to the innovation lab. The CEO described how PharmaLab struggled to create a “sense of 

urgency” among employees to the extent that they took their privileges as employees within the 

innovation lab for granted. The CEO of PharmaLab explained that employees were entitled to 

competitive salaries, pension schemes and health insurances. The CEO elaborated that the innovation 

lab had “money” and employees got “lunch” by contrasting the opposing demands between the 

innovation lab and HiSkin where “you would never see people complain that their lunch is not good 

enough”. The CEO argued that, while people may have thought that there was “a cool start-up culture” 

in the innovation lab, the lab culture had “nothing to do with a start-up”: 
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People may think that there is a cool start-up culture in here, but it has nothing to do with a startup. We have 

money, and we get lunch … They are eight people in HiSkin, and you would never see these people complain 

that their lunch is not good enough.  

(CEO of PharmaLab, 19 November 2019) 

The project manager of Trials&I described how, subtracting the costs of six-eight employees with 

lunch from the margins of recruiting a patient to a clinical trial, project teams faced financial 

constraints (Project Manager 2, 9 March 2020). The co-founder of HiSkin explained that he had had 

to lay off many employees in his team upon the spinout, bringing the headcount down from 24 

employees in 2018 to eight employees in 2019 (Co-founder of HiSkin, 28 February 2020). The co-

founder elaborated that he had had to lay off many employees in his team, because HiSkin had to 

attract capital from external investors who were not willing to invest in a project the size of 24 

employees. In other words, the spinout created a “sense of urgency” for HiSkin, experiencing the 

stress, anxiety and discomfort of a start-up company, which the CEO of PharmaLab struggled to 

create in the innovation lab: 

One thing is that we have not succeeded in creating the sense of urgency or the optimal structure for getting 

that 100% commitment from the employees. I mean the commitment that you have in other start-ups. We 

tried with bonuses and all sorts of other things, but we did not find the right thing. In the end, we pulled all 

the bonuses back. It did not work. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019) 

The CEO of PharmaLab claimed that the leadership team did not succeed in creating a “sense of 

urgency” by contrasting the “100% of commitment” of people in start-up companies with the lack of 

commitment from employees in the innovation lab. The CEO described the ways in which PharmaLab 

tried to create the “optimal structure” for making employees commit to the innovation lab through 
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“bonuses and all sorts of other things”, but “pulled all the bonuses back”, because the leadership team 

“did not find the right thing” that triggered a source of tension. The CEO of PharmaLab explained 

that people employed by the innovation lab had to be able to working, “…partly in a corporate 

setting, partly in an innovative setting.” (CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019). At the same time, 

the CEO elaborated that employees complained about work in a corporate way, “… there has been 

like corporate thinking sometimes. Corporate-like complaints.” (CEO of PharmaLab, 19 November 

2019). 

PharmaLab embedded the “corporate-like complaints” in the “innovative setting” to the extent that 

many laptops of people working in the innovation lab carried a sticker saying, “Don’t complain” 

(Field notes, 6 November 2019). Employees produced the sticker upon a PharmaLab-wide meeting 

where the project manager of Envision addressed a speech from the CEO summarizing it as a message 

“not to complain” about the workplace. At a meeting that the researcher observed in PharmaLab, the 

project manager who produced the “don’t complain” stickers stood up to confront the CEO of 

PharmaLab. The project manager was discontent with the heating of the offices, the level of noise 

and the distribution of workspaces. The CEO responded to the comment by comparing the work 

conditions of employees in PharmaLab with those of people in PharmaCo. A response that employees 

had reportedly heard many times before. When the CEO left PharmaLab in May 2020, he signed a 

farewell message to the employees with his name and “don’t complain” (Slack, 29 May 2020).  

The lack of a sense of urgency or a trigger of the source of contradiction laid Sharing dedication 

tensions dormant. As employees became used to corporate benefits to the extent that they complained 

about their working conditions in the innovation lab, however, the tensions between different 

commitments constituted a source of contradiction. Because the leadership team did not create an 

environment with the stress, anxiety and discomfort of start-up companies, the innovation lab was 

able to attract talents who had the digital competences that lacked in corporate headquarters. On the 
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other hand, the leadership team “created an environment, which made it comfortable for the types of 

people who wanted to work” in an innovation lab, but not in corporate headquarters:  

We have created an environment, which makes it comfortable for the types of people who want to work here 

(innovation lab), but would not necessarily want to work in corporate headquarters. I think that more than 

50 percent (of people) would never have taken the job if it had been located in corporate headquarters. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 9 March 2020) 

4.4.2.2 Change of CEO  
In 2019, PharmaCo hired a successor for the CEO who had established PharmaLab four years earlier. 

The CEO of PharmaLab experienced the new CEO of PharmaCo as someone with a “corporate 

mindset” who did not immediately understand the way in which PharmaLab contributed to the 

corporate strategy of PharmaCo (CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019). In the account of the CEO, 

the new CEO of PharmaCo was uncertain about the extent to which she could make a decision about 

the future of PharmaLab before formulating the corporate strategy of PharmaCo for 2030. The CEO 

of PharmaLab explained that the challenge was to get her signature on the spinout of two new 

companies at a time, when the CEO of PharmaCo was only just being acquainted with a “tech 

mindset”: 

Obviously, a new CEO who is used to thinking differently in a corporate setting needs some time to get used 

to thinking about tech. We do not always make things for PharmaCo. The traditional approach to innovation 

labs is that you make something, which fits your own products. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019) 

4.4.2.2.1 Inertia of BoD 
At the same time, the CEO of PharmaLab was concerned that PharmaCo would save money on the 

innovation lab to allocate resources for the launch of the biggest potential blockbuster drug in the 

corporate pipeline. The CEO was concerned that PharmaCo did not understand why PharmaLab 
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worked differently or how the innovation lab contributed to corporate headquarters, because the board 

members of the pharmaceutical company were not able to understand what to change about the 

“pharma model” (CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019). The CEO of PharmaLab described the 

inability of the board members to understand the new ways of working as a lack of understanding for 

the implications of changing the “pharma model”, and the “experience from pharma companies for 

many years” implied that board members of the pharmaceutical company did not “dare to change” it: 

There is no one who dares to change that (pharma) model, and it is clear that, when you have a board in a 

pharma company, then it is people who have experience from pharma companies for many years. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019) 

4.4.2.3 Personal responsibility 
The latent tension between the commitment of employees to the project teams and to the innovation 

lab became salient through the “personal responsibility” to take “ownership” of the process and 

“account” for the money spent on the product. Four years after the inauguration of PharmaLab, the 

CEO acknowledged that the innovation lab had not spent close to all the money (€60 million) that the 

corporate board granted the lab by the fall of 2015 (CEO of PharmaLab, 19 November 2019). The 

CEO recognized that PharmaLab had spent €43 million and estimated that the innovation lab had 

generated €21-27 million in employer branding for PharmaCo.  

As mentioned, the CFO of PharmaLab explained that the innovation lab only considered spinout 

companies successful if they were able to attract external capital and thus validate the business model 

(CFO of PharmaLab, 6 March 2020). The CFO elaborated that PharmaCo would provide spinout 

companies with a one-and-a-half-year runway to attract external capital from investors beyond the 

industry. In 2019, HiSkin and PressIt had raised €1.3 million and €0.5 million, respectively. The CEO 

of PharmaLab argued that the innovation lab had shown how it was possible to “make a corporate 

innovation lab” and “get something out of it” in corporate quarters: 
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We have shown that it is possible to make a corporate innovation lab and get something out of it, and we 

have created some potential billion dollar companies that can turn into something big. 

(CEO of Pharmalab, 22 October 2019) 

The CEO recognized that PharmaLab had spent €43 million on “making a corporate innovation lab” 

to “get something out of it” by generating an estimated €21-27 million in employer branding for 

PharmaCo. At the same time, the CEO of PharmaLab claimed that the innovation lab had “created 

some potential billion dollar companies” that could “turn into something big”. The CEO 

acknowledged that PharmaLab had “created some potential billion dollar companies” through 

Envision and Trials&I, which could “turn into something big” for PharmaCo within the areas of 

disease management and virtual clinical trials. Hence, it was a success that HiSkin and PressIt had 

raised €1.3 million and €0.5 million in external capital from investors. 

Outside the innovation lab, the CEO of PharmaLab presented spinout companies as success stories 

on national television by accounting for the failures that the innovation lab had learnt from in the past. 

Standing in front of a flat screen exhibiting the projects that had failed in the past (i.e. “Wall of fail”), 

he explained the approach of the innovation lab to learning from failed projects. In his account, the 

flat screen exhibited “a collection of projects that failed”. The CEO highlighted two projects (e.g. 

HiSkin) in which the innovation lab invested significantly, one of which built on three mistakes 

committed in the past. The CEO proclaimed that – had it not been for the failed projects – the lab 

would not have been able to make money on the project that built on learnings from the past.  

The CEO of PharmaLab described the commitment of start-ups as the way in which people took 

“ownership” of projects within the companies. The CEO explained that people working in start-ups 

“felt like part of” the companies to the extent that they took “accountability” for “getting things done” 

by “moving tables”, because “making others do it” would subtract money from the project team. 
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Contrasting the commitment of people working in start-up companies with the commitment of people 

working in the innovation lab, the CEO of PharmaLab elaborated on the “personal responsibility”: 

The commitment, which you see in many start-ups, because people have ownership and feel like part of it. If I 

do not get it done, if I do not move this table, then we have to make others do it, and when we make others do 

it, it costs money. That means that we will have less (money) for developing (technology), so I will get more 

value (as a developer). 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 9 March 2020) 

Inside the innovation lab, the “Wall of fail” materialized as two shelfs on the walls in the office space 

exhibiting failed projects. A product owner explained that the Wall of fail fascinated the leadership 

team (Field notes, 15 October 2019). She elaborated on how two projects on the wall constituted the 

foundation for the work on her own product. At the same time, she told the story of how her colleagues 

had exhibited a photo of the wall in the last spot on the shelf saying: “No vacancy – No room for 

failure” (Field notes, 15 October 2019). A frontend designer who exposed the photo of the wall in 

the last spot on the shelf revealed that someone had taken down the frame several times and ultimately 

torn the photo apart. She did not know who it was but recollected how her colleagues had put the 

pieces back together and reinstalled it on the shelf: 

Now we put it up again. I mean, it is just a complete marketing stunt to me. Of course, there is not… It might 

well be that there is more space for small mistakes and learning in an innovation lab, but not more than in 

many other places. There is still a pressure to deliver and launch something in the market and not just 

towards regular performance objectives. It is an ”innovative and revolutionize the market” kind of pressure. 

So I do not care about it (the wall). 

