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Abstract 
 
 
 
Introduction: Statistics show that a large number of companies struggle for their survival. 

About 20 % of the EU companies in all the different industries that were born in 2015 could 

not survive till 2016. More specifically, only less than half of the companies that were born in 

2011 are still active in 2016 (Eurostat, 2018). Moreover, corporate bankruptcies in Sweden 

increased by 20 % in the years 2017 to 2018 compared to 2016 (Tillvaxtanalys, 2019 ). 

Therefore, the main challenge for managers is to consolidate short-term and long-term 

thinking, encourage visions while remaining focused on execution within employees. 

 

Problem background: While the current literature acknowledges both the importance of 

organizational ambidexterity for companies’ survival, and the role played by managers to 

develop ambidexterity, research on how to achieve such ambidexterity is still narrow. 

Moreover, the influence of the different leadership styles on contextual ambidexterity and its 

effects on individuals have hardly been attended in the literature. 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this thesis is to develop an understanding on how leaders, through 

ambidextrous leadership styles, create a context that enables individuals to achieve contextual 

ambidexterity. More specifically, this master’s thesis aims to define a conceptual framework 

that shows the influence of the leadership styles on contextual ambidexterity 

 

Methodology: In order to answer our research question, a qualitative research was conducted 

with a deductive approach. Eight Interviews, four managers and four employees, were 

conducted in four project-based organizations within the software industry in Sweden. 

 

Findings: The key findings are that transformational leadership style was found to foster “trust 

and support” in social support, and “stretch” in performance management, while the 

transactional leadership style was only found in discipline in the organizational context. 

 

Conclusions: This study shows how developing adaptability in an organization requires 

managers to apply transformational leadership style to the social support dimensions of the 

organizational context. On the other hand, developing alignment in an organization requires 

managers to apply both transformation and transactional styles rather than merely transactional. 
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Mangers also need to balance the intensity of their leadership styles as both styles need to be 

emphasized equally well. 

 

Key words: Contextual ambidexterity, leadership styles, Project- based organizations, 

transactional leadership, transformational leadership. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Exploring new possibilities and exploiting current knowledge are significant for the success of 

companies (March, 1991). Exploration and Exploitation are also seen important for companies’ 

survival and growth (Rosenbusch et al., 2011, Zhang et al., 2019, Du and Chen, 2018). 

Exploration and Exploitation were first defined by March (1991); “Exploration includes things 

captured by terms such as search, variation, risk taking, experimentation, play, flexibility, 

discovery, innovation. Exploitation, on the other hand, includes things such as refinement, 

choice, production, efficiency, selection, implementation, execution”. The challenge is that 

these two activities are paradoxical (Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2010) and require different 

structures, processes, strategies and capabilities (Koryak et al., 2018). The same authors 

suggest that exploration learning can be obtained through processes of planned variation, 

experimentation, and play while exploitation learning can be obtained through refinement, 

reuse of existing routines as well as local search. Besides, exploration rely on organic 

structures, decentralization and autonomy while exploitation relies on mechanistic structures, 

centralization, and standardization (Benner and Tushman, 2003, Raisch and Birkinshaw, 

2008). Furthermore, the returns from the search for new knowledge and markets (exploration) 

take more time and the results are less certain results than the developing the already existing 

ones -exploitation- (March, 1991).The problem is that even though these two sets of activities 

compete for scarce resources, both of them are required for survival and growth (Andriopoulos 

and Lewis, 2009, Patel et al., 2013) and balancing between them is a key factor for companies’ 

success (Tushman and Oreilly, 1996). 

Companies that focus too much on explorative activities at the expanse of satisfying existing 

customers and today’s market become victims of the “failure trap” (Luo et al., 2018). For 

example, Ericsson’s Research and Development employed 30000 people in more than 100 

centers causing the organizational structure to bloat and loading it at a high cost. The crash in 

the telecom industry in 2000, damaged Ericsson harder than the others in the sector because 

they focused too much on exploring the new opportunities without paying enough attention to 

the short term activities that generate profits, and therefore, it cut off 60000 workers and had 

to close most of the technology centers in order to regain profits from its existing business 

(Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004). On the other hand, (Luo et al., 2018) argues that focusing too 

much on exploitative activities, such as fully utilizing current resources, staying too close to 

customers, and overemphasizing good results will blindside organizations to the changes in the 

industry, and consequentially will make them fall into the “success trap”. In the computer 
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industry, IBM dominated the mainframe market but lagged the advent of minicomputers for 

years. Digital Equipment missed the personal computer market even though it had controlled 

the minicomputer market. These companies failed because they invested heavily and 

successfully to retain their current customers but failed to make other investments that 

customers of the future will demand. In other words, they relied heavily on exploiting their 

current potentials and only focused on the short term (Bower and Christensen, 1995). 

 

As a result, Levinthal and March (1993) argue that firms should engage in “enough exploitation 

to ensure the organization’s current viability and engage in enough exploration to ensure its 

future viability”. Scientific papers define the ability of a company to manage both exploration 

and exploitation at the same time as Organizational Ambidexterity (Gupta et al., 2006, 

Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2010). Achieving organizational ambidexterity and having a balance 

between exploitation and exploration is very complicated as the extent to which this balance is 

reached, or how to achieve it, remains unclear (Birkinshaw and Gupta, 2013, Havermans et al., 

2015). 

 
Therefore, it can be understood that the main challenge for managers is to increase the 

alignment between strategy, structure, culture, and processes while simultaneously preparing 

and seizing for new opportunities (Tushman and Oreilly, 1996). In other words, business 

leaders need to consolidate short-term and long-term thinking, encourage visions while 

remaining focused on execution, and balance new growth activities and organizational contexts 

that are frequently inconsistent with those applied in the current businesses (Probst et al., 2011). 

 
Leaders can achieve this through three forms of ambidexterity : structural separation, temporal 

separation, and contextual (O'Reilly and Tushman, 2013). In all these forms, leaders play a 

crucial role (Siachou and Gkorezis, 2018) as they influence the two aspects of ambidexterity, 

exploration and exploitation (Luo et al., 2018, Dusya and Crossan, 2004). 

In the structural approach, organizations manage the balance between exploration and 

exploitation by forming dual structures, so that individual business units focus on 

alignment/exploitation, while others focus on adaptation/exploration (Raisch and Birkinshaw, 

2008). The problem with structural separation is that it might cause isolation, as many Research 

and Development groups got their ideas rejected due to their lack of connection with the core 

businesses (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004). Therefore, the primary challenge that this form of 

ambidexterity represents for top-level leaders is related to their capacity to integrate and 
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coordinate the knowledge acquired from both business units to allow the organization to 

explore and exploit (Eriksson, 2013). 

Temporal separation, on the other hand, refers to a system in which an entire unit shifts 

between long periods of alignment and short periods of adaptability (Gupta et al., 2006). 

Temporal ambidexterity enables the adaptability and alignment demands to be met within a 

single business unit, removing therefore a lot of the coordination costs, but they remain 

dependent on structural solutions that require managers to decide how best to divide work 

among groups and the periods to meet those demands (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). That 

is, leaders play a crucial role in facilitating the switching between exploitation and exploitation 

when achieving ambidexterity in a sequential manner (Wang and Rafiq, 2014). 

Contextual ambidexterity, is defined as “the behavioral capacity to simultaneously demonstrate 

alignment and adaptability across an entire business unit” (Malik et al., 2017). Since contextual 

ambidexterity allows individuals “to make choices between alignment-oriented and adaptation- 

oriented activities”(Siachou and Gkorezis, 2018), leaders are responsible of creating such a 

supportive context that enables people to take their own decisions about the time invested in 

both activities in their day-to-day work (Raisch et al., 2009). SMEs lack the slack resources 

needed for achieving structural separation (Patel et al., 2013). Besides, they have fewer 

hierarchical levels than large firms (Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008). Therefore, not only leaders 

in SMEs formulate their firm’s strategy, but also they participate in the day-to-day 

implementation of those strategies (Lubatkin et al., 2006). For these reasons, developing 

contextual ambidexterity is likely to suit small firms best or business-units within large firms 

(Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008) 

Many scientific studies suggest that the different leaders’ behaviors are positively related to 

ambidexterity (Lubatkin et al., 2006, Nemanich and Vera, 2009, Tushman and Oreilly, 1996). 

As argued by Bass (1999) there is a differnece between transformational and transactional 

leadership styles. While the former influences exploration behaviors, the latter, however, is 

more related to exploitation behaviors (Jansen et al., 2008). A leader, however, can perform 

both styles at the same time, at different magnitudes (Bass, 1999). It is believed that managers 

who possess a diverse set of leadership styles help companies to balance the pressure more 

effectively (Luo et al., 2018). In other words, leaders who engage in different leadership 

behaviours are more successful in encouraging innovation among their followers (Birkinshaw 

and Gibson, 2004, Zuraik and Kelly, 2019) 
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1.1 Problem discussion 
 
 
As previously discussed, companies need to focus on exploiting their current capabilities while 

simultaneously explore future opportunities in order to survive and increase their performance 

(O'Reilly and Tushman, 2011). Empirically speaking, statistics show that a large number of 

companies struggle for their survival. About 20 % of the EU companies in all the different 

industries that were born in 2015 could not survive till 2016. More specifically, only less than 

half of the companies that were born in 2011 are still active in 2016 (Eurostat, 2018 ). 