(Frontend designer, 23 October 2019) 
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The frontend designer described the Wall of fail as “a complete marketing stunt”. Accounting for the 

approach of the innovation lab to learning from failed projects, she explained that, “there is more 

space for small mistakes and learning in an innovation lab”, but elaborated that there was not more 

space for learning from failures “than in many other places” (contradictions). The frontend designer 

experienced that, “there is still a pressure to deliver and launch something in the market”, she 

perceived it as “an innovative and revolutionize the market kind of pressure” (interrelations). In her 

account, project teams did not just have to work towards “regular performance objectives” but also 

towards launching something innovative, which revolutionized the market. While the frontend 

designer did “not care about” the Wall of fail, she kept putting the photo of the wall back up in the 

last spot on the shelf with her colleagues. The frontend designer thus felt a “personal responsibility” 

for the innovation lab to the extent that she took “ownership” of the wall and her reframing of the 

photo was a way of taking “accountability” for the process through which the innovation lab learned 

from failures. Hence, the frontend designer managed interrelated contradictions in practice. 

4.4.2.4 Assignment activities  
The CFO of PharmaLab experienced that she never really felt like understanding why employees 

complained about the color on the walls in the innovation lab, but thought that part of the reason was 

her background in PharmaCo (CFO of PharmaLab, 9 March 2020). The CFO described her way of 

perceiving complaints as a management strategy for coping with tensions. The CFO explained that 

negligence was not the right way of handling tensions, because she perceived complaints as an 

expression of insecurity or discomfort among employees. In other words, employees responded with 

inertia when experiencing anxiety and distress upon the emergence of salient tensions in PharmaLab. 

The CFO elaborated that she tried to figure out why employees really complained – whether they did 

not feel like working on the right projects or in the right roles – but had found that the reasons were 
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different from one employee to the other. Some did not complain at all, and others did not feel like 

they had enough influence on their project teams altogether. 

4.4.2.4.1 Roles and responsibilities  
As mentioned, the CTO of PharmaLab headed the new company within the area of disease 

management (DM NewCo) and the CMO of PharmaLab headed the new company within the area of 

virtual clinical trials (VCT NewCo). The CTO managed three project managers (five of whom the 

leadership team previously fired two to reduce the headcount of the EMT). The three project managers 

were the head of data science (DS), the head of core service (CS) and the head of product management 

(PM). The EMT managed five projects in total. The CTO stressed that the new organizational 

structures facilitated functional project teams and cross-functional knowledge sharing, which allowed 

employees to work on specific projects and share general learnings with other projects in enabling 

the innovation lab to pursue competing objectives (CTO of PharmaLab, 8 October 2019).  

The researcher assembled a collection of observations from EMT in DM, where the project manager 

and the product owner of Envision discussed the difficulties of assigning roles and responsibilities to 

project teams with the CTO of PharmaLab (Field notes, December 2019-January 2020). During the 

period between December 2019 and January 2020, the EMT of DM held bi-weekly meetings of which 

the researcher observed four two-hour long meetings in which the project manager and product owner 

strove to assign roles to employees but struggled to define responsibilities for the roles with the CTO 

of PharmaLab. The project manager of Envision claimed that the roles and responsibilities were 

unclear yet argued for organizing towards “floating matrix structures” (Field notes, 7 January 2020). 

4.4.2.4.2 Assigning roles and defining responsibilities  
Upon the organizational changes in 2019, the EMT of DM strove to assign roles to employees but 

struggled to define responsibilities for the roles that facilitated the functional project teams and cross-

functional knowledge sharing within the innovation lab. At a management meeting in January 2020,  
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the EMT assigned the role of “Lead Engineer” to the senior developer from the “data science” (DS) 

team whose responsibility became to bridge the people working on the backend of Envision with the 

people working on the development of imaging technology through artificial intelligence (AI). In the 

absence of a product owner for DM, the EMT assigned the role of “Technical Product Owner” to the 

senior designer of Envision who became responsible for managing the project teams working on the 

backend of Envision (Field notes, 7 January 2020). 

The senior programmer who became responsible for managing the project teams working on the 

backend of Envision explained that he did not want “to get too close to the business side of things”. 

The senior programmer did not agree with the description of the role as a manager of technical and 

product things to the extent that he did not want “to get too close to the market”. At the same time, 

the senior programmer elaborated that it was “weird to manage a product that DM would not launch 

in the market”. The EMT thus assigned the role of “Technical Product Owner” (TPO) to the senior 

programmer of Envision who became responsible for ensuring that project teams developed and 

launched a product that did not exist yet (Technical Product Owner, 27 February 2020). However, 

the TPO struggled to manage the opposing demands between the product and the market embedded 

within the position. 

4.4.2.4.3 Developing technology and launching products  
At a meeting in December 2019, the CTO of PharmaLab proposed that the EMT planned for 

launching a product on 1 April 2020. The product owner of Envision asked if the purpose of launching 

a product was to make patients use the product or to extract data from the use of it. The product owner 

argued for producing as little as possible to extract the most possible data. The CTO suggested that 

the EMT needed to consider how much project teams had to produce in the backend of the imaging 

technology to run the user interface on the frontend of the app. The EMT agreed on developing a tele-
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medical solution, but not on whether the solution had to target the “patients” or the “doctors” (Field 

notes, 17 December 2019). 

The CTO of PharmaLab proposed that diagnostics was the easiest solution to develop quickly, 

because it did not require work on progression. The product owner of Envision suggested that the 

EMT set a target for how to extract data from the use of the product rather than for how to make the 

patients use it. The project manager of Envision asked what process project teams needed to develop 

a product for extracting data from the use of it. The CTO explained that the EMT needed to define 

what data to extract from the use of the product, while the product owner elaborated that the EMT 

needed to define what project teams had to find out about the use of the product and backtrack to the 

need for data (Field notes, 17 December 2019). 

The CTO of PharmaLab proposed that the EMT needed to agree on the goal and sub-goals, because 

DM had not substantiated the milestones for optimizing the patient journey. The project manager of 

Envision suggested that the problem was not “the vision, which the project teams aspired towards, 

but the lack of delivery towards milestones on the way”. The CTO maintained that DM would be able 

to launch a tele-medical solution on 1 April 2020, because “the goal was to develop a data extraction 

tool rather than a product per se”. The EMT left the meeting in disagreement on the timeline for 

developing the technology and launching the product within DM (Field notes, 17 December 2019). 

Hence, the EMT struggled to manage the competing objectives between developing a technology and 

launching a product over time. 

4.4.2.5 Freedom with responsibility  
The significant investment of PharmaCo into the transformational effort of PharmaLab came with a 

commitment from the innovation lab to the corporate investor. The innovation lab had the “freedom” 

to explore new business opportunities outside the pharmaceutical company and a “responsibility” to 

exploit existing projects in making a return on the investment for corporate headquarters. The 
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corporate mandate thus granted people employed by the innovation lab “freedom with responsibility”, 

which constituted a persistent tension. The CEO of PharmaLab embraced requests for expertise from 

corporate headquarters as a way for the innovation lab to help the pharmaceutical company by 

emphasizing that the innovation lab had to “give something back” to corporate headquarters when 

“taking something” from the pharmaceutical company, because it was “obvious that nothing is free”:   

 I have always wanted to help PharmaCo. Sometimes people ask: Why? Then I answer: Because they are our 

investor. If you have an investor like PharmaCo, it is obvious that nothing is free. When we take something, 

we have to give something back. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 11 December 2019)  

The CEO of PharmaLab described how people employed by the innovation lab “engaged in three 

other things and complained that the two other things did not work” when told that, “there was one 

project, which was important to succeed”. The CEO explained the process through which he would 

tell his project managers that, “there was one project, which was important to succeed”, “then it is the 

other one” and, upon succeeding with the important projects, the teams could “look at other things”. 

Because teams engaged in and complained about “other things” prior to making important projects 

succeed, the CEO elaborated on how he would tell his project managers to “drop the other things”. 

The expectation thus that, “the things, which had to get done, got done”:  

This means that, even if they were told that there was one project, which was important to succeed. When 

that succeeds, then it is the other one, and when they succeed, you can look at other things. But they were 

already engaged in three other things and complained that the two other things did not work. This is where I 

said: Then drop the other things! If you give freedom for some things, you also expect that the things, which 

have to get done, get done. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 19 November 2019) 
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Upon the organizational changes in 2019, the CTO of PharmaLab explained that teams attached 

themselves too closely to their products, which complicated regrouping employees from one project 

to another when the innovation lab shifted focus (CTO of PharmaLab, 28 March 2019). On the other 

hand, employees elaborated that their sense of commitment to a team inspired people to work in a 

way that they ensured that the product would reach the market. People lost motivation when the 

innovation lab closed down teams and regrouped employees around new projects because they could 

not launch their products in the market (Field Notes, 17 October 2019). While the leadership team 

perceived the options of closing projects and launching products as mutually exclusive, employees 

experienced that launching products and starting projects was mutually enabling. 

4.4.2.6 Separating legal entities  
At the EMT meeting in December 2019, the project manager and the product owner of Envision 

discussed legal matters in relation to the spinout of DM with the CTO of PharmaLab (Field notes, 17 

December 2019). The CTO met regularly with an employee from the legal department of PharmaLab 

to discuss the legal matters in relation to the spinout of DM and accounted for how the main 

outstanding issue was an approval from the tax authorities on the taxation of assets transferred 

between PharmaLab and DM. In the account of the CTO, the worst-case scenario for spinning out 

DM as a separate legal entity was that it would come into effect on 1 April 2020. The CTO explained 

that the main outstanding issue for PharmaCo was to make sure that corporate headquarters did not 

lose assets by spinning DM out of the pharmaceutical company. Accounting for a meeting with the 

scientific review board of PharmaCo, the CTO elaborated that the EMT of DM had to find a way to 

convince the board of directors that PharmaCo would not lose assets by spinning out a separate legal 

entity. Hence, the challenge was to convey how DM complemented PharmaCo. 

The project manager of Envision questioned the ways in which the board prioritized the spinouts of 

DM and VCT, respectively (Field notes, 17 December 2019). While the CTO of PharmaLab described 



170 
 

the spinout of the separate legal entities as a parallel process, the project manager experienced that 

the spinout of VCT had priority with the board and asked if the prioritization would change. The 

project manager appeared to worry that VCT would make informal requests for data to DM and was 

seemingly anxious to define the legal boundaries between the spinout companies (internal 

boundaries). On the other hand, the CTO of PharmaLab was preoccupied with the legal barriers 

between DM and PharmaCo. The CTO explained that the spinout would “make it easier” for DM to 

“have a close relationship” with PharmaCo” as “a subsidiary” of the pharmaceutical company, 

because it would turn into “the relationship to a vendor” (external boundary). The CTO elaborated 

that PharmaCo could not just ask DM to make something, because the pharmaceutical company 

would have to make a “payment” upon the spinout:  

What will happen if, and when, that spinout falls into place. Then it means that we can still have a close 

relationship. We are still a subsidiary, but now there has to be a payment in that way. And I have a weird 

feeling. I actually think it will make it easier, because then they (Pharmaco) cannot just ask if we (DM) can 

make something. Now you have to look at it as the relationship to a vendor. 

(CTO of Pharmalab, 19 November 2019) 

4.4.2.6.1 Integrating corporate innovation 
Corporate executives brainstormed about the relationship between PharmaCo and PharmaLab at a 

strategy workshop in January 2020. The CEO of PharmaLab explained that the innovation lab would 

constitute a corporate venture capital firm upon the spinout of DM and VCT as separate legal entities 

and elaborated that the purpose of the meeting was to decide on how to manage the corporate venture 

capital firm (PharmaLab 2.0 workshop, 6 January 2020). The CEO of PharmaLab described how 

legal barriers inhibited project teams from pursuing innovation outside the pharmaceutical company, 

thereby creating contradictions with corporate headquarters. For instance, the newly established 

company within disease management (DM NewCo) had spent a long time in applying for an 
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accreditation as a medical technology rather than a pharmaceutical company. At the strategy 

workshop with corporate executives from PharmaCo, the CEO of PharmaLab described ideas for the 

short-term (e.g. sales force innovation, drug launch, patient engagement and digital sales channels) 

and the mid-term (e.g. R&D digitalization and new business models) innovation within the lab (Field 

notes, 6 January 2020), thereby creating synergies with corporate headquarters.  

 

Photo 2: Incremental and radical innovation.  Photo 3: Valley of innovation. 

The presentation resembled the way in which the CEO started drawing a graph with two axes on the 

whiteboard, in an interview a few months earlier (Photo 2). While the vertical axis illustrated the 

degree of innovation, the horizontal axis showed the time that it took to create innovation. In the 

lower left corner, the CEO placed what he called “incremental innovation”, which was short-term 

and focused on contributing to the existing business (creating synergies). The CEO pointed to the 

upper right corner and argued that the ambition of the innovation lab was to explore “radical 

innovation” and new business models (creating contradictions). The CEO defined radical innovation 

as a process, which took five-seven years (CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019). Drawing another 

graph, the CEO of PharmaLab illustrated that the innovation lab was at a “valley of innovation” in 

which radical innovation laid dormant for a few years (Photo 3). The CEO proposed that the 



172 
 

innovation lab focused on incremental innovation in the future, laying radical innovation from the 

past dormant; thereby sharing a middle ground between the overlaps of interdependent poles. 

The transition of the innovation lab from external unit through functional line to corporate venture 

capital firm ultimately implied that the leadership team managed the tension between “enabling” 

existing digital activities and “transforming” the existing business by separating the pursuit of 

incremental and radical innovation over time. The CEO of PharmaLab described how the pursuit of 

incremental and radical innovation within the lab was “all about the idea” that PharmaLab had to “get 

innovation back to PharmaCo” when the pharmaceutical company “made something like” the 

innovation lab. The CEO described that PharmaLab pursued radical innovation during the period 

2015-2020 (Photo 3) by explaining that “in the beginning” that innovation lab “had to wait and see” 

if the lab was able to get new business models back to corporate headquarters. Upon spinning DM 

and VCT out of the innovation lab as separate legal entities, the CEO described that PharmaLab had 

to pursue incremental innovation over the next one-two years (Photo 3). The CEO ultimately 

perceived the tension as a dualism in concluding that the new business models from the innovation 

lab were “not going back” to corporate headquarters, because the new business models would “disturb 

the pharmaceutical company too much”:   

It’s all about this idea that – when you make something like this – there is a lot of people asking you how to 

get this back to PharmaCo. In the beginning, it was a bit like, “We have to wait and see when we get there”. 

But now I’m like, “It’s not going back.” I really don’t think so. I think it disturbs (PharmaCo) too much. 

(CEO of PharmaLab, 22 October 2019) 

4.5 Ambidexterity dynamics 
The analysis constitutes of eight empirical vignettes, each of which illustrates how paradoxical 

tensions persisted within the ambidextrous organization throughout the lifetime of the innovation lab. 

Each vignette shows that paradoxical tensions persisted for one-two years between the periods of 
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2015-2017, 2016-2018, 2017-2019 and 2018-2020. At the same time, the illustrations show that 

paradoxical tensions persisted through the ways in which micro-level drivers repeatedly triggered 

tensions within each of the two-year periods. First, “Enabling transformation” tensions persisted 

throughout the periods of 2015-2017 and 2018-2020. Second, “Modelling business” tensions 

persisted throughout the periods of 2015-2017 and 2017-2019. Third, “Incorporating innovation” 

tensions persisted throughout the periods of 2016-2018 and 2017-2019. Fourth, “Sharing dedication” 

tensions persisted throughout the periods of 2016-2018 and 2018-2020. This section concludes on the 

ambidexterity dynamics through which paradoxical tensions persisted within an ambidexterity cycle 

as well as on how the differential perceptions of different managers enabled the ambidextrous 

organization to shift dynamically from one ambidexterity cycle to another over time. 

4.5.1 Dynamic shifts 
The relationships between ambidexterity cycles illustrate that the ambidextrous organization shifted 

dynamically from one ambidexterity cycle to another through the differential perceptions of different 

managers on opposing poles (Figure 18). First, the ambidextrous organization shifted dynamically 

between the ambidexterity cycles of “Enabling transformation” tensions (I, II) and “Modelling 

business” tensions (I, II) through the ways in which managers perceived opposing poles as dualities, 

embedding the duality of one ambidexterity cycle as the tension of another cycle. Second, the 

ambidextrous organization shifted dynamically between the ambidexterity cycles of “Incorporating 

innovation” tensions (I, II) through the ways in which managers perceived opposing poles as 

dualisms, embedding the dualism of one ambidexterity cycle as the tension of another cycle. Third, 

the ambidextrous organization shifted dynamically between the ambidexterity cycles of “Sharing 

dedication” tensions (I, II) through the ways in which some managers perceived the opposing poles 

as dualities and others experienced the opposing poles as dualisms, embedding the dualities and the 

dualisms of two ambidexterity cycles as the tension of one cycle (Figure 18). This section summarizes 
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the relationships between the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation through which 

ambidextrous organizations shifted dynamically between ambidexterity cycles over time. 

 

Figure 18: Cycling through ambidexterity (2015-2020). 

4.5.1.1 Shifting through Incorporating innovation tensions 
While job description activities were paradoxical practices for managing Enabling transformation 

tensions in the leadership team, the activities provided the leadership team with a choice between 

opposing demands in practice. The former CLO of PharmaLab made a choice between the opposing 

demands of “being used to having a job description” in the pharmaceutical company and “having to 

describe one’s own job” in the innovation lab, as he decided to do the job himself by buying his own 

trashcan for the office. Hence, the former CLO changed the direction of the ambidexterity cycle 

(Enabling transformation I) by perceiving the salient tension as a dualism rather than a contradiction. 

Making a choice between opposing demands by buying one’s own trashcan was thus a concrete 

enactment of “self-leadership”. The ambidexterity cycle spiraled downwards and embedded the 

dualism as a latent tension in another ambidexterity cycle (Incorporating innovation I). The CEO of 
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PharmaLab perceived the opposing demands between “self-leaders” and “unofficial management 

teams” as a tension to the extent it was a potential source of contradiction and paradox. 

While processing activities were paradoxical practices for managing Modelling business tensions on 

the project teams, the activities provided the project teams with a choice between opposing demands 

in practice. The manager of the project on diet and nutrition made a choice between the opposing 

demands of starting up either projects that were “radically different” from corporate headquarters or 

projects that “created synergies” with the corporate strategy, as the project manager decided to meet 

the criterion of the unfair advantage. Hence, the project manager of diet and nutrition changed the 

direction of the ambidexterity cycle (Incorporating innovation I) by perceiving the salient tension as 

a dualism rather than a contradiction.  

Making a choice between opposing demands by starting up new projects that created synergies with 

the corporate strategy was thus a concrete enactment of “strategic fit”. The ambidexterity cycle 

spiraled downwards and embedded the dualism as a latent tension in another ambidexterity cycle 

(Incorporating innovation II). The project manager of Envision perceived the opposing demands 

between the “Envision umbrella” and the “real Envision people” as a tension to the extent the 

competing objectives of the frontend and the backend of Envision were a potential source of 

contradiction and paradox. Ultimately, the CTO of PharmaLab made a choice between the opposing 

demands by deciding to allow the project team to “continue running” the product in the market rather 

than to “continue developing” the imaging technology, because Envision did not meet the criterion 

of the unfair advantage. 

4.5.1.2 Shifting through Modelling business tensions 
Creating a “side product” provided the middle ground for overlapping the opposing poles of tensions 

from one ambidexterity cycle (Enabling transformation I) to the other cycle (Modelling business I). 

The CFO of PharmaLab managed the interdependent opposites between “solving problems” for the 
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pharmaceutical company and “implementing methods” in corporate headquarters by perceiving the 

tension as a duality (Enabling transformation I). The process manager constructed the internal 

boundaries by describing how the “short-term objective” of making corporate headquarters 

understand the process through which the innovation lab “developed new products” complemented 

the “long-term objective” of making the pharmaceutical company understand the “innovative 

business models” of the innovation lab. The CFO constructed the external boundary of the unified 

whole through the notion of a “side product” that was the “secondary objective” but became the 

“primary objective”. The CFO embedded the duality as the latent tension inherent within the process 

of developing new “business models” by integrating the complementarities between creating value 

for the “patients” and the “business” (Modelling business I). 

Creating a “product pivot” provided the middle ground for overlapping the opposing poles of tensions 

from one ambidexterity cycle (Modelling business I) to the other cycle (Modelling business II). The 

CFO of PharmaLab managed the interdependent opposites between “a fixed target” and “a moving 

target” for value creation inherent within the process of developing new “business models” by 

perceiving the tension as a duality (Modelling business I). The CFO constructed the internal 

boundaries between a fixed target and a moving target, while the CMO constructed the external 

boundary through the hypothesis that, “by reaching the patients, business will follow”. The CEO 

constructed a unified whole by allowing project managers to “pivot products” from a fixed to a 

moving target for value creation. The project manager of Trials&I embedded the duality as the latent 

tension inherent within resembling the “product setting” between PharmaCo and PharmaLab 

(Modelling business II). 

Creating a “product setting” provided the middle ground for overlapping the opposing poles of 

tensions from one ambidexterity cycle (Modelling business II) to the other cycle (Enabling 

transformation II). The CTO of PharmaLab managed the interdependent opposites between “product 
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supply” and “product demand” through “onboarding the customer” by perceiving the tension as a 

duality (Enabling transformation II). The CTO constructed the internal boundaries between the 

innovation lab “coming from the outside” to the pharmaceutical company and corporate executives 

“coming from the inside” to the innovation lab. The CTO constructed the external boundary tension 

through “customer onboarding” by integrating the complementarities between different product 

settings. The leadership team constructed a unified whole by enabling Trials&I to “sell the product” 

into corporate headquarters to get “buy-in from” the pharmaceutical company. Ultimately, the CMO 

of PharmaLab embedded the duality as the latent tension inherent within the “commercial fit” 

between the pharmaceutical company, the innovation lab and the pharmaceutical market (Enabling 

transformation II). 