Moreover, corporate bankruptcies in Sweden increased by 20 % in the years 2017 to 2018 

compared to 2016 (Tillvaxt analys, 2019). Figure 1 depicts the survival rates of enterprises in 

Europe in the year 2016. 
 
 

 

Figure 1 One, three and five-year survival rates of enterprises, business economy, 2016 (%) Source: (Eurostat, 2018 ). 
 

 

The results of these statistics go hand in hand with the academic literature which indicates that 

achieving organizational ambidexterity and having a balance between exploitation and 

exploration is very complicated and remains unclear (Birkinshaw and Gupta, 2013, Havermans 
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et al., 2015). However, while ambidexterity can be achieved through different forms, structural, 

temporal, and contextual, the focus of this thesis will be on the contextual form of 

ambidexterity. In the following paragraphs we will address this specific type of ambidexterity 

form and its development in project-based organizations, as they offer insight into contextual 

ambidexterity in contemporary organizational forms. This is justified by the fact that projects 

are temporary organizational forms within the organization that are made to create a unique 

product or service indicating that they are explorative in nature (REF). At the same time, they 

are operated within limited resources and time constraints (REF), so efficiency considerations 

require applying repeated processes for punctual and low-cost completion, which depends on 

gradual and continuous improvements over time. Therefore, project leadership provides 

valuable insights for achieving contextual ambidexterity (Havermans et al., 2015, Turner et al., 

2016, Liu and Leitner, 2012) 

 

Scientific studies on the field of organizational ambidexterity agree that the organization’s 

context is a significant antecedent of organizational ambidexterity (Tiwana, 2008, Benner and 

Tushman, 2003). This is because the context of the organization changes both the 

organization’s process and the behaviors of the employees (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994). March 

(1991) also suggests that the fact that organizations gather knowledge in their norms, rules, and 

forms while individuals socialize in the beliefs of the organization, has implications for 

managing the trade-offs between exploration and exploitation. Therefore, for contextual 

ambidexterity to be achieved, leaders should establish a set of processes or systems that allow 

and inspire employees to be ambidextrous (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). 

Ghoshal and Bartlett (1994) defined the context as “the set of stimuli and pressures that 

motivate individuals to act in a certain way”. According to Birkinshaw and Gibson (2004), the 

systems, incentives and everyday actions, that are further strengthened through the behaviors 

and attitude of individuals within the organization, create the organizational context. In this 

regard, Ghoshal and Bartlett (1994) present four dimensions: stretch and discipline and support 

and trust. Alignment is developed by an organizational context that has both discipline and 

stretch while Adaptability is likely to result from practices that enhance support and trust 

within the organization (Patel et al., 2013). Therefore, these interdependent, complementary 

features are non-substitutable. That is more discipline cannot compensate for the lack of 

support, rather all of the four features most exist to achieve ambidexterity (Gibson and 

Birkinshaw, 2004). These authors express the need for companies to find the balance between 

trust and support (referred to as social support) and stretch and discipline (referred to as 
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performance management) due to their significant contribution to alignment and adaptability 

respectively. 

 

Contextual ambidexterity is not exclusively going to emerge from many practices, but instead 

from the unique human resources base of the company. That is by the flexibility in the 

allocation of time and attention of human resources regarding exploration and exploitation 

(Patel et al., 2013). 

Exploration and exploitation are based on different learning modes that demand different 

approaches, contexts and organizational mechanisms (Filippini et al., 2012). For both 

exploitative and explorative activities to coexist, (Benner and Tushman, 2003) recommend that 

ambidextrous organizations ought to provide a complex context that contains both tight 

cultures and procedures for exploitation of incremental innovation and, loose cultures and 

procedures for exploratory activity concerning to radical innovation. 

One example of creating contextual ambidexterity is when Toyota moved past General Motors 

and became the biggest automaker on the market. The company invested in human resources 

practices which increased worker motivation, ability, and adaptability (Adler et al., 

2009).Workers were able to execute routine tasks or activities as automobile assembly 

(exploitation) while they were expected to alter their tasks on a regular basis to perform more 

efficiently (exploration) (Koster and van Bree, 2018). These practices allowed Toyota to create 

a culture of mental security around the problems; and made a substantial commitment to 

employment stability (Adler et al., 2009). Consequently, Toyota demonstrated that its ability 

to both explore and exploit was due to the problem-solving ability of its employees within all 

levels of the company - "skeptically scrutinizing and improving routines; addressing gaps, large 

and small, between current practice and a desired future state; and internalizing a high 

aspirational level for individual and collective goals" (Adler et al., 2009). 

 

Studies focused on the relation between performance and ambidexterity at higher levels are 

way more than those that focused on ambidexterity at lower levels, such as individual, team 

and project (Junni et al., 2013, Liu and Leitner, 2012). The lack of research done in project- 

based organizations may have caused a shortage of studies that are focused on within a project 

(Sohani and Singh, 2017). Unfortunately, little empirical research has focused on how 

managers can instill ambidexterity as the link between management, collaboration and 

ambidexterity has not been fully investigated (Koster and van Bree, 2018). Moreover, many 

studies have recognized the benefits of contextual ambidexterity on performance (Cegarra- 
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Navarro et al., 2018, Havermans et al., 2015, Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009, Patel et al., 2013). 

However, this type of ambidexterity does not only require slack resources to allow exploration 

but also needs effective mechanisms to integrate exploration and exploitation (Wang and Rafiq, 

2014), so it is rare and costly to imitate (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). Therefore, its 

achievement represents a challenge and research on how to achieve such ambidexterity is still 

narrow (Havermans et al., 2015, Wang and Rafiq, 2014, Kusumastuti et al., 2015). 

 

While the role that leaders play in achieving ambidexterity has been crucial, and despite the 

fact that leaders who can perform different or competing roles according to the circumstances 

are seen as more effective, it is still unclear how managers develop a collaboration for an 

ambidextrous organization in an industry that is characterized by uncertainty and change such 

as high-tech where ambidexterity has a particular value (Patel et al., 2013). 

 

Recent investigations have related different leadership styles with organizational 

ambidexterity. Nevertheless, the influence of different leadership styles and behaviors on 

contextual ambidexterity and its effects on individual to pursuing it, have hardly been attended 

in the literature (Siachou and Gkorezis, 2018, Havermans et al., 2015). The challenge, 

therefore, to achieve contextual ambidexterity is for managers to enable individuals to deal 

with the tension between exploration and exploitation processes (Havermans et al., 2015). 

 

Thus, the purpose of this thesis is to develop an understanding on how leaders, through 

ambidextrous leadership styles, create a context that enables individuals to achieve contextual 

ambidexterity. More specifically, this master’s thesis aims to define a conceptual framework 

that shows the influence of the leadership styles on contextual ambidexterity. By doing this, 

this framework will help managers understand the relationship between their leadership styles 

and contextual ambidexterity. Thus, to fulfil the purpose of this master thesis we developed the 

following research question: 

 
How does leadership develop contextual ambidexterity in project – based organizations? 

 

To answer the research questions, a qualitative study is performed with participants from four 

project-based companies that share the same characteristics: they all work in the same industry, 

namely, software development; their size is less than 50 employees, and they are all based in 

Sweden. 
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The primary data was collected through two semi-structured interviews from each company; 

one with a project manager, and one with a software developer to validate the results. This has 

resulted in eight interviews in total. The results were summarized and compared with the 

existing literature in the ambidexterity and leadership fields and then they were presented as a 

conceptual framework. 

 

1.2 Thesis Layout 
 

In chapter two, the theoretical framework that this thesis was built upon is described. A 

literature review for the leadership and the ambidexterity fields was presented in order to 

provide a better understanding and build a foundation for the research. 

 

The third chapter is methodology. In this chapter, the methodological choices that were used 

in this thesis are presented. This chapter consists of sub-chapters such as research design, 

research method, participants, data collection, data analysis. And how the quality of the study 

has been ensured. 

 

In chapter four, the empirical findings from the companies’ interview were described. 
 
 
In the fifth chapter Conclusion, the main outcome of this thesis and the answer to research 

question were presented, as well as the practical and theoretical implications. 

 

Chapter six highlights the limitations and suggestions for future research. 
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2. Literature Review 
 
 
To answer the research question, two streams of literature were synthesized. The first pertains 

to the relevant research on leadership. The second, stream of literature pertains to the 

ambidexterity research in general and then with a specific focus on contextual ambidexterity. 

Finally, the theoretical framework is presented by combining the two streams together in order 

to get a better understanding about the topic in hand. 

 

2.1. Leadership 
 

This section deals with the definition of leadership and its different styles before explaining the 

relationship between these styles and exploration and exploitation, and therefore, 

ambidexterity. 