4.5.1.3 Shifting through Sharing dedication tensions 
The latent tension of “self-leadership” became the duality of “leading R&D” in one ambidexterity 

cycle (Incorporating innovation I), which embedded a latent tension of “project drivers” in another 

ambidexterity cycle (Sharing dedication I). At the same time, the latent tension inherent within the 

notion of developing new “business models” became the dualism arising from the “accounting 

activities” of the innovation lab in one ambidexterity cycle (Modelling business I) that embedded the 

latent tension of “project drivers” in the other ambidexterity cycle (Sharing dedication I). While 

project managers generally embraced that the opposing poles of “having a ring-fenced part of the 

budget” (Incorporating innovation I) and “having to find the numbers” (Modelling business I) were 

interdependent, the co-founder of HiSkin emphasized the specific contradiction between “revenue-

driven” and “innovation-driven” projects (Sharing dedication I) through which the “Sharing 

dedication” tension persisted during the period of 2016-2018. 

The latent tension of “Envision” became the duality of “spinning out products” in one ambidexterity 

cycle (Incorporating innovation II), which embedded a latent tension of “a sense of urgency” in 
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another ambidexterity cycle (Sharing dedication II). At the same time, the latent tension of the 

“product setting” became the dualism arising from the “testing activities” of the innovation lab in one 

ambidexterity cycle (Modelling business II) that embedded the latent tension of a “sense of urgency” 

in the other ambidexterity cycle (Sharing dedication II). While project managers generally embraced 

that the poles of “doing market research for developing products” (Incorporating innovation II) and 

“doing market research for showing products” (Modelling business II) were interdependent, the CEO 

of PharmaLab emphasized the specific contradiction between “committing to build products” as an 

employee of a start-up company and a pharmaceutical company, respectively (Sharing dedication II). 

The following chapter discusses the implications of the findings from the analysis for the existing 

literature on micro-foundations of ambidexterity. 
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5. Discussion 
This section discusses the implications of the analysis for the existing literature on the micro-

foundations of ambidexterity, which provides empirical evidence for the theoretical concept of an 

ambidexterity cycle. First, the findings of this dissertation imply that scholars have to approach 

research on ambidexterity as a dynamic-cyclical rather than a path-dependent process. Second, the 

discussion acknowledges the limitations of the research in that the longitudinal case study is limited 

to the study of a case company over a five-year period. Third, the discussion recognizes that this 

dissertation provides the foundation for further research on the implications of the differential 

perceptions of different managers for the emergence and evolution of ambidexterity cycles through 

multiple dynamic equilibria over time. Finally, this section generally discusses the managerial 

implications of the ambidexterity cycle for individual managers working in ambidextrous 

organizations. Specifically, the discussion provides recommendations for managers working “inside 

the innovation lab”. 

5.1 Micro-foundations of ambidexterity 
The empirical vignettes illuminated that paradoxical tensions persisted at different levels in the 

ambidextrous organization. First, “Enabling transformation” tensions persisted between the 

pharmaceutical company and the innovation lab. “Enabling transformation” tensions arose in relation 

to integrating innovation methods from the lab in corporate headquarters. Second, “Modelling 

business” and “Incorporating innovation” tensions persisted between the leadership team and project 

managers within the innovation lab. “Modelling business” tensions arose in relation to developing 

new products and innovating business models in the lab. “Incorporating innovation” tensions arose 

in relation to organizing the innovation process in the lab. Third, “Sharing dedication” tensions 

persisted between the EMT and project employees within the innovation lab. “Sharing dedication” 

tensions arose in relation to building the innovation culture within the lab. 
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Chen (2017) argues that firms need to support structural ambidexterity at the corporate level, 

contextual ambidexterity at the business-unit level, and sequential ambidexterity at the project level 

to achieve “dynamic ambidexterity”. The empirical vignettes of this dissertation showed that 

PharmaCo supported structural and sequential ambidexterity for PharmaLab to manage “Enabling 

transformation” tensions at the corporate level. Second, PharmaCo supported contextual 

ambidexterity for PharmaLab to manage “Modelling business” and “Incorporating innovation” 

tensions at the business-unit level. Third, PharmaCo supported structural and sequential 

ambidexterity for PharmaLab to manage “Sharing dedication” tensions at the project level. Yet, top-

down and bottom-up processes for managing tensions weaved through organizational levels over 

time. 

Foss and Kirkegaard (2020) develop the concept of “blended ambidexterity” to show how different 

modes of ambidexterity are co-present over time. This dissertation illustrated that structural 

ambidexterity and contextual ambidexterity were co-present during the periods of 2015-2017 and 

2016-2018. Second, structural ambidexterity and sequential ambidexterity were co-present during the 

periods of 2016-2018 and 2017-2019. Third, contextual ambidexterity and sequential ambidexterity 

were co-present during the periods of 2017-2019 and 2018-2020. However, individual managers 

repeatedly handled tensions arising from internal and external triggers of ambidexterity through 

paradoxical practices over time. 

5.1.1 Organizational ambidexterity  
This dissertation extends the work of ambidexterity scholars that studied the process of defining 

ambidexterity charters (Zimmermann et al., 2015), growing new corporate businesses (Raisch & 

Tushman, 2016) and orientating VC units (Hill & Birkinshaw, 2014), yet expands research on 

organizational ambidexterity by conceptualizing the phases as part of a dynamic-cyclical rather than 

a static-linear process. The analysis of the findings in this dissertation illustrates that the tensions 
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embedded within defining an ambidexterity charter, transitioning new corporate businesses to scale 

and developing a capacity to integrate exploratory activities with the parent firm emerged and evolved 

in different ambidexterity cycles throughout the lifetime of the innovation lab. The processes of 

defining an ambidexterity charter (Enabling transformation I), transitioning new corporate businesses 

to scale (Modelling business I & II) and developing a capacity to integrate exploratory activities with 

the parent firm (Enabling transformation II & Sharing dedication II) thus ultimately created the 

possibility space for all the paradoxes of which some became salient over time. 

5.1.1.1 Structures and cultures 
This dissertation adds to the long and broad research stream on organizational ambidexterity, which 

conceptualized strategic responses through corporate venture capital units (Hill & Birkinshaw, 2014), 

emergent charter definition processes (Zimmermann et al., 2015) and growing new corporate 

businesses from initiation to graduation (Raisch & Tushman, 2016). This dissertation found that 

ambidextrous organizations emerge from charter definition processes, evolve through growing new 

corporate businesses and reemerge as corporate venture capital units. During the longitudinal case 

study, organizational ambidexterity manifested through organizational changes between the 

pharmaceutical company and the innovation lab. Organizational ambidexterity materialized through 

the transformation from internal department to external unit (2015-2017), the transition from a three-

year mandate to yearly budget negotiations (2016-2018), the relocation of project teams from 

corporate incubator to spinout companies (2017-2019), and the revitalization of the innovation lab 

into a corporate venture capital firm (2018-2020).  

5.1.1.1.1 Charter definition process 
In the beginning of the first ambidexterity cycle (Enabling transformation I), the “visionary leader” 

of PharmaCo mandated an exploration charter by formally structuring the “transformational effort” 

of an internal department into an external unit through a “significant investment” and the appointment 

of an “advisory board”. The leadership team experienced tensions in describing their jobs and in the 
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way that they engaged with corporate executives. They managed tensions by identifying themselves 

as employees within the innovation lab and by negotiating their commitment to corporate 

headquarters. Over time, the leadership team of PharmaLab adapted to the formal structure through 

an emergent exploitation charter by emphasizing that the innovation lab facilitated the transformation 

of the pharmaceutical company by both “solving problems” for and “implementing methods” into 

corporate headquarters. The findings of this dissertation thus correspond with the findings of 

Zimmermann and colleagues (2015) that managers engage in complementary exploration or 

exploitation activities and that managers handle internal and external tensions through horizontal 

identity building and vertical negotiating activities, which implies that the organizational structures 

and processes for managing tensions change over time.   

5.1.1.1.2 Growing new corporate businesses 
This dissertation found that the process of moving from ideation to graduation in PharmaLab 

corresponded with the framework on transitioning new corporate businesses to scale mentioned 

above. In the beginning of the second ambidexterity cycle (Modelling business I), the leadership team 

of the innovation lab “clarified the territories” between “the exploratory unit” (PharmaLab) and “the 

established unit” (PharmaCo) by clearly demarcating the lines between creating “patient value” and 

“business value” (peer differentiation/peer graduation). At the end of the second ambidexterity cycle 

(Modelling business I), the leadership team of the innovation lab “identified strategic 

complementarities” between PharmaLab and PharmaCo through the notion of an “unfair advantage” 

(peer graduation/peer integration). In the beginning of the sixth ambidexterity cycle (Modelling 

business II), the project manager of Trials&I “built a profile” for the product by resembling the 

corporate setting (peer differentiation/peer graduation). At the same time, the project manager 

“defended the unit autonomy” of the innovation lab by arguing for how Trials&I competed with third 

parties as a product vendor (peer graduation/peer integration).  
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5.1.1.1.3 Corporate venture units 
This dissertation found that the development of a capacity to integrate exploratory activities between 

PharmaLab and PharmaCo linked closely with the proximity of the new corporate businesses in the 

“boundary-spanning unit” to the “technical core”. In the beginning of the seventh cycle (Enabling 

transformation II), the CMO of PharmaLab explained that he would constantly be thinking about how 

his new corporate business (cf. virtual clinical trials) could return value to the corporate sponsor. The 

CMO elaborated that the CTO would be thinking more altruistically about how the other new 

corporate business (cf. disease management) could meet the needs of the future. At the end of the 

eighth and final ambidexterity cycle (Sharing dedication II), the CEO of PharmaLab explained the 

process through which the “boundary-spanning” unit would be thinking about how to “give back 

something” to the “technical core” throughout the lifetime of the innovation lab. However, the CEO 

elaborated that the exploratory activities from PharmaLab had become too different and were “not 

going back” to PharmaCo. Hence, the exploratory activities of the new corporate businesses linked 

differently to the “technical core” upon the separation of legal entities from the “boundary-spanning” 

unit.  

5.1.2 Latency 
While the existing literature on micro-foundations of ambidexterity studies tensions as dualities rather 

than dualisms (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020), this dissertation contributes to ambidexterity 

research by arguing that different relationships between the opposing poles of exploration and 

exploitation exist within ambidextrous organization over time. The research stream within 

ambidexterity theory that studies paradoxical tensions as the micro-foundations of ambidexterity 

(Papachroni et al., 2015b) views the relationship between the opposing poles of exploration and 

exploitation as a contradictory, yet interdependent tension, which exists simultaneously and persists 

over time (Smith & Lewis, 2011). However, latent tensions constitute sources of contradictions and 

paradoxes (Putnam et al., 2016), and persistence is not inherent in salient tensions per se (Hahn & 
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Knight, 2019). This dissertation claims that organizational ambidexterity embeds latent tensions with 

an inherent but indeterminate potential of paradox, which becomes salient as contradictions in 

ambidextrous organizations over time (Table 10). 