 

2.1.1. Definition of Leadership 
 

The focus of theories about leadership is around the idea that goals are realistically visualized 

and that managerial practices ought to be arranged to reach those objectives (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007). As defined by (Barnard, 1938), the role of leadership is to align individual predilections 

with reasonable organization targets. Academics defined leadership according to their personal 

perceptions and the characteristics that most interest them such occupation of an administrative 

position, influence, interaction patterns, behaviors, traits, and role relationships, and (Yukl, 

2013). House et al (1999) define leadership as “the ability of an individual to influence others, 

motivate them and facilitate their contribution to the effectiveness and success of the 

organization”. Hemphill and Coons (1975) define Leadership as “the behavior of an individual 

when he is directing the activities of a group toward a shared goal”. For Katz and Kahn (1978), 

leadership is “the influential increment over and above mechanical compliance with the routine 

directives of the organization”. Rauch and Behling (1984) describe Leadership as “the process 

of influencing the activities of an organized group toward goal achievement”. For Jacobs and 

Jaques (1990), leadership is “a process of giving purpose (meaningful direction) to collective 

effort and causing willing effort to be expended to achieve purpose”. According to (Burns, 

1978) “Leaders induce followers to act for certain goals that represent the values and the 

motivations – the wants and needs, the aspiration and expectations – of both leaders and 

followers”. Drath and Palus (1994), expound that “Leadership is the process of making  sense 
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of what people are doing together so that people will understand and be committed”. Escrig et 

al (2016), considers leadership as the non-forced action that motivates human to act in a specific 

manner. 

The dominant model in leadership theory centers its attention in the influence of leaders to 

others toward objectives within the hierarchical structures of the organization (Zaccaro and 

Klimoski, 2001). This paradigmatic model focuses on matters such as motivating the workforce 

in direction to task objectives, producing efficiently as well as effectively and stimulating them 

to align with  and  execute the  goals of the organization (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). 

Yukl, (2013) defines leadership as “an interaction between members of a group”. The same 

author argues that leaders influence other individuals more than other individuals' influence 

themselves, and through their actions they are agents of change. “Leadership occurs when one 

group member modifies the motivation or competencies of others in the group” (Bernard and 

Bass, 1990). Gibson et al (2012), state that the definition of leadership involves (1) The use of 

influence (2) The impact of being a change agent having the option to influence followers' 

conduct and performance and, (3) The emphasis on goal achievement. 

Despite the fact that there are numerous definitions of leadership, they generally reflect the 

assumptions that it includes a procedure through which intentional influence is applied over 

other individuals to guide, structure, and facilitate relationships and activities in a group or 

association (Yukl, 2013). An effective leader have to deal with not only individual, group, but 

also the goals of the organization (Gibson et al., 2012) while consider and perform various and 

contrary roles (Hooijberg, 1992). 

2.1.2. Leadership styles 
 

Transactional and transformational leadership are the two types of political leaders described 

by Burns (1978). Bass (1985), then applied Burn’s conceptualization to organizations and 

developed a new leadership model which identifies three leadership types transactional, 

transformational, and laissez-faire. 

 

Regarding Transactional leaders, both Vera and Crossan (2004), and Shrivastava (1983) 

suggest that these leaders are commonly related to mechanistic structures, closed cultures, and 

formal systems and procedures. The characteristics behaviors in this type of leadership are 

based on mutual benefits (Tung, 2016), exchange relationship (Burns, 1978) and contingent 

reward, whereby the leader gives recognition, compensates, or retains punishment from a 

subordinate who meet the role expectations (Baskarada et al., 2017). Thus, the relationship 
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between the employees and a leader and employees is transactional when (i.e. “if you give me 

that, I will give you this”) when the leader controls the rewards (Tung, 2016). 

 
According to Bass (1985) Transactional leaders have a tendency to avoid risk and focus on 

efficiency. It can be also described as those leaders that recognizes what their followers want 

to get from their work, sets up recompenses for them, responses to followers’ immediate self- 

interests and exchanges rewards. Offer their follower the material to accomplish the objectives 

(Tung, 2016) managing them through a system of rewards or punishments (Bass, 1999). The 

transactional leader also clarifies the structure and how to do things in a way that keep people 

dependent on him(Lowe et al., 1996). It can be deduced that leaders and followers not bound 

together in mutual pursuit of higher purpose (Hay, 2006). 

 
Transactional Leadership includes the following dimensions usually characterized as 

instrumental in followers' goal accomplishment (Bass, 1997): 

 
(1) Contingent reward in which the leader through direction or participation explains for the 

followers what the they need to do to be compensated (Bass, 1999). Such contingent rewards 

are a predominant behavior of transactional leadership and positively affect followers’ 

performance and satisfaction (Hunt and Schuler, 1976, Klimoski and Hayes, 1980). 

 
(2) Active management by exception in which leaders supervise the performance of the 

follower, look for mistakes and take corrective actions if the follower neglects to fulfill 

guidelines, enforcing rules to avoid such mistakes (Bass, 1999, Yukl, 2013). 

 
(3) Passive management by exception in which leaders do not take corrective actions until 

the problems have arisen (Bass, 1997). The use of corrective actions is the response to 

deviations from acceptable performance standards (Yukl, 2013). Intervening only if standards 

are not met (Tung, 2016). 

 
On the other hand, Transformational leaders support “open cultures, organic structures, 

adaptable systems and flexible procedures” (Baskarada et al., 2017). Therefore, boost risk- 

taking, experimentation, creativeness, and change (Berson et al., 2006, Mittal and Dhar, 2015). 

Transformation leadership embraces a balanced attitude, whereby leaders encourage 

subordinates to solve difficult matters while simultaneously developing followers so they are 

progressively able to address future complications (Bass et al., 2003, Burke et al., 2006). 
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Transformational leaders transform the ambitions and values of their subordinates, to 

accommodate the organization’s goals and mission. Therefore, the followers do not expect 

they will be rewarded when doing a task; they, however, do it because it is consistent with their 

values (MacKenzie et al., 2001, Bass et al., 2003). In a complementary way, (Bass et al., 2003) 

explains that it can be understood that building the collective confidence requires 

transformational leadership, and unlike transactional leadership, transformational leadership 

fosters employee empowerment and trust, rather than employee dependence (Lowe et al., 

1996). 

 
As per the characteristics of transformational leaders according to Bass (1985), a leader 

moves the follower beyond immediate self-interest through the following aspects (Bass, 1999): 

 
(1) Inspirational motivation behavior which foresees a wanted future, communicates how it 

can be reached, sets high standards of performance, a guide to be followed, and demonstrate 

conviction and determination (Bass and Avolio, 1990) concerning change in individuals and 

context (Burke et al., 2006, Bass, 1985). 

 
(2) Idealized influence (charisma) – “Leaders display conviction; emphasize trust; take stands 

on difficult issues; present their most important values; and emphasize the importance of 

purpose, commitment, and the ethical consequences of decisions” (Bass, 1997). Followers 

want to identify with such leadership “which generate pride, loyalty, confidence, and alignment 

around a shared purpose” (Bass, 1999). Thus, employees in the organization identify 

themselves with the shared vision and see the goals as their own (Zheng et al., 2017). 

 
(3) Intellectual stimulation – “ leaders question old assumptions, tradtion and beliefs”; Such 

behavior is displayed when the leader assist subordinates to view problems from a new and 

different perspective and help them to become more innovative and creative (Bass, 1997, Ojha 

et al., 2018). Such innovative behaviors are likely to be important under conditions of 

uncertainty (Ojha et al., 2018, Pieterse et al., 2010 ). 

 
(4) Individualized consideration, leaders considering the needs of the followers and their 

development, advice, teach and coach, that is leaders delegating assignments as opportunities 

for growth (Bass, 1997). 
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Such characteristics of the transformational style increase the concerns for followers’ 

achievement and self – realization, consequently the well-being of others, the organization, and 

society (Bass, 1999). 

 
The more recent version of the theory likewise incorporates laissez‐faire leadership figure, 

which is characterized by leaders that ignore problems and the needs of the subordinates (Rao- 

Nicholson et al., 2016). “Laissez-faire is best described as the lack of effective leadership” 

(Yukl, 2013), as they evade responsibilities and avoid expressing their views on essential issues 

(Bass, 1997). 

 
2.2. Organizational ambidexterity 

 
 
Ambidexterity in the Cambridge dictionary means “the ability to use both hands equally well” 

(Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). In the management literature, the term ambidexterity was first 

coined by (Duncan, 1976). Ambidexterity indicates the organization’s capability to be 

“aligned" and competent in managing the current business demands while simultaneously 

“adapt” to changes in the environment (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Koryak et al., 2018). In 

other words, organizational ambidexterity refers to the ability to pursue both exploitation and 

exploration (Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2010). It is assumed that both exploration and 

exploitation are important for companies’ survival and growth (Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009, 

March, 1991, Patel et al., 2013). Therefore, it is understood that firms should “engage in enough 

exploitation to ensure the organization’s current viability and engage in enough exploration to 

ensure its future viability” (Levinthal and March, 1993). Therefore, therefore a key factor for 

companies’ success is to have a balance between adaptability/exploration and 

alignment/exploitation capabilities (Tushman and Oreilly, 1996, Raisch and Birkinshaw, 

2008). 

 

According to March (1991), who introduced the concepts of exploration and exploitation, 

exploration is about search, flexibility, variation, risk taking, , discovery, and innovation, while 

exploitation is related to improvement, choice, efficiency, production, selection, operation, and 

execution. "The essence of exploitation is the refinement and extension of existing 

competencies, technologies, and paradigms while the essence of exploration is experimentation 

with new alternatives" (Gupta et al., 2006). Those activities are different and, therefore, require 

different  contexts,  structure,  strategies,  processes  and  capabilities  (Benner  and Tushman, 



22  

2003). For example, Exploration is related to decentralization, autonomy and improvisation 

while exploitation is associated with mechanistic structure, path dependence and 

establishments of routines (Benner and Tushman, 2003). Moreover, these two activities come 

from different learning capabilities as “exploitation refers to learning gained via local search, 

experiential refinement, and selection and reuse of existing routines. Exploration refers to 

learning gained through processes of concerted variation, planned experimentation, and play” 

(Koryak et al., 2018). The returns from searching for new ideas, penetrating new markets, or 

creating new relations (exploration) have less certain outcomes, are more distant from the locus 

of action and adaption, and require longer time horizons that the returns of developing the 

already existing ones (March, 1991). Table 1 summarizes the differences between exploration 

and exploitation. 
 
 
 

 Exploitation Exploration 

Outcome Improvements in existing 

products, markets, or 

relations 

New products, markets, or 

relations 

Learning capabilities Builds 

knowledge 

on existing New knowledge 

departure of existing one 

and 

Requirements Refinement, efficiency, 

production, and execution 

Search, play, flexibility, 

variation, and risk taking 

Time horizon Short term Long term 
Table 1 Differences between Exploitation vs Exploration. Source: (March, 1991). 

 

 
 

It can be understood that the speed with which the existing skills are improved, is reduced by 

exploring new alternatives, and at the same time, enhancements in current competences make 

experimentation with others less appealing (March, 1991). In contrast, investing more in 

exploratory activities positively influences the company’s exploration capabilities as it 

improves the flow of new information and the internal development (Koryak et al., 2018). 

Additionally, Raisch and Birkinshaw (2008) suggest that both activities are self-reinforcing, 

that is exploitation frequently prompts early success, which in turn encourages additional 

exploitation , hindering the firm from responding to environmental change, and creating what 

is called a "success trap”. For example, Nokia fits perfectly in this situation as it was producing 

efficiently but could not observe the changing phone design (Vahlne and Jonsson, 2017)- 
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creating an inability to simultaneously develop products for the short term and for the future- 

which led to the decline of the firm (Du and Chen, 2018). In contrast, exploration enhances the 

ability to renew the knowledge but it often ends up with failures, which induce the firm to 

search for even newer ideas and thus more exploration and unrewarding change causing what 

is called “failure trap” (Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008). SAAB can be seen as an example of the 

failure trap as it focused on technology advancement and worried too little about effectiveness 

(Vahlne and Jonsson, 2017). 

 

The problem is that both exploration and exploitation compete for scarce resources (Gupta et 

al., 2006, Jansen et al., 2005, Duncan, 1976). Therefore, the more the resources are dedicated 

for exploitation, the less are left for exploration, and vice versa (Zhang et al., 2019). This 

creates a tension when trying to combine exploration and exploitation (Simsek, 2009, 

Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009) This is in line with (Levinthal and March, 1993) as they state, 

“an organization that engages exclusively in exploration will ordinarily suffer from the fact 

that it never gains the returns of its knowledge”…”an organization that engages exclusively in 

exploitation will ordinarily suffer from obsolescence”. As a result, a balance for resource 

allocation between exploitation and exploration is needed (Du and Chen, 2018) as these 

interdependent processes requeried to be combined to generate synergistic outcomes (Raisch 

and Birkinshaw, 2008). In other words, in order to effectively exploit short term strengths and 

act in the existing business environment, while simultaneously increasing the capacity to adapt 

to change and explore new strengths, organizations need to balance between exploitation and 

exploration, that is they should be ambidextrous (Vahlne and Jonsson, 2017, Raisch and 

Birkinshaw, 2008). The appropriate balance, however, is hard to be specified (Simsek, 2009, 

Levinthal and March, 1993). To prevent firms from developing a one-sided focus and to 

achieve the balance between exploration and exploitation, strategies, supportive structures and 

contexts should be created (Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009). 

 
 
 
 

2.2.1. Organizational Ambidexterity and Performance 
 
 
Porter (2008) argues the simultaneous pursuit of low cost and differentiation strategy will result 

in the company being not good at neither of them and will end up then “stuck in the middle. 
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Therefore, firms must pursue either differentiation or low-cost strategy. Conversely, March 

(1991) and Tushman and Oreilly (1996) argue that a balance between exploration and 

exploitation is necessary for firm’s survival . Moreover, it can be understood from the previous 

section that being ambidextrous or achieving a balance between exploration and exploitation 

leads to superior performance outcomes. Therefore, a large number of empirical studies that 

assess the relationship between ambidexterity and performance was conducted (O'Reilly and 

Tushman, 2013). These studies varied enormously regarding the study design, industry 

conducted, level of analysis, and performance measures (Junni et al., 2013). Performance 

measures, for example included both objective and perceptual measures. The objective 

performance measures focused on growth and profitability while perceptual measures varied 

based on whether the company’s performance was perceived as absolute or relative, compared 

with that of competitors. These researches show that ambidextrous firms outperform firms with 

a single-sided approach (ibid). 

For example, Tushman and Oreilly (1996) argue that the firms that pursue explorative and 

exploitative practices concurrently accomplish better performance compared to firms focusing 

on one to the detriment of the other. Adler et al (1999) were one of the pioneers to prove 

empirically the positive influence of organizational ambidexterity on performance in Toyota’s 

product development and production processes. He and Wong (2004) tested the ambidexterity 

hypothesis in the firm level context in study on 206 manufacturing firms, the findings suggest 

that the interaction between exploration and exploitation clearly enhances sales growth while 

imbalances between them are negatively associated to sales growth. In a study from 4195 

individuals from 41 business units, which is regarded as the first ambidexterity research in a 

business-unit level, Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) found strong indication that a business 

unit’s ability to be aligned and adaptable was substantially connected to its performance. 

Revilla et al (2007) tested ambidexterity at the product development level in 80 companies and 

their empirical study presented a strong evidence that ambidexterity is positively related to 

performance (new product development). Lubatkin et al. (2006), assessed organizational 

ambidexterity in 139 SMEs and found that the firm’s performance is positively correlated with 

the concurrent pursuit of exploration and exploitation. In their studies on multinational 

enterprises, Han and Celly (2008) suggested that international new ventures that has the 

capability to simultaneously pursue paradoxical strategies achieve greater growth and profit 

over those that lack such capability. Finally, Rosing and Zacher (2017), studied individual- 

level ambidexterity, and suggested that ambidexterity is important for the company’s 

performance at both organizational and individual levels. Table 2 summarizes some of the 
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aforementioned studies where organizational ambidexterity seemed to positively influence 

performance. 
 
 

Author Publication 

Year 

Level 

Analysis 

of Measurement of 

Performance 

Key findings 

He 

wong 

and 2004 firm level Sales Growth “The interaction between 

explorative and exploitative 

innovation strategies is 

positively related to sales 

growth Rate, and the relative 

imbalance between 

explorative and exploitative 

innovation strategies is 

negatively related to sales 

growth rate”. 

Gibson and 

Birkinshaw 

2004 Business-unit 

level 

Perceptual 

Performance 

“That a business unit’s 

capacity to simultaneously 

achieve alignment and 

adaptability was 

significantly related to its 

performance. contextual 

ambidexterity is positively 

correlated with 

performance”. 

Lubatkin 2006 Small 

medium 

enterprise 

(SME) 

and Perceptual 

performance 

compared with 

competitors 

“No other group, including 

the board of directors, has as 

great a potential for affecting 

the form and fate of an 

organization as the small 

group of senior executives 

residing at the apex of the 

organization”. 
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Revilla et 

all 

2007 Product 

development 

projects 

Perceptual: Team 

work, Market 

Performance 

“Ambidexterity mediates the 

relationship between the 

information technology that 

encourages exploration and 

exploitation and subsequent 

performance in product 

development”. 

Han and 

Celly 

2008 Multinational 

enterprises 

Profit 

Growth 

“International New Ventures 

(INVs) that are capable of 

pursuing and implementing 

paradoxical strategies 

achieve superior 

performance over those 

lacking such capability”. 

Cao et al 2009 Small and 

medium 

enterprises 

(SME) 

Growth, 

operational 

efficiency, cash 

flow from market 

operations,  and 

market reputation 

“High levels of both Balance 

Dimension of Ambidexterity 

(BD) and Combined 

Dimension of Ambidexterity 

(CD) synergistically lead to 

better firm performance”. 

Rosing and 

Zacher 

2017 Individual 

level 

Perceptual “Individuals showed high 

innovative performance 

when, first, they engaged in 

high levels of exploration 

and exploitation  and, 

second, when exploration 

and exploitation were at 

about the same level”. 
Table 2 Some studies where organizational ambidexterity had positive relationship with performance. Source: (He and Wong, 
2004, Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Lubatkin et al., 2006, Revilla et al., 2007, Han and Celly, 2008, Cao et al., 2009, Tuan, 
2017). 

 
 
 

On the other hand, “several studies report no effects for ambidexterity on performance” (Ebben 

and  Johnson  (2005).  In  their  study,  Ebben  and  Johnson  (2005)  tested  the ambidexterity 
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hypothesis in two samples of 200 and 144 small companies, and found out that the firms that 

combined efficiency with flexibility significantly underperformed while there was no 

noticeable differences in performance between firms pursuing only efficiency or those pursuing 

only flexibility strategies. Similarly, (Venkatraman et al.) tested the relation between 

ambidexterity and performance by collecting data from 1005 software firms, and they did not 

find empirical evidence that links ambidexterity with performance. Finally, Vrontis et al (2017) 

found no significant impact for organizational ambidexterity in knowledge-intensive firms on 

firm performance. 