Tension (opposite poles)  Contradiction (opposite, interdependent, mutually exclusive poles) 

Table 10: Decoupling tensions and contradictions. 

5.1.3 Individual ambidexterity  
This dissertation contributes to the recently emerged and currently evolving research stream on the 

micro-foundations of ambidexterity by analyzing the activities and practices through which 

individual managers handle salient tensions over time. This dissertation adds to research on the 

individual practices of renegotiating tensions (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020), valuing tensions 

(Knight & Cuganesan, 2020), configuring tensions (Zimmermann et al., 2018) and shaping tensions 

(Knight & Paroutis, 2017), respectively. This dissertation found that each of the four different types 

of tensions from the analysis linked closely with a type of practice for managing tensions developed 

in the existing literature on individual ambidexterity. The individual practices of renegotiating 

tensions (Enabling transformation I & II), valuing tensions (Modelling business I & II), configuring 

tensions (Enabling transformation I & II, Modelling business I & II) and shaping tensions (Sharing 

dedication I & II) thus ultimately made tensions become salient from the possibility space of all the 

paradoxes that laid dormant in the ambidextrous organization over time. 

5.1.3.1 Activities and practices 
This dissertation contributes to the existing literature on the micro-foundations of individual 

ambidexterity by closing the loop between the different practices through which individual managers 

handle salient tensions in ambidextrous organizations over time. First, this section described how 

individual managers in the innovation lab used renegotiating practices to continuously enable the 

transformation of the pharmaceutical company. Second, this section described how individual 
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managers used valuing practices to remodel businesses continuously within the innovation lab to fit 

the strategy of corporate headquarters. Third, this section described how individual managers used 

configuring practices to incorporate innovation repeatedly in the organizational design of the 

innovation lab. Fourth, this section described how individual managers used shaping practices to 

share the dedication of employees for making a difference repeatedly across the innovation lab. 

Hence, paradoxical tensions persisted through the different ways in which managers handled tensions. 

First, managers handled “Enabling transformation” tensions through “job description” and “fitting” 

activities, which add to the conceptualization of paradoxical practices as “renegotiating” (Papachroni 

& Heracleous, 2020). Second, managers handled “Modelling business” tensions through 

“accounting” and “testing” activities, which add to the conceptualization of individual ambidexterity 

as “valuation” practices (Knight & Cuganesan, 2020). Third, managers handled “Incorporating 

innovation” tensions through “processing” and “alignment” activities, which add to the 

conceptualization of “configurational” activities (Zimmermann et al., 2018). Fourth, managers 

handled “Shared dedication” tensions through “team-building” and “assignment” activities, which 

add to the conceptualization of “shaping the interpretive context” of ambidextrous organizations 

(Knight & Paroutis, 2017). 

5.1.3.1.1 Renegotiating tension between opposing poles 
First, Papachroni and Heracleous (2020) argue that individual managers engage in “hybrid tasks” to 

accomplish dual types of outcomes. When the former CLO of PharmaLab entered the office space of 

the innovation lab for the first time, he drew on his existing knowledge about working in a 

pharmaceutical company to make a first draft of the job description. The former CLO simultaneously 

kept an open mind about working in an innovation lab and reflected on how the lack of a trashcan for 

tossing a piece of paper with the first draft of the job description informed his own thinking about 
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working in corporate headquarters. At the same time, the lack of a trashcan sparked the ways in which 

he thought about setting up the office space. 

Second, Papachroni & Heracleous (2020) argue that individual managers carry out tasks in a way that 

capitalizes on previous efforts cumulatively (complementary to engaging in hybrid tasks). When a 

project manager entered corporate headquarters to facilitate an innovation workshop for people 

working in the pharmaceutical company, the project manager covered the windows of a vice president 

from the research and development department in post-its, shedding the office from the light of day. 

While the project manager stuck post-it notes all over the windows of the VC from R&D in PharmaCo 

based on already possessed knowledge about facilitating innovation workshops, the project manager 

thought that the workshop was “quite a revelation” to the VC of R&D. The result was that the 

pharmaceutical company worked closer together with the innovation lab, as people working in 

corporate headquarters came to the innovation lab for more information and shared more information 

with the project manager over time. 

Third, Papachroni and Heracleous (2020) argue that individual managers adopt a mindset of seeking 

ways to accomplish task synergies between exploration and exploitation. When the CMO of 

PharmaLab experienced that the focus of PharmaCo shifted from “fitting products to the corporate 

strategy” to “fitting products to the market”, the CMO adopted a mindset of seeking ways to 

accomplish task synergies between “developing a business model and a business strategy” for virtual 

clinical trials (VCT). The CMO adopted a mindset of making it easier for employees to understand 

how VCT would “Execute state of the art clinical studies faster and more reliably to bring new 

treatments to people” by making “the sub-goals clearer over a long period” to “determine more 

clearly” if the project team was “well underway”. Hence, the CMO accomplished task synergies 

through the temporal proximity of quarterly sub goals for developing a business model and a business 

strategy.  
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5.1.3.1.2 Valuing tension between opposing poles 
Knight & Cuganesan (2020) argue that “demarcating activities” entail (1) visioning opportunities and 

priorities (Chair), (2) strategizing about opportunities and priorities (CEO), and (3) operationalizing 

priorities (top managers). First, the CEO of PharmaLab described the CEO of PharmaCo as a 

“visionary leader” who requested resources (€60 million) and time (three year-mandate) from the 

board of directors (BoD) to embrace a digital vision for the pharmaceutical company (Enabling 

transformation I). Second, the BoD appointed an advisory board for PharmaLab, which constituted 

of internal (CEO of PharmaCo and head of R&D department) and external (serial entrepreneurs) 

members who governed the integration of strategic priorities between the pharmaceutical company 

and the innovation lab. Third, the leadership team of PharmaLab struggled to operationalize the 

strategic priorities by reviewing strategic focus areas through KPI meetings within the innovation lab 

(Modelling business I). 

Knight & Cuganesan (2020) argue that “metricizing activities” entail organizational-level 

calculations (Chair-CEO) and unit-level calculations (CEO-top managers). At the organizational 

level, the advisory board and the leadership team of PharmaLab developed organizational 

performance targets for the innovation lab (Modelling business I). The advisory board and the 

leadership team of PharmaLab came together for “KPI meetings” and “Area reviews” to integrate 

strategic priorities by calculating the strategic importance of projects within the innovation lab for the 

digital transformation of the pharmaceutical company. At the same time, the advisory board and the 

leadership team of PharmaLab used the calculations to make investments into the strategically 

important projects. At the unit level, the CEO of PharmaLab and the project manager of Trials&I 

debated the translation of organizational targets to unit performance by discussing the potential for 

pivoting the product towards a business model that fitted the corporate setting. 
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Knight & Cuganesan (2020) argue that “ranking activities” entail resource allocation decisions across 

the unit level and the organizational level. The leadership team of PharmaLab evaluated the use case 

and business case of Trials&I in developing a new business model for the product (Modelling 

business II). Alongside the leadership team of PharmaLab, the project manager of Trials&I 

“mobilized the whole big strategy machine” in convincing PharmaCo to run a pilot study on the 

biggest potential blockbuster drug in the corporate R&D pipeline. The project manager of Trials&I 

utilized metrics to rank the performance of the product against the performance of products from 

third-party vendors by testing the ability of the product to meet the strategically important metric of 

finding patients for clinical studies through a digital platform. Onboarding PharmaCo as a customer 

to Trials&I symbolized the realization of ambidexterity synergy between the innovation lab and 

corporate headquarters. 

5.1.3.1.3 Configuring tension between opposing poles 
Zimmermann and colleagues (2018) argue that configurational matching initiatives entail alignment 

of cultural focus with organizational design to achieve product-side objective. The CEO of 

PharmaLab explained that the leadership team engaged outsiders by hiring external consultants and 

secured access to external competencies by gaining expertise from the external consultancy firm 

(Enabling transformation I). At the same time, the CEO elaborated that the leadership team secured 

cultural assimilation and a joint philosophy within the pharmaceutical company by employing people 

internally over time. The process manager explained that the long-term goal of PharmaLab was to 

foster internal collaboration with PharmaCo by anchoring ventures in corporate headquarters. At the 

same time, the process manager elaborated that the short-term goal of PharmaLab was to demarcate 

from the mainstream business by taking ownership of the ventures in the innovation lab. 

Zimmermann and colleagues (2018) argue that configurational contrasting initiatives entail 

counteracting of organizational design through distinct target and monitoring systems to achieve 
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market-side objective. The process manager explained that the purpose of hiring external consultants 

for the innovation lab was to facilitate market commercialization by getting some more experience 

with launching products in the market (Enabling transformation I). At the same time, the process 

manager elaborated that the purpose of hiring external consultants was to gain sponsors in corporate 

headquarters by making the pharmaceutical company “proud” of the products that the innovation lab 

launched in the market. A project manager employed internally explained that PharmaLab changed 

the approach to solving problems for the pharmaceutical company in focusing on areas in which the 

innovation lab had a closer link to the external targets of corporate headquarters (Incorporating 

innovation I). At the same time, the project manager elaborated that PharmaLab involved PharmaCo 

in operational decisions to make sure that the innovation lab pursued synergies between project teams.   

On the other hand, the project manager of Envision described how the leadership team did not align 

the operational decision rights of the product- (backend) and market-side (backend) within the project 

teams (Incorporating innovation II). The freedom in deciding objectives misaligned goals between 

the product- (backend) and market-side (frontend) of Envision. The sovereign reporting of the 

market-side implied that the project team developing the frontend of Envision worked towards 

financial objectives, which contrasted the technical objectives of the project team that developed the 

backend of Envision. Hence, the implication of goal autonomy between the product- and the market-

side was that project teams defended the resources for developing the frontend and backend of 

Envision within the innovation lab, respectively.  

Zimmermann and colleagues (2018) argue that configurational exposure initiatives entail integration 

between product- and market-side functions. The CEO of PharmaLab described how the innovation 

lab integrated product- and market-side functions by aligning decision-making responsibilities 

through the appointment of the CMO and the CFO as leaders of the teams focusing on the respective 

areas of virtual clinical trials and disease management (Enabling transformation II). Within each 
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focus area, the EMT set joint milestones for the people working on the respective projects of Envision 

and Trials&I. The leadership team of PharmaLab established the common goal of applying an end-

user approach for project teams to conduct market research in redeveloping the respective products 

of Envision and Trials&I. At the same time, the CEO of PharmaLab encouraged the CMO and the 

CTO to share knowledge in pursuing synergies between the medical and technical competences of 

the respective teams.    