Overall, it can be understood that organizational ambidexterity and performance are positively 

and significantly related, but the results suggest a strong presence of moderators (Junni et al., 

2013). 

Many researchers argued that the dynamism and competitiveness of environment is an 

important moderator for organizational ambidexterity (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Lubatkin 

et al., 2006). Competitiveness is attributed to the “intense competition in the market in which 

firms operate” while dynamic environments refer to “high-velocity changes in technological 

conditions, irregularity in the behavior of customers, and turbulence in markets conditions” 

(Chang et al., 2011). Jansen et al (2005) suggest that it is more likely for firms to be 

ambidextrous in an environment that is characterized with high uncertainty, rapid change, and 

intensive competitiveness. Moreover, as competition becomes more intense and the 

environmental change becomes more rapid, firms face increasing tensions between exploiting 

existing capabilities and exploring new ones (Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008). Conversely, 

companies operating in less uncertain industries with more stable demand characteristics and 

longer product life cycles may find High – performance Works Systems (HPWS) and 

ambidexterity to be unnecessary for their operations (Patel et al., 2013). 

Another moderator for the ambidexterity-performance link is Resource endowment. many 

studies suggest that the differences in resources may play as a moderator between 

ambidexterity and its effect on performance (Venkatraman et al., Raisch and Birkinshaw, 

2008). Rich firms possess the sufficient resources to explore and exploit at the same time, while 

firms possessing less resources might not be capable of pursuing such a complex strategy 

(O'Reilly and Tushman, 2013). In the same vein, Lubatkin et al (2006) state that small firms 

“lack the amount of slack resources and the kind of hierarchical administration systems that 

can help or impede larger firms in managing their contradictory knowledge processes and, thus, 

affect the attainment of ambidexterity”. Since the pursuit of both exploitative and exploratory 
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innovations reduces the firm’s slack (Jansen et al., 2005), the availability of sufficient resources 

may be necessary to achieve organizational ambidexterity (Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008). 

 

To summarize, in environments that are characterized by uncertainty, intensive competition 

and rapid changes, organizational ambidexterity seems to have a positive influence on 

innovation, financial aspects, and survival. 

 
 
 

2.2.2. Forms of Organization Ambidexterity 
 
 

2.2.2.1. Structural ambidexterity 
 
 
Structural ambidexterity denotes to an organizational design where exploration and 

exploitation activities are separated by different business units or groups for each activity to 

manage the tensions between them (Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009, Eriksson, 2013). This 

division of business units allows them to create a suitable context where the unites can exploit 

or explore (Raisch et al., 2009) as these units have different competences, processes, 

incentives, and cultures (Benner and Tushman, 2003). To explain more, Simsek (2009) 

suggests that “upstream units, such as production, are responsible for exploitation, while 

downstream units, such as marketing and sales, are responsible for exploration”(Simsek, 2009). 

This separation helps organizations to maintain different competencies that address 

inconsistent demands (Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008). However, since individuals in this 

structure normally focus either on exploration or exploitation, depending on the unit in which 

they work, they do not consider themselves as ambidextrous (Raisch et al., 2009). Exploitation 

units are larger, more centralized, and with tight processes while exploration units are smaller, 

more decentralized and flexible (Benner and Tushman, 2003, Tushman and Oreilly, 1996). 

However, the knowledge gained from both units need to be integrated in order to get the 

maximum benefits for the organization (Eriksson, 2013). Therefore, the main challenge for 

managers in this form of ambidexterity is the coordination and integration of exploration and 

exploitative activities at senior management level and shared corporate culture (Lubatkin et al., 

2006). Another problem for using this form is that it is costly to be achieved, especially in small 

organizations (Liu and Leitner, 2012). 
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2.2.2.2. Sequential Ambidexterity 

Refers to handling exploitation and exploration in the same unit, but at different times 

(Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009). That is temporal shifting between long periods of exploitation 

and short bursts of exploration” (Gupta et al., 2006) According to this view firms are changing 

from exploitation during external stability and move into exploration when times are more 

turbulent (Vahlne and Jonsson, 2017). This form is based on the idea that the rate of change in 

the environment allows the firm to decide organization alignment sequentially (O'Reilly and 

Tushman, 2008). Therefore, it is good in stable environments because in fast-changing 

conditions, companies should be prepared to quickly respond to any changes (Eriksson, 2013). 

The key challenge for this form lies on the managers’ shoulders to manage conflicts and to 

develop the mechanisms that ease the switch between exploitation and exploitation (Wang and 

Rafiq, 2014). 

 

2.2.2.3. Contextual Ambidexterity 
 
 
Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) defined contextual ambidexterity as “the behavioral capacity to 

simultaneously demonstrate alignment and adaptability across an entire business unit” and 

consider ambidexterity as the product of alignment and adaptability. Alignment refers to “the 

capability to develop a sense of how value is being created in the short term and how activities 

should be coordinated to deliver value”, while adaptability, on the other hand, is the ability to 

adjust to rapid changes in the environment and move quickly toward new opportunities (Patel 

et al., 2013). It can be understood that alignment is related to the capability to seek coherence 

among organizational activities and adaptability is related to the organization’s capability to 

reconfigure in order to meet changing demands (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004). For Pellegrine, 

…, in other words, alignment is the coherence of activities directed to the same goal (i.e. 

exploitation) as it facilitates the exploitation of existing routines and direct it toward the 

organization’s goal, whereas adaptability is the capacity of the organization to reconfigure 

activities to quickly meet changing needs (i.e. exploration) as it enables individuals in the 

organization to explore new knowledge that leads to renewing the routine that already exist. 

 

It is believed that alignment is aimed toward short-term performance enhancements, while 

adaptability targets long-term performance enhancements (Malik et al., 2017). Andriopoulos 

and Lewis (2010) explain that if an organization engages in alignment excluding adaptability 

or the other way around, problems are possibly going to emerge and performance is likely   to 
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deteriorate. Conversely, the same authors argue that organizations that can deal with these 

tensions are expected to succeed (Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2010). 

 

This form of ambidexterity is based on the belief that managing the tensions between alignment 

and adaptability is rooted in the ability of the individual to be ambidextrous rather than at the 

firm level (Raisch et al., 2009). Therefore, there are big differences between this form and the 

structural separation (O'Reilly and Tushman, 2013), because in the latter leaders tend to create 

dual structure arrangements while in the former, it is achieved by creating a supportive context 

that allows individuals to make their own decisions about dividing their time for the tensions 

of adaptability and alignment (Raisch et al., 2009). This is in line with (Vahlne and Jonsson, 

2017) as they suggest that in contextual ambidexterity every individual in the organization can 

switch between the demands of exploration and exploitation. Consequently, contextual 

ambidexterity is something that should exist in all individuals rather than only incorporated 

into the structure of a few at the top-management level (Raisch et al., 2009). In other words, 

organizations should establish practices to improve resource flexibility in their employee base 

to grant these employees the motivation and discretion to divide their efforts between 

explorative and exploitative activities (Ahammad et al., 2015). 

 

An example of contextual ambidexterity is the description of how Toyota’s production 

operates. Adler et al. (1999) explain that workers perform both routine tasks like automobile 

assembly (exploitation) while at the same time they are also expected to change their jobs 

continuously to become more efficient (exploration). In such cases, the culture and the 

management system supports employees to pursue both exploration and exploitation (O'Reilly 

and Tushman, 2013). This is confirmed by Adler et al. (1999) who found that trust in the 

relationship with management and training for workers is important to achieve ambidexterity. 

 

2.2.3. Contextual ambidexterity and performance 
 
 
Critics of the contextual ambidexterity argue that individuals in this form depend on the same 

capabilities, values and experience which makes exploring different knowledge difficult 

(Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009). So, critics suggest that contextual ambidexterity is 

constrained when pursuing the contradictory tasks (Raisch et al., 2009). However, many studies 

confirm the positive relationship between contextual ambidexterity and performance. For 
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example, supportive managers and a common culture were found significant to be become 

ambidextrous (Tushman and Oreilly, 1996). Lee et al (2006) found that even though discipline 

and rigor may hinder agility and flexibility, in small software development projects, without 

them the development becomes chaotic. In addition, Cooke and Saini (2010) suggest that 

offering extensive employees training and involvement, setting high autonomy and flexibility 

standards, and offering performance rewards and recognition lead to enhanced employee 

productivity and creativity which leads in return to enhanced organizational performance. In 

their study on 198 Spanish firms Prieto and Pilar Pérez Santana (2012) suggest that social 

climates are positively related to organizational ambidexterity and that high-involvement 

practices facilitate the creation of such climates. Similarly, Patel et al. (2013) found in their 

study of 215 high-tech SMEs that paying attention to practices such as training, rewarding 

employees has a positive influence on both alignment and adaptability, and therefore, 

ambidexterity (Patel et al., 2013). Finally, there was a positive relationship between contextual 

ambidexterity and new product innovation outcomes in the study on 150 UK and 242 Chinese 

high-tech firms (Wang and Rafiq, 2014). 

 

To conclude, in spite of these benefits, the achievement of contextual ambidexterity represent 

a challenge because it does not only require slack resources to allow exploration but also needs 

effective mechanisms to integrate exploration and exploitation (Wang and Rafiq, 2014). In 

addition it is “complex, casually ambiguous, widely dispersed, and time-consuming to 

develop", so from a resource-based perspective it can be perceived as a valuable, rare and costly 

to imitate resource, which therefore, can be considered as an important source of competitive 

advantage (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) Table 3 depicts the main differences between 

structural and contextual ambidexterity. 
 
 
 
 

Ambidexterity Structural Contextual 

How is it achieved “Alignment-focused and 

adaptability-focused 

activities are done in separate 

units or teams”. 

“Individual employees 

divide their time between 

alignment- and adaptability- 

focused activities”. 
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Where are the decisions 

made about the split between 

alignment and adaptability 

“At top of the organization”. “On the front line- by sales 

person, plant supervisors, 

office workers”. 

Role of top management “Define the structure make 

the trade-offs between 

alignment and adaptability”. 

“Develop organizational 

context in which individuals 

act”. 

Nature of roles “Relatively clearly defined”. “Relatively flexible”. 

Skills of employees “More specialists”. “More generalists”. 
Table 3 The generic differences between structural and contextual ambidexterity. Source: (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004). 

 
 

 

2.2.4. Contextual ambidexterity and Organizational Context 
 
 
March (1991) suggests that organizations store and accumulate knowledge in their processes, 

rules, norms, and forms over time, and individuals inside the organization socialize in the 

beliefs of the organization. The same author suggests that this “has implications for managing 

the trade-offs between exploration and exploitation”. This is in line with (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 

1995) who also suggested that the context of the organization changes both the organization’s 

processes and the behaviors of the employees. Therefore, in order for contextual ambidexterity 

to be achieved, leaders should establish a set of processes or systems that allow and encourage 

individuals to be ambidextrous (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). Organizational context is 

defined as the “the largely invisible set of stimuli and pressures that can shape individual and 

collective behaviors toward ambidexterity” (Lin and McDonough Iii, 2011). In their framework 

for organizational effectiveness, (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) identified four attributes that, 

together, form the organizational context: Discipline, Stretch, Support, and Trust. 

Organizational contexts that are characterized by these four elements facilitate the achievement 

of contextual ambidexterity (Wang and Rafiq, 2014): 

1. Discipline is a characteristic that makes employees voluntarily “strive to meet all 

expectations generated by their explicit or implicit commitments” (Gibson and 

Birkinshaw, 2004). Discipline exists within an organization when individuals 

understand their work responsibilities and what is expected from them. Therefore, 

leaders should ensure that they set clear standards and clearly explain the assigned 

tasks, priorities, and objectives. By doing this, meetings can be more open and honest 

and collaboration becomes easier (Koster and van Bree, 2018, Patel et al., 2013, Yukl, 



33  

2012). Moreover, increasing the frequency of feedback and delivering regular feedback 

to employees will strengthen the desired behaviors as it provides managers with the 

ability to communicate expectations to the members and enhances the member’s feeling 

of competence (Ahammad et al., 2015). Finally, having a consistent application of 

sanctions and rewards where individuals are fairly compensated based on previously 

identified compensable factors leads to the existence of discipline in an organization 

(Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994). The aforementioned practices assist to produce a context 

that supports alignment with the existing opportunities (Patel et al., 2013). 

2. Stretch refers to an “organizational context in which members voluntarily and actively 

push their own standards” (Ahammad et al., 2015). Ghoshal and Bartlett (1994) suggest 

that a shared ambition throughout the organization will contribute to stretch as a shared 

vision and a common understanding of risk lead to cooperation among individuals 

(Baskarada et al., 2016) . This is in line with (Patel et al., 2013) who suggest that raising 

the bar for employees’ performance facilitate the creation of stretch. Consequently, 

leaders can build stretch within their organization by creating a highly intellectually 

stimulating environment in order to develop team attitudes and motivation that are 

directed towards a common goal (Ojha et al., 2018). It should be mentioned though that 

ambitious visions come always with risks, and pursuing ambitious goals on a regular 

basis is a main cause for performance declines in the organizations (Yukl, 2012). 

Moreover, having a clear picture of how an employee’s work contributes to the success 

of the company provides a personal involvement and meaning to the individual’s work. 

This is in turn creates stretch (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994). Having a collective identity 

within the organization also leads to stretch (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). Finally, 

offering financial incentives when employees exceed goals and targets, facilitate build 

stretch (Patel et al., 2013). 

3. Trust is a characteristic that “induces members to rely on the commitments of each 

other” (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). Trust leads to strong relationships and cohesion 

among individuals (Gulati and Singh, 1998). Therefore, it has a positive influence on 

both communication and information shared within teams communication (Smith and 

Barclay, 1997). Ghoshal and Bartlett (1994) suggest that trust exists when the decision 

making process is fair as decisions should be based on objective data of benchmarked 

performance rather than individual deals (Koster and van Bree, 2018). In addition, trust 

can be built through individuals’ involvement in decisions as such behavior lead to 

enhanced commitment and engagement which, in turn, improves employee 
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productivity and creativity (Cooke and Saini, 2010, Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). 

Staffing positions with people who possess the required competences influence the 

existence of trust (Patel et al., 2013, Ahammad et al., 2015). Leaders should regularly 

encourage and demonstrate risk comfort (Yukl, 2012) because employees are more 

likely to take risks when they feel empowered by their leaders and they will be 

motivated to try new approaches (Patel et al., 2013). Finally, argued by Yue et al., 

(2019), there is a positive relation between transformational leadership and transparent 

communication with employee organizational trust, likewise , encourage employee 

openness to change. 

4. Support is characteristic that induces members “to lend assistance and countenance to 

others” (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). Ghoshal and Bartlett (1994) suggest that giving 

employees autonomy helps create a supportive context. This is because task autonomy 

is related to lack of instructions. Therefore, autonomous individuals who have the 

authority to do their job in their own way might seek for more efficient solutions to 

perform this task, and knowledge sharing with other employees is one way to fill this 

gap (Cabrera et al., 2006). Therefore, decentralized firms that empower individuals at 

the lower levels to make decisions generate more innovative and creative solutions than 

firms with less decentralized levels (Patel et al., 2013). The same authors also suggest 

that support can be enhanced by giving the employees access to resources and/or 

sharing of knowledge with employees outside the project seem to be very important 

(Koster and van Bree, 2018). Finally, the organizational context of support can also be 

generated through top management transformational leadership behaviors, particularly 

the dimension of individualized support. Individualized support refers to how leaders 

empathize with their employees by respecting and considering their personal feelings, 

and such behaviors help create support in the context (Ojha et al., 2018). 

 

Leaders need to nurture discipline and stretch to inspire employees to pursue ambitious goals, 

while at the same time, they need to offer support and trust to make sure that this happens in a 

cooperative environment (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994). The combination of stretch and 

discipline represents how a company motivates its employee to voluntarily push for more 

ambitious goals and results and it is called, Performance Management while the combination 

of support and trust, which is defined as Social Support, makes sure that employee reach these 

goals inside a cooperative work environment where employees are encouraged to provide 
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assistance, support and trust in the commitments of their co-workers (Simsek, 2009, 

Kusumastuti et al., 2015). 

 

Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) suggest that when there is strong presence of both performance 

management and social support, a High Performance Organizational Context is created, in 

which individuals engage in both exploration and exploitation activities and that leads to 

contextual ambidexterity. However, these authors argue that the four aforementioned, 

interdependent, complementary features (discipline, stretch, trust, and support) are non- 

substitutable. That is more discipline cannot compensate for the lack of support, rather all of 

the four features most exist to achieve ambidexterity. 

 

Too much emphasis on performance management will create a Burnout Context in which 

employees perform well only for a limited time while too much emphasis on the social context 

creates a Country Club Context in which employees enjoy the environment but do not live up 

for their potentials (Kusumastuti et al., 2015). 

 

It should be mentioned that alignment results through an organizational context that has 

practices that enhance performance management while adaptability is likely to result from 

practices that enhance social support (Patel et al., 2013, Koster and van Bree, 2018). Figure 2 

shows the organization context and the relation between performance management and social 

support (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004). 
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Figure 2 Organizational Context. Source: (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004). 
 
 

 

2.3. Leadership and organizational ambidexterity 
 
 
Many researchers have recognized that the role played by leadership is undeniably relevant for 

the survival and the development of an ambidextrous organization e.g., (Smith and Tushman, 

2005, Tushman and Oreilly, 1996, Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Rao-Nicholson et al., 2016). 

The need for organizations to find the right balance between exploitation and exploration (Ojha 

et al., 2018, Levinthal and March, 1993) when pursuing ambidexterity represent a challenge 

for senior and team members (Jansen et al., 2016). As the combination of both exploitation and 

exploration activities involve contradictory knowledge process, and conflicting goals (Jansen 

et al., 2008, Jansen et al., 2016); Engage different managerial behaviors and procedures 

(Lubatkin et al., 2006), and different leadership styles (Leonard-Barton, 1992). Leaders tend 

to choose among those two contradictory activities when allocating scarce resources, efforts 

and time (March, 1991). Thus, Ambidexterity requires that leaders possess a set of behavioral, 

coordination, and information processing skills ((Lubatkin et al., 2006, Raisch and Birkinshaw, 

2008). 
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Exploitation principally includes “learning from a top-down process”, where senior managers 

attempt to regulate those behaviors and habits that are most appropriate to build on current 

competences. On the other hand, Exploration includes “a bottom-up learning process” where 

senior managers are convinced to desert their old practices and commit in developing new 

innovative capabilities (Wooldridge and Floyd, 1989, Abernathy, 1978). Exploitative learning 

is related to activities that assist a group to improve and implement existing knowledge and 

skills. Exploratory learning, however, leads to activities that involves investigation, 

experiment , and develop new ideas and task- related capabilities (Kostopoulos and Bozionelos, 

2011). 