The project manager of Envision described the ways in which frontline managers were able to 

configure the tension between the product- and the market-side over time. Upon separating legal 

entities from the innovation lab, the project manager explained that the leadership team had to decide 

whether PharmaLab was an R&D unit for PharmaCo or a VC unit for Silicon Valley start-up 

companies. The project manager elaborated that he experienced how his project teams would ask him 

if the innovation lab applied a research- or market-based approach to the process of developing new 

products. Integrating the backend and the frontend of Envision, the project manager tried to find 

technologies that fit both the market- and the product-side of the project teams. The project manager 

configured the tension by perceiving PharmaLab as a “market-driven research” organization over 

time. 

5.1.3.1.4 Shaping tension between opposing poles 
The instrumental context “involved things leaders said and did around strategic plan documents, key 

performance indicators and subscription targets.” TMT leaders used the cues of the instrumental 

context to “prime lower-level managers’ actions in relation to performance expectations” (Knight & 

Paroutis, 2017). In the case of HiSkin, the co-founder provided cues of the instrumental context by 

distinguishing between “revenue-driven” and “innovation-driven” projects (Sharing dedication I). 

The co-founder of HiSkin consolidated the distinction between “project drivers” by emphasizing that 

PharmaLab “dedicated resources” to the revenue-driven project as opposed to “sharing resources” 
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across “innovation-driven” projects. On the other hand, the co-founder diversified the distinction 

between “project employees” by embracing the “team-building activities” of both HiSkin and 

Envision. The co-founder used the cues to prime team members’ actions in relation to working 

towards the performance expectations of HiSkin rather than PharmaLab. 

Second, the relational context “included things leaders said and did around job descriptions, product 

design plans and organizational charts.” TMT leaders used the cues of the relational context to “prime 

lower-level managers’ actions towards performing particular roles or tasks” (Knight & Paroutis, 

2017). In the case of HiSkin, the co-founder provided cues of the relational context by distinguishing 

between the “corporate culture” and the “team culture” (Sharing dedication I). The co-founder of 

devalued the distinction between “project cultures” by emphasizing that HiSkin held its own parties, 

played its own music and had its own space in PharmaLab. On the other hand, the co-founder of 

HiSkin supported the distinction between “project cultures” by embracing all projects as part of the 

“same corporation” with “the same goal”. The co-founder used the cues to prime team members’ 

actions towards performing the particular roles as employees of HiSkin rather than PharmaLab. 

Third, the temporal context “included things leaders said and did around project planning deadlines, 

launch events and schedules.” TMT leaders used the cues of the temporal context to prime the 

prioritizations of actions” (Knight & Paroutis, 2017). In the case of HiSkin, the co-founder provided 

cues of the temporal context by distinguishing between “detaching the culture from” and “attaching 

the project to” PharmaLab (Sharing dedication I). Upon spinning HiSkin out as a start-up company, 

the co-founder prioritized “detaching the culture from” PharmaLab by “securing employment” of 

team members and “sorting administration” of accounting, bookkeeping the numbers and compiling 

the annual report. The co-founder multi-tasked between activities in “attaching the project to” 

PharmaLab, on the other hand, by occupying a dedicated meeting room in the innovation lab, using 
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the shared intranet account of the lab, and connecting HiSkin to the “PharmaLab family”. The co-

founder used cues to prime the prioritization of actions by team members in preparing the spinout. 

5.1.3.1.4.1 Relationships within the interpretive context 
The co-founder of HiSkin emphasized the linkages between related contexts in order to maintain 

salience beyond the initial instantiation of tensions throughout the one-year period from preparing 

the spinout to relocating the project team into a new office space (Sharing dedication I). For instance, 

the co-founder explained how dedicating resources to HiSkin (instrumental context) made it easier 

for team members to become employees of a start-up company rather than an innovation lab 

(relational context) upon the spinout. At the same time, the co-founder explained how postponing the 

relocation of the project team to a new office space (temporal context) for a year made it easier for 

team members to become employees of a start-up company with less job security than in the 

innovation lab (relational context). 

5.1.3.1.4.1.1 Lack of a relationship between contexts 
Knight & Paroutis (2017) argue that the failure of TMT leaders to construct cues that linked each 

interpretive context to make tensions salient to lower-level managers broke down the salience of 

tensions, because “lower-level managers de-prioritized attention to a pole”. In the case of PharmaLab, 

the CEO described the breakdown as the failure of the leadership team to create a “sense of urgency” 

in the innovation lab (Sharing dedication II). The leadership team failed to link the construction of 

cues that primed employees to “commit to the innovation lab” (instrumental context) with the cues 

that primed employees to “take a personal responsibility” (relational context) for making a difference 

with corporate headquarters. At the same time, the leadership team failed to link the construction of 

cues that primed employees to “take on individual assignments” (relational context) with cues that 

primed employees to “meet the expectations to get things done” (temporal context). The lack of a 

relationship between contexts implied that the leadership team was not able to understand why 

employees “complained about” rather than “committed to” the innovation lab over time. 
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5.1.4 Salience 
While the existing literature on micro-foundations studies ambidexterity as practices for managing  

dualities (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020), this dissertation contributes to ambidexterity research by 

arguing that the ambidextrous practices of individual managers make latent tensions salient as 

contradictions. Ambidexterity scholars propose that research on contextual ambidexterity provides 

the foundation for studying tensions as dualities (Papachroni et al., 2015b), suggesting that the 

relationship between the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation is dynamic, interdependent 

and complementary. Because persistence is not inherent in salient tensions per se (Hahn & Knight, 

2019), however, tensions become salient as contradictions that hold a paradoxical potential. This 

dissertation claims that individual ambidexterity constitutes the concrete enactment of tensions as 

contradictions in a socio-material context, which unleashes the energizing potential of some 

paradoxes within the possibility space of all potential paradoxes over time (Table 11). 

Contradiction (opposite, interdependent, mutually exclusive poles)   

Paradox (contradictory, interrelated, persistent, mutually exclusive poles) 

Table 11: Decoupling contradictions and paradoxes. 

5.1.5 Micro-level drivers of ambidexterity  
This section draws on the conceptualization of internal triggers and external triggers from the work 

of Raisch & Zimmermann (2017). This dissertation argues that each of the four types of tensions 

(Enabling transformation I & II, Modelling business I & II, Incorporating innovation I & II and 

Sharing dedication I & II) persisted across each of the four ambidexterity cycles (2015-2017, 2016-

2018, 2017-2019 and 2018-2020), triggered by micro-level drivers of ambidexterity (Tables 8 and 9). 

Within each of the ambidexterity cycles, one type of tension emerged, evolved and reemerged, 

triggered by (1) individual-level and (2) organizational-level drivers. While the individual-level 

drivers arose from the innovation lab, organizational-level drivers arose from the corporate 

headquarters. The contingent factors that gave rise to top-down and bottom-up processes of structural, 
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contextual and sequential ambidexterity implied that tensions emerged, evolved and reemerged 

through ambidexterity cycles. 

5.1.5.1 Organizational-level drivers 
“Enabling transformation” tensions emerged throughout the first ambidexterity cycle, triggered by 

the initiatives of the “visionary leader” (I) in the pharmaceutical company to establish the innovation 

lab. The initiatives of the pharmaceutical company, which triggered the emergence (I) of “Enabling 

transformation” tensions, correspond with the analysis of Raisch and Zimmermann (2017) that 

external triggers of structural ambidexterity, in this case the transition from the main product 

(transformation) to the side product (enablement), materialize through a top-down process. The 

contingent factors that gave rise to the top-down process were the ways in which the leadership team 

of the innovation lab perceived the transition from the side product to the main product as the 

transformation of the innovation lab into a market-driven research organization in 2019. 

 “Incorporating innovation” tensions emerged the third ambidexterity cycle, triggered by the 

initiatives of the advisory board to enforce the KPI of an “unfair advantage” (I) as a proxy for strategic 

fit. The initiatives of the advisory board, which triggered the emergence (I) of “Incorporating 

innovation” tensions, correspond with the findings of Raisch & Zimmermann (2017) that external 

triggers of contextual ambidexterity, in this case the integration of the three-year mandate in the 

innovation lab with the yearly budget negotiations of the pharmaceutical company, manifest through 

a top-down process. The contingent factors that gave rise to the top-down process were the ways in 

which the leadership team of the innovation lab perceived the integrated budget as a possibility to 

align the timelines of developing new products with the biggest potential blockbuster drug in the 

corporate R&D pipeline. 

“Sharing dedication” tensions emerged and reemerged throughout the fourth and eighth 

ambidexterity cycle, triggered by the initiatives of the pharmaceutical company to “brand PharmaLab 
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through the product of Envision” (I) and to “change the CEO of PharmaCo” (II). The initiatives of 

the pharmaceutical company, which triggered the emergence (I) and the reemergence (II) of “Sharing 

dedication” tensions, correspond with the findings of Raisch & Zimmermann (2017) that external 

triggers of structural ambidexterity, in this case the transformation of strategic focus areas into 

separate legal entities, manifest through a top-down process. The contingent factors that gave rise to 

the top-down process were the ways in which the leadership team of the innovation lab perceived the 

product of Envision as the brand of PharmaLab, which implied that the new CEO of PharmaCo had 

to understand how disease management contributed to the corporate strategy in 2019. 

5.1.5.2 Individual-level drivers 
 “Enabling transformation” tensions evolved and reemerged throughout the first and the seventh 

ambidexterity cycle, triggered by the initiatives of the leadership team to “hire external consultants” 

for the innovation lab (I) and to “fit existing technologies” (II) with the corporate headquarters. The 

initiatives of the leadership team, which triggered the evolution (I) and the reemergence (II) of 

“Enabling transformation” tensions, correspond with the analysis of Raisch and Zimmermann (2017) 

that internal triggers of sequential ambidexterity, in this case the transition of the innovation lab from 

an internal department through an external unit to a corporate venture capital firm, materialize through 

a top-down process. The contingent factors that gave rise to the top-down process were the 

organizational changes in the pharmaceutical company during the periods of 2015-2017 (I) and 2018-

2020 (II). 

 “Modelling business” tensions emerged and reemerged throughout the second and sixth 

ambidexterity cycle, triggered by the initiatives of the leadership team to enforce “corporate KPIs” 

(I) for project teams to assess the “use case” of business models (II). The initiatives of the leadership 

team, which triggered the emergence (I) and the reemergence (II) of “Modelling business” tensions, 

correspond with the findings of Raisch & Zimmermann (2017) that internal triggers of contextual 
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ambidexterity, in this case the embeddedness of the innovation lab within the R&D department of 

corporate headquarters, manifest through a bottom-up process. The contingent factors that gave rise 

to the bottom-up process were the KPI setups in the innovation lab that the leadership team would 

repeatedly have to abandon, during the periods of 2015-2017 (I) and 2017-2019 (II), because project 

managers could not make it work in practice. 