 
The limitations of popular leadership theories for explaining how leaders encourage 

organizational learning can be seen in the effort to explain how leaders influence exploitation 

and exploration (Yukl, 2009). Some studies assume that certain leader behaviors are related 

positively to ambidexterity (e.g., (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Lubatkin et al., 2006, 

Nemanich and Vera, 2009, Tushman and Oreilly, 1996). More specifically, Transactional and 

Transformational leadership facilitate exploitation and exploration respectivatelly (Jansen et 

al., 2009b, Vera and Crossan, 2004). 

 
Baskarada et al (2016), argued that the organizational mechanisms that leaders apply to 

encourage exploitation are associated to the transactional leadership style; “The strong 

emphasis on performance management agrees with transactional leaders focus on contingent 

reward. Training and knowledge management, which are used to reinforce what is known to 

work, underpin transactional leader’s ability to manage by exception; i.e., identify deviations 

from rules and standards” (Baskarada et al., 2016). These authors also affirmed that the 

leadership behaviors that leaders apply to encourage exploration are related to the 

transformational leadership style. For example, “Vision may roughly be associated with 

inspirational motivation, commitment with idealized influence, empowerment with intellectual 

stimulation, and inclusivity with individualized consideration; Risk comfort, which is 

frequently discussed in the literature in relation to transformational leadership, underpins most 

of the other characteristics, including vision, commitment, and empowerment” (Baskarada et 

al., 2016). Figure 3, Shows the behaviors of leaders to promote exploitation and its relation 

with transactional leadership style and the behaviors to promote exploration and its relation 

with transformational leadership style adapted from (Baskarada et al., 2016). 
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Transactional 
leadership 

Characteristics 

1. Contingent reward 
2. Active management by exception 
3. Passive management by exception 

 

(Bass, 1985) (Baskarada et al., 2016) 
 
 
 
 

 
Transformational 

leadership 
Characteristics 

1. Inspirational motivation 
2. Idealized influence (charisma) 
3. Intellectual stimulation 
4. Individualized consideration 

 

(Bass, 1985) (Baskarada et al., 2016) 
 
 
 

Figure 3 Leadership behaviours and exploitation and exploration. Source (Bass, 1985, Baskarada et al., 2016). 
 
 
 

“Different leadership styles will have different impacts on an organization’s ambidexterity” 

(O'Reilly and Tushman, 2011). Both transactional and transformational leadership are related 

to organizational ambidexterity, but differ in the way to deal with the future development of 

their organizations (Rao-Nicholson et al., 2016). For instance, trasformational leader provides 

the employees with more flexibility and freedom to manage innovation in uncertaninty; By 

contrast, Transactional style manage ambidexterity by a task-oriented approach (Jansen et al., 

2009a, Rosing et al., 2011). However, this approach of transcational style makes it difficult for 

employees to engage with uncertain situations (Rao-Nicholson et al., 2016). Finally, the least 

releated to organizational ambidexterity is the laissez-faire leadership as this style does not 

engage in the decision-making process (Rao-Nicholson et al., 2016). 

 
Burns (1978) suggests that both transformational and transactional leadership styles represent 

opposite ends of a single continuum”. However, Bass (1997) argues that the transformational 

style does not substitute the transacational one, rather it adds to the effects of the transactional 

style. This is called the augmentation effect theory, which is defined by. Bass (1998) as “the 

degree to which transformational leadership styles build on the transactional base in 

contributing to the extra effort and performance of followers”. Moreover, Bass (1999) suggests 

that that transformational and transactional leadership should be separated concepts, and the 

good leaders use both styles. For example, (Levinson, 1980 ) argues that if leaders limit 

themselves to transactional style by rewarding for compliance, or punishments for failure, the 

follower will keep on feeling like a “jackass”. Thus, the fact that contingent reward leadership 

Exp o tat on 

Exp orat on 



39  

has validity does not mean that the transformational leadership is not valid, and the prevalence 

of one style over the other relies upon the specific circumstance (Judge and Piccolo, 2004). 

 
Rosing et al (2011) consider that both leadership styles hinder and foster innovation. Rao- 

Nicholson et al (2016) argue that because of the current volatile business environments, a single 

leadership style is not able to meet the organizational and market demands. Thus, to become 

an effective leader, the balance between both leadership styles is crucial (Baskarada et al., 

2017). Yukl (2012) argues that leaders can increase the team performance, work unit, or the 

organization by diverse leadership styles, that is, different behaviors might be essential 

depending on the situation. Thus, a combination of leadership styles or behaviors may be more 

effective (Rosing et al., 2011) and would have different impacts on organizational 

ambidexterity (Rao-Nicholson et al., 2016). Therefore, when pursuing organizational 

ambidexterity, ambidextrous leadership play a key role (Probst et al., 2011). 

 
Ambidextrous leadership is not merely a single leader at the top of the company but are those 

leaders who can manage exploitation and exploration contradictions throughout the 

organization (Probst et al.,  2011),  and  integrate  external  and  internal knowledge 

depending upon the circumstances (Raisch et al., 2009, Havermans et al., 2015). Accordingly, 

ambidextrous leadership results in the promotion of behaviors in the subordinates that match 

the requirements of exploration and exploitation (Rosing et al., 2011). Nevertheless, the 

primary characteristics of the ambidextrous leadership are flexibility and fluidity of switching 

between the behaviors of those two leadership styles as the organization requires (Zheng et al., 

2017, Rosing et al., 2011, Tien et al., 2015). 

 
As an example, in their analysis of how GE Money Bank in Switzerland developed a new 

growth business through ambidextrous leadership, (Probst et al., 2011) found out that to enable 

ambidextrous leadership, “Human Resources leaders need to focus on three critical people- 

related domains: planning and selection, training and development, and performance appraisal 

and reward systems…” . That is, “ambidextrous leadership could execute transformational 

behaviors (e.g., provide a vision) to obtain the identification and support of employees, and 

adopt transactional behaviors (e.g., personnel training, performance assessment and reward 

systems) to manage conflicts and contradictions and guarantee the organizational order and 

consistency”. Consequently, while ambidextrous leaders increase expectations and establish a 

context where these employees support and trust each other, they also incite their employees 

to stretch goals (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Zacher and Rosing, 2015). 
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2.4. Theoretical framework 
 

In this study, we will define what managers use as a leadership style, and then we will explain 

how contextual ambidexterity is developed/undeveloped through the organizational context 

created by these leadership styles. 

 
The theoretical framework of this study Includes three aspects: leadership styles, 

Organizational Context and Contextual ambidexterity. 

 
Leadership styles are strongly related to the creation of the organizational context. 

Transactional leadership and transformational leadership are related to Performance 

management (Discipline and Stretch) and Social support (Trust and Support) respectively. 

 
The characteristics of the Organizational context facilitate the achievement of contextual 

ambidexterity. A strong presence of both performance management (Discipline and Stretch) 

and social support (Trust and support), create High-Performance Organizational Context 

which leads to the achievement of contextual ambidexterity. 

 

In order for contextual ambidexterity to be achieved, leaders should establish a set of processes 

or systems that allow and encourage individuals to be ambidextrous. 

 
Based on the connections we have established among the aspects mentioned above from the 

literature, the Figure below visualizes the layout of our theoretical framework. 
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LEADERSHIP STYLES 
 
 
 

Transactional leadership style 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Transformational leadership style 
 
 
 
 
 

(Baskarada et al., 2016, Yue et al., 
2019, Ojha et al., 2018, Lowe et al., 
1996, Jansen et al., 2009b, Vera and 

Crossan, 2004) 

(Lin and McDonough Iii, 2011, 
Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994 , Simsek, 

2009, Kusumastuti et al., 2015, Ojha et 
al., 2018, Patel et al., 2013, Gibson and 

Birkinshaw, 2004, Yukl, 2012) 

 
(Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004, 

Pellegrinelli et al., 2015, Malik et 
al., 2017 , Patel et al., 2013, 
Koster and van Bree, 2018) 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4 Theoretical framework. Sources: (Baskarada et al., 2016, Yue et al., 2019, Ojha et al., 2018, Lowe et al., 1996, 
Jansen et al., 2009b, Vera and Crossan, 2004, Lin and McDonough Iii, 2011, Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994, Simsek, 2009, 
Kusumastuti et al., 2015, Yukl, 2012, Wang and Rafiq, 2014, Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Patel et al., 2013, Koster and van 

Bree, 2018, Pellegrinelli et al., 2015, Malik et al., 2017). 
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3. Methodology 
 

In this chapter, the methodology that was used in this study is presented. Based on the research 

question, how does leadership develop contextual ambidexterity?, the methodological choices 

more and how they have been implemented in the study were described. The research process 

is presented including the research the research design that includes the explanation on the 

characteristics of our study such as qualitative research, deductive approach, interview as the 

research method, selection of the cases, data collection, data analysis and, determine the quality 

of the research. 