“Incorporating innovation” tensions reemerged throughout the fifth ambidexterity cycle, triggered by 

the initiatives of the leadership team “disconnected the organization” (II). The initiatives of the 

leadership team, which triggered the reemergence (II) of “Incorporating innovation” tensions, 

correspond with the findings of Raisch & Zimmermann (2017) that internal triggers of contextual 

ambidexterity, in this case the embeddedness of the ring-fenced budget of the innovation lab within 

the R&D budget of corporate headquarters, manifest through a bottom-up process. The contingent 

factors that gave rise to the bottom-up process were the headcount in the innovation lab that the 

leadership team would repeatedly have to limit, during the period and 2017-2019 (II), because project 

managers could not make it work above a limit of 70 employees. 

“Sharing dedication” tensions emerged and reemerged throughout the fourth and eighth 

ambidexterity cycle, triggered by the initiatives of the leadership team to create a “luxury incubator” 

(I) and to challenge the “inertia of the BoD” (II). The initiatives of the leadership team, which 

triggered the emergence (I) and the reemergence (II) of “Sharing dedication” tensions, correspond 

with the analysis of Raisch and Zimmermann (2017) that internal triggers of sequential ambidexterity, 

in this case the transition of project teams from a corporate incubator to start-up companies, 

materialize through a top-down process. The contingent factors that gave rise to the top-down process 

were the organizational changes in the pharmaceutical company during the periods of 2016-2018 (I) 

and 2018-2020 (II). 
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5.1.6 Persistence 
While the existing literature on micro-foundations studies practices as means for ambidexterity 

(Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020), this dissertation contributes to ambidexterity research by 

conceptualizing the ambidextrous practices of individual managers as ends of micro-level drivers. 

Ambidexterity scholars propose that ambidextrous practices arise from the paradoxical cognitive 

frames of individual managers (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018) and the supportive organizational context 

(Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013). Because persistence results from the repeated enactment of salient 

tensions in a similar socio-material context (Hahn & Knight, 2019), micro-level drivers trigger 

individual practices that make contradictions persist as paradoxes within ambidextrous organization 

over time. This dissertation claims that micro-level drivers constitute the socio-material context in 

which individual managers enact the relationship between opposing poles as mutually enabling rather 

than mutually exclusive in moving from paradoxes to dualities (Table 12).    

Paradox (contradictory, interrelated, persistent, mutually exclusive poles)   

Duality (opposite, interdependent, not mutually exclusive poles) 

Table 12: Decoupling paradoxes and dualities. 

5.1.7 Paradox dynamics 
This dissertation taps into the ongoing dialogue in paradox theory on shifts in paradox dynamics, 

which evolve through the enactment of socio-symbolic objects by “supporting actors” (Pradies et al., 

2020). The dialogue on shifts in paradox dynamics theorizes how “organizational actors” transition 

from a vicious to a virtuous cycle, as supporting actors view organizational tensions from a different 

perspective than “focal actors”. In this case, the supporting actor was the process manager who was 

an insider to the innovation lab, but an outsider to organizational tensions. She viewed organizational 

tensions from a different perspective than the leadership team, because the leadership team hired her 

as an external consultant in the early days of the innovation lab. The process manager was one of the 

external consultants who constructed many of the socio-symbolic objects (e.g. power point slides) 
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that she enacted in her capacity as process manager over time. Hence, the process manager played a 

key role in shaping the social and symbolic dimensions (e.g. innovation process framework) 

influencing the capacity of the leadership team to shift paradox dynamics in a socio-material context. 

The process manager supported the leadership team in shifting paradox dynamics by coupling 

dualities and tensions (Table 13) across ambidexterity cycles, as mentioned in the analysis above. 

Duality (opposite, interdependent, not mutually exclusive poles)  Tension (opposite poles) 

Table 13: Coupling dualities and tensions. 

While the dialogue on shifts in paradox dynamics theorizes how “organizational actors” transition 

from a vicious to a virtuous cycle, this dissertation conceptualizes the ways in which the leadership 

team transitioned from a virtuous to a vicious cycle. In this case, the CEO of PharmaLab was a “focal 

actor” in the innovation lab who shared the perspective of “organizational actors” in the 

pharmaceutical company, because the CEO used to fill the position as a VP in corporate headquarters.  

He was an insider to the innovation lab and viewed organizational tensions in the same way as the 

leadership team. The CEO was the one who structured many of the socio-symbolic objects (e.g. 

matrix structure) through which project managers enacted organizational tensions across project 

teams over time. Hence, the CEO played a key role in shaping the social and symbolic dimensions 

(e.g. KPI setup) influencing the capacity of project managers to shift paradox dynamics in a socio-

material context. The CEO shifted patterned responses to paradoxical tensions by coupling dualisms 

and tensions (Table 14) across ambidexterity cycles, as mentioned in the analysis above.  

Dualism (opposite, mutually exclusive poles)  Tension (opposite poles) 

Table 14: Coupling dualisms and tensions. 
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5.1.8 Dynamic shifts 
This section concludes on the ways in which this dissertation contributes to research on micro-

foundations of ambidexterity by closing the loop between organizational ambidexterity, individual 

ambidexterity and triggers of ambidexterity through the concept of an ambidexterity cycle. 

Addressing the increasing complexity in the practice and context of organizing, paradox scholars 

called for studies on the nature, dynamics, processes, cycles and management of tensions (Erez, 

Jarvenpaa, Smith, Tracey, & Lewis, 2017). This dissertation applies a paradox lens to ambidextrous 

organizations in contributing to classic approaches to organizational change by developing the 

concept of an ambidexterity cycle. Viewing ambidextrous organizations from a paradox perspective, 

this dissertation argues that individual managers embed latent tensions through organizational 

ambidexterity, their practices embrace salient tensions through individual ambidexterity, and they 

emphasize persistent tensions through inherent processes of change.   

 

Figure 19: Dynamic shifts (dotted arrows). 
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The existing literature on micro-foundations of ambidexterity provides the foundation for studying 

organizational change as a dynamic-cyclical phenomenon to the extent that ambidexterity researchers 

conceptualized the reciprocal dynamics (Knight & Paroutis, 2017), recursive process (Zimmermann 

et al., 2018) and dynamic equilibrium (Smith & Lewis, 2011) underpinning individual ambidexterity. 

At the same time, research on organizational ambidexterity conceptualized organizational change as 

a static-linear phenomenon through which processes for managing tensions emerged and evolved 

over time (Raisch & Zimmermann, 2017). While the concept of an ambidexterity cycle is dynamic to 

the extent that it reenacts tensions in a similar socio-material context, the differential perceptions of 

different managers imply that the socio-material context provides the room for maneuver of managers 

to move from one ambidexterity cycle to another through the concept of “dynamic shifts” (Figure 

19). In closing, this dissertation opens up the dynamic of the ambidexterity cycle as non-deterministic.  

Because spirals change direction (Tsoukas & Pina, 2017) in transitioning between multiple, dynamic 

equilibria (Raisch et al., 2018), the ambidexterity cycle is open to moving in any direction at any 

time. Individual managers are able to change the direction of the ambidexterity cycle, because 

organizational actors sometimes perceive tensions as paradoxical, at others as a dilemma (e Cunha & 

Clegg, 2018) within the socio-material context of ambidextrous organizations. This discussion 

provides the foundation for studying the dynamic of the ambidexterity cycle as non-deterministic by 

decoupling the nature of the relationship between opposing poles (Tables 10, 11 and 12). The 

discussion contributes to understanding the implications of the differential perceptions of different 

managers for the ambidexterity cycle by coupling dualities and tensions as well as dualisms and 

tensions, respectively (Tables 13 and 14). Individual managers may shift patterned responses to 

tensions by perceiving the nature of the relationship between opposing poles differently in breaking 

away from an ambidexterity cycle over time (Figure 19). Hence, the temporal persistence of tensions 
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in ambidextrous organizations becomes an increasingly complex phenomenon. The following chapter 

summarizes the main findings of this dissertation and the implications for theory as well as practice. 
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6. Conclusion 
This dissertation is a longitudinal case study on the innovation lab (PharmaLab) of a pharmaceutical 

company (PharmaCo) in the Danish pharmaceutical industry, which responded to the disruption of 

digital innovation by transforming the existing business through a separate organizational unit over a 

five-year period (2015-2020). The dissertation takes its point of departure in the existing literature on 

micro-foundations of ambidexterity to decouple the means and ends of ambidexterity in 

understanding the temporal persistence of tensions. The dissertation conceptualizes persistence in 

ambidexterity through the ambidexterity cycle, driven by ambidexterity dynamics. Moving inside the 

innovation lab, this dissertation investigates how paradoxical tensions persist in ambidextrous 

organizations over time through answering the main research question and three sub-questions.  

First, tensions persist in ambidextrous organizations through ambidexterity cycles, driven by 

ambidexterity dynamics. Second, the paradoxes that persist in ambidextrous organizations are 

“Enabling transformation” tensions, “Modelling business” tensions, “Incorporating innovation” 

tensions and “Sharing dedication” tensions. Third, different managers perceive tensions differently, 

because they enact paradoxes concretely through their individual practices for handling the tension 

between the opposing poles of exploration and exploitation. Fourth, the implications of the 

differential perceptions of different managers are that they are able to shift the dynamics of an 

ambidexterity cycle to move their ambidextrous organizations beyond persistent tensions over time. 

The next sections conclude on the implications for theory and practice.    

6.1 Managerial implications 
The findings of this dissertation have implications for the ways in which managers perceive and 

handle the tensions that persist in ambidextrous organizations over time. While the existing literature 

on the temporal persistence of tensions proposed that the managerial imperative was to beware of the 

potential relationships between opposing poles, this dissertation suggests that managers beware of 
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“Enabling transformation” tensions, “Modelling business” tensions, “Incorporating innovation” 

tensions and “Sharing dedication” tensions. For each of the four tensions, this dissertation makes 

managers aware of the micro-level drivers that trigger a latent tension, the individual practices for 

managing the salient tension and the organizational processes that embed the persistent tension in the 

micro-foundations of ambidexterity over time (Tables 8 and 9).  

6.2 Research limitations and future research 
Because this dissertation is limited to the longitudinal case study of a single case company within the 

pharmaceutical industry, the generalizability of the findings are limited to pharmaceutical companies 

that establish an innovation lab separate from, yet proximate to corporate headquarters. As much as 

moving inside the innovation lab provides unique insights into a rich empirical setting, which is rarely 

accessible to researchers, the findings of the case study are limited to the case company. On the other 

hand, this dissertation provides the foundation for the analysis of persistence in ambidexterity through 

multiple case studies. While this dissertation provides evidence for the existence of different 

ambidexterity cycles within the same longitudinal study, future research might be able to find 

different ambidexterity cycles across multiple case studies. In this case, scholars may well generalize 

the concept of an ambidexterity cycle beyond the hybrid setting of the pharmaceutical industry. 

This study is limited to research on paradoxical tensions as micro-foundations of ambidexterity, 

which constitutes the unit of analysis. While the literature review outlines the different natures of the 

potential relationships between opposing poles, the unit of analysis for this study is limited to 

dualisms, paradoxes and dualities. This study analyzes the nature of the relationship between 

opposing poles as tensions and contradictions implicitly to the extent that tensions are sources of 

contradictions, which embody the potential to become paradoxical. However, this study does not 

explicitly consider the tense and contradictory states of the relationship between opposing poles. 
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Future research might be able to explicate the existence of tensions and contradictions as units of 

analysis in studies on the temporal persistence of tensions.  

Finally, the multi-level analysis of this study relies on the fundamental assumption that individual 

ambidexterity is a precondition for organizational ambidexterity. Decoupling individual and 

organizational ambidexterity provides the foundation for studying ambidexterity dynamics at 

different levels of analysis. Because individual ambidexterity is a precondition for organizational 

ambidexterity, the individual practices of managers to handle tensions enable the organizational 

processes for managing tensions. While the analysis of the differential perceptions of different 

managers resides in the eye of the beholder (i.e. the researcher) for this study, future research may 

well find that different lenses reside in the actual perceptions of managers as well.  
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Epilogue 
A year after officially spinning disease management (DM) out as a new company (NewCo), 

PharmaCo announced the sale of DM NewCo (rebranded as Care) to an American company in 

February 2022. In a press release, the American company highlighted the ability of PharmaLab to 

develop patient-centric, digital solutions as a blueprint of Care and the imaging technology underlying 

the payment-based app for diagnosing patients, which the American company acquired along with 

the 38 people employed by Care. The former CTO of PharmaLab and current CEO of Care became 

the head of the affiliate office in Copenhagen. The former CFO of PharmaLab, who had become the 

CEO of PharmaLab upon the separation of legal entities in April 2020, stated that the sale of the 

spinoff company was a blueprint for the innovation lab to the extent that a major global player within 

digital health recognized the lab for its ability to help patients beyond the pharmaceutical industry.    

The new CEO of PharmaLab described how the American company was a very strong financial 

partner, which had the necessary venture capital required for scaling the imaging technology 

underlying the payment-based app for diagnosing patients at a different pace. Scaling the app beyond 

diagnosis patients with the chronic condition, the CEO of PharmaLab explained that the new 

American owner of Care was a hyper-growth company that had the financial muscles for acceleration. 

The CEO elaborated that it was the first time that PharmaLab sold all of its shares in a spinout 

company, which was unusual among innovation labs in Denmark. The CEO described that she did 

not agree with her colleagues from other innovation labs in Denmark about whether selling off 

spinouts was the right thing to do or not. In her opinion, it was the right thing to do in the particular 

case, as it enabled Care to help as many patients as possible.  

In her closing remarks, she argued that it was an advantage for PharmaLab that the innovation lab 

had created digital solutions for six years, because the focus on digital health was increasing. The 

CEO claimed that the technologies, which the innovation lab developed over six years, were mature 
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for launch in the market and concluded that it was the right time to “have something on the shelfs” in 

PharmaLab, because the increasing focus on digital health made the portfolio of products attractive 

to potential investors. At the same time, PharmaCo announced that the pharmaceutical company was 

planning to lay off 1,000 employees, many of whom worked in the corporate R&D department, over 

a two-year period. PharmaCo fired the new CEO in December 2021, and the chair of the corporate 

board stated that the pharmaceutical company was planning a stock launch within four-five years. 

The seemingly exciting future of the innovation lab thus appeared as an uncertain future to corporate 

headquarters. 
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Appendix 1 
 

Interviewee Date & Time Theme 

CTO, 
PharmaLab 

15 June 2017 

45 min. 

Idea graduation and KPI meetings 

CTO, 
PharmaLab 

25 August 2017 

48 min. 

Competitive advantage and strategic fit 

CTO, 
PharmaLab 

8 February 2018 

1h 07 min. 

Corporate mandate and R&D budget 

CTO, 
PharmaLab 

28 March 2019 

1h 15 min. 

Cross-functional teams and market-driven research 

CTO, 
PharmaLab 

8 October 2019 

1h 01 min. 

Functional project teams and cross-functional competences 

CTO, 
PharmaLab 

19 November 2019 

29 min. 

Corporate vision, team goals and project milestones 

CTO, 
PharmaLab 

9 December 2019 

59 min. 

Innovation culture and organizational structure 

Table 1: Interviews with CTO. 

Interviewee Date & Time Theme 

CEO, 
PharmaLab 

22 October 2019 

54 min. 

Internal silos and organizational inertia 

CEO, 
PharmaLab 

19 November 2019 

16 min. 

Matrix organization and employee empowerment 

CEO & CFO, 
PharmaLab 

20 November 2019 

1h 05 min. 

Product-market fit and focus areas 

CEO, 
PharmaLab 

11 December 2019 

41 min. 

Board of directors and scientific committee  

CEO & CFO, 
PharmaLab 

16 December 2019 

53 min. 

Existing projects and new business opportunities 
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CFO, 
PharmaLab 

6 March 2020 

1h 11 min. 

Senior managers and front-line managers 

CEO, 
PharmaLab 

9 March 2020 

56 min. 

Short-term and incremental innovation 

 

Table 2: Interviews with CEO and CFO. 

Interviewee Date & Time Theme 

CMO, 
PharmaLab 

4 April 2016 

1h 01 min. 

Integrated care and solution space 

CMO, 
PharmaLab 

19 November 2019 

16 min. 

Augmented intelligence and artificial intelligence 

CMO, 
PharmaLab 

20 November 2019 

1h 05 min. 

Medical innovation and technological innovation 

Table 3: Interviews with CMO. 

Interviewee Date & Time Theme 

Former CLO, 
PharmaLab 

23 April 2020 

1h 29 min. 

Digitalizing R&D and R&D data and analytics 

Table 4: Interviews with former CLO. 

Interviewee Date & Time Theme 

Project Manager 
1, PharmaLab 

28 February 2020 

1h 5min. 

Spinout companies 

Project Manager 
2, PharmaLab 

2 October 2017 

1h 7min. 

Discovery, incubation, and acceleration framework 

Project Manager 
2, PharmaLab 

8 February 2018 

1h 1min. 

Reintegration 

Project Manager 
2, PharmaLab 

6 March 2018 

1h 27min. 

Problem hunting 

Project manager 
1, 

PharmaLab 

13 November 2019 

1h 22 min. 

Projects and teams 
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Project manager 
1, 

PharmaLab 

3 December 2019 

1h 05 min. 

Roles and responsibilities 

Project manager 
1, 

PharmaLab 

28 January 2020 

56 min. 

New technologies 

Project manager 
2, 

PharmaLab 

9 March 2020 

59 min. 

Alma’s Blog, Residents’ Learning and Trials&I 

Product Manager 
1, 

PharmaLab 

15 October 2019 

50 min. 

 

North stars, KPI meetings, area reviews and team goals 

Product Manager 
2, 

PharmaLab 

16 December 2019 

58 min. 

 

Business opportunities 

Process Manager, 
PharmaLab 

25 February 2020 

1h 10 min. 

Innovation process, ideation framework and ways of working 

Table 5: Interviews with middle and frontline managers. 

Archival material Date & Length Content 

Patient centricity – 
a new business 
model 

1 October 2013 

19 slides 

Business model innovation, value creation and value proposition 

Integrated Care 
MWB 
presentation 

3 March 2015 

29 slides 

Operationalization and communication of plan 

PharmaLab 4 April 2016 

21 slides 

Solution space, ways of working and MVP philosophy 

PharmaLab 
Strategy 

11 May 2017 

54 slides 

Innovation framework and innovation culture 

Strategy 
announcement 

22 November 2018 

70 slides 

Focus areas, project teams and governance 

Set-up 
presentation 

19 September 2019 

21 slides 

Disruptive innovation, wall of failures and spinouts  
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Team set-up and 
value prop details 

19 September 2019 

10 slides 

North stars, team goals and core KPIs  

Kick-off meeting 7 October 2019 

21 slides 

Corporate vision, market-driven research 

PharmaLab 2.0 – 
initial thoughts 

14 January 2020 

65 slides 

Short-term and incremental innovation 

PharmaLab 2.0 – 
problems overview 

25 February 2020 

31 slides 

2030 strategy 

Table 6: Archival material. 
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Appendix 2 
 

 

Table 1: Differential perceptions (Enabling transformation, 2015-2017). 

 

 

Table 2: Ambidexterity dynamics (Enabling transformation, 2015-2017). 
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Figure 1: Ambidexterity cycle (Enabling transformation, 2015-2017). 

 

 

Figure 2: Dynamic shifts (Enabling transformation, 2015-2017). 
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Table 3: Differential perceptions (Modelling business, 2015-2017). 

 

 

Table 4: Ambidexterity dynamics (Modelling business, 2015-2017). 
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Figure 3: Ambidexterity cycle (Modelling business, 2015-2017). 

 

 

Figure 4: Dynamic shifts (Modelling business, 2015-2017). 
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Table 5: Differential perceptions (Sharing dedication, 2016-2018). 

 

 

Table 6: Ambidexterity dynamics (Sharing dedication, 2016-2018). 
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Figure 5: Ambidexterity cycle (Sharing dedication, 2016-2018). 

 

 

Figure 6: Dynamic shifts (Sharing dedication, 2016-2018). 
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Table 7: Differential perceptions (Modelling business, 2017-2019). 

 

 

Table 8: Ambidexterity dynamics (Modelling business, 2017-2019). 

 



224 
 

 

Figure 7: Ambidexterity cycle (Modelling business, 2017-2019). 

 

 

Figure 8: Dynamic shifts (Modelling business, 2017-2019). 
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Table 9: Differential perceptions (Incorporating innovation, 2017-2019). 

 

 

Table 10: Ambidexterity dynamics (Incorporating innovation, 2017-2019). 
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Figure 9: Ambidexterity cycle (Incorporating innovation, 2017-2019). 

 

 

Figure 10: Dynamic shifts (Incorporating innovation, 2017-2019). 
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Table 11: Differential perceptions (Enabling transformation, 2018-2020). 

 

 

Table 12: Ambidexterity dynamics (Enabling transformation, 2018-2020). 
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Figure 11: Ambidexterity cycle (Enabling transformation, 2018-2020). 

 

 

Figure 12: Ambidexterity cycle (Enabling transformation, 2018-2020). 
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Table 13: Differential perceptions (Sharing dedication, 2018-2020). 

 

 

Table 14: Ambidexterity dynamics (Sharing dedication, 2018-2020). 
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Figure 13: Ambidexterity cycle (Sharing dedication, 2018-2020). 

 

 

Figure 14: Dynamic shifts (Sharing dedication, 2018-2020). 
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