3.1. Research design 
 

3.1.1. Qualitative research 
 

A qualitative research strategy has been used to answer the research question of this study. The 

main reason for this choice is that we want to find the connection between the fields of 

leadership and ambidexterity. In each field a key concept was selected, leadership styles e.g. 

(Tung, 2016, Burns, 1978, Bass, 1985, Vera and Crossan, 2004, Shrivastava, 1983, Rao- 

Nicholson et al., 2016, Bass, 1999) and contextual ambidexterity e.g. (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 

2004, Raisch et al., 2009, Vahlne and Jonsson, 2017, Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009). In this 

sense, both of the concepts in the mentioned fields have deployed several aspects that are 

important and conceptually connected, however, the contextual ambidexterity and the 

leadership style is still not very well studied (Siachou and Gkorezis, 2018, Havermans et al., 

2015) as inter connected aspects in project based companies. The dominant research, in the 

existent studies is quantitative (Turner and Lee-Kelley, 2013, Junni et al., 2013) and research 

on how to achieve such ambidexterity is still narrow (Havermans et al., 2015, Wang and Rafiq, 

2014, Kusumastuti et al., 2015). This imply that the use of a qualitative research will show the 

style of leadership that develops contextual ambidexterity. 

 

According to Marshan-Piekkari and Welch (2004) research questions focused on discovering 

the experience and behaviours of a person or on understanding and uncover a phenomenon 

about which there is not extensive knowledge, are typical examples of qualitative research. 

Considering this, we have adopted the qualitative way of conducting research to describe how 

the aspects of leadership are connected to the contextual ambidexterity due to these topics are 

strongly related to behaviours and social practices within the companies (Raisch et al., 2009). 
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Qualitative research examines data that are narrative (Easterby‐Smith and Thorpe, 1991), when 

choosing the respondents for this study, we acknowledge that every leader has their way of 

doing things, and their actions will affect the context of the company differently. In this way, 

we wanted to recognize and comprehend the personal perspective of the respondents from 

different scenarios in their narrative. 

 

Qualitative research is conventional in social and behavioural sciences and among practitioners 

who want to understand human behaviours and functions; Besides, the principal purpose of 

“qualitative research” is to understand and get insights (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005). During 

the research period, we realized about the difficulty of leaders to define their behaviours and 

to explain what kind of decisions lead to specific results; Thus, we wanted to explore as deep 

as possible to create an understanding of this matter. 

 

3.1.2. Deductive approach 
 

The deductive approach is characterized by placing first attention on theories that already exist 

and based on that; researchers would implement observations and later conclusions (Bryman, 

2003 ). Considering the well establish discussion in the literature about leadership styles in the 

field of leadership and contextual ambidexterity in ambidexterity literature (e.g. (Gupta et al., 

2006, Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2010, Lubatkin et al., 2006, Nemanich and Vera, 2009, 

Tushman and Oreilly, 1996), there are conceptual elements that could be connected among 

them. A deductive study in this research was considered as a way to determine if these concepts 

are equally valid when they are inter-connected for project-based organizations. As we 

explained before in the theoretical section of this thesis, there are studies connecting both topics 

but that studies do not clearly define the relationship among them. 

 

Because of this situation, we focused on this aspect and defined a framework, that shows how 

the leadership styles develop the organizational context. We wanted first to know and 

acknowledge the theories that already exist regarding the topic of leadership and contextual 

ambidexterity. To develop the theoretical framework, we have read 110 papers that were found 

in the “Web of Science” and “Emerald”. The keywords used in the process were 

“ambidexterity, “leadership and ambidexterity”, “organizational context”. Further on, after 

reading different scientific articles, a more suitable selection of keywords was used to find 
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more relevant, as the direction of the study had become clearer. Following keywords were used: 

"leadership behaviors”, “Software management and ambidexterity”, “leadership styles”, 

“contextual ambidexterity”,” project – based organizations” and “SMEs and contextual 

ambidexterity”. 

Argued by Bryman (2012), the deductive theory represents the most prevalent view of the 

nature of the relationship between theory and social research. The deductive approach is a 

testing process which begins with theoretical considerations and aims to see if the theory 

applies to specific cases (Hyde, 2000). Once we defined out theoretical framework, we 

established the empirical setting needed to fulfil the framework. In the literature review we 

already decided to select management in software companies, project bases organizations and 

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs). This means that our framework was limited to software, 

project- based organizations and SMEs. The selection of this type of empirical setting was 

motivated by the need expressed in the literature (Raisch et al., 2009, Patel et al., 2013, Raisch 

and Birkinshaw, 2008, Lubatkin et al., 2006) to understand the way high tech companies 

develop their internal processes in order to explore and exploit when they have less employees 

than other types of companies and face challenges in the leadership to achieve ambidexterity. 

The motivation to select the empirical setting is explained in detail in section “company 

selection” of this thesis (see section 3.3.1). 

 

According to Doz (2011), theory testing contributes in grant extent to the qualitative methods 

because it will allow comparing the prediction that theory will make about a phenomenon with 

the observed sample and enhance or question the validity of the theory, or establish limits on 

its applicability. This thesis does not test a specific theory but test a framework that integrates 

concepts in the existent theory. 

To answer our research question, we need to classify the main leaders’ behaviors that lead to 

achieve contextual ambidexterity. This can be done by assessing the organizational context of 

the companies which is explained by the four aforementioned categories (Discipline, Stretch, 

Trust and Support), and the leadership styles that were used to create such contexts. Then, we 

checked if the companies were contextually ambidextrous or not by analyzing their levels of 

“Alignment” and “Adaptability”, to finally comparing the leadership styles that led to develop 

such contexts between the contextually ambidextrous and non-ambidextrous companies. 

 

Based on the analysis of the companies that were considered, the initial theoretical framework 

was optimized, and it was developed, and we presented a modified framework that is better 
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suited and more accurate to describe how leadership has the potential to develop contextual 

ambidexterity. 

 

3.2. Research Method: Interview 
 
 
The method chosen for this study is based on the development of interviews. Sekaran (2016), 

defined interviews as a guided, purposeful conversation between two or more people. Follow 

by Boyce and Neale (2006) ideas; interviews are conducted to a small number of respondents 

to explore their perspectives on a particular idea, program or situation. Besides, Byrne (2004), 

argued that qualitative interview is a useful method that contrary to a formal questionnaire will 

allow having access to the individual's attitudes and values. We chose interviews as a method 

because it allows us to get in-depth knowledge about the participant's experiences and to find 

explanations about the connection between the two main concepts previously mentioned: 

leadership and ambidexterity. 

 

Our motivation for using interviews as a method came from its advantages. Described by 

Sekaran (2016), throughout interviews not only big data can be obtained but also interviews 

can raise affinity and persuade respondents; Allows to explain the questions and clears doubts; 

Read non-verbal cues and utilize visual guides to clarify points regarding the questions. The 

author also argued that a significant part of the data needed to settle on choices in the business 

setting has to come from individuals such as managers, employees, consumers, suppliers, 

among others. Thus, interviews, observation, and surveys are popular in business research 

because these methods allow the researcher to gather a wide variety of information from human 

respondents. 

 
During the election of the method, it was crucial to have conversations with the respondents to 

clarify and explain in a natural language some concepts such as leadership and contextual 

ambidexterity. 

 

When topics like leadership and ambidexterity are studied, the dialogue with informants can 

show more than the aspects they are aware of. For example, according to Neck (2013 ), 

"leadership is a process of influence", where people with specific aims and aspirations 

mobilize resources to incite compromise and fulfil follower's motivations (Burns, 1978). 

Nevertheless, some of the respondents can see themselves as leaders, but their  understanding 
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of the meaning in practice could be not the same. Argued by Kellerman (2004), leadership is 

not something that the leader does to his followers; instead, the leader achieves shared 

objectives with them; "Leaders and followers share responsibility for leadership". 

As per the discourse on ambidexterity, it is difficult to identify with direct questions; we 

decided to consider respondent’s arguments and explanations that show that those aspects are 

being achieved, how the followers understand the features of leadership and ambidexterity, 

how it is applied and if it is materialized in the company's practices. 

Considering this, we chose two informants, one manager and one employee per company to 

understand how both perform in different situations and how their mechanisms and actions 

were related to leadership and ambidexterity. 

We trained the questionnaire to each other five times until they agreed that the questions were 

good enough and that its durability was optimal, then, we considered the interview with the 

first company as a pilot interview. In that way, we realized how long time do we need to execute 

the questions. Consequently, when sending the request to the other companies, the respondents 

were asked for a face- to face interview of 60 minutes per person. According to Sekaran (2016), 

interviews face to face offers the respondents a friendly environment where they could feel free 

to answer the questions and allows the interviewer to detect any discomfort or a problem that 

respondent experience. In this thesis, we have found that a face- to- face interview in the 

company helped the respondents to feel comfortable in their working place and they answered 

some sensitive aspects of their jobs like the idea of feeling sometimes overloaded or with not 

much feedback. To promote a pleasant environment during the interview, we have adapted the 

questions, repeating or paraphrasing them and ensure that the responses were very well 

understood, making each aspect of the discussion clear for both interviewer and respondent. 

As an example, the interview with one of the companies was significantly challenging at the 

beginning. The informant was not expressing his ideas, and the reason was not apparent; We 

did not know if the barrier to connect our interviewee was the English skills or the topic or the 

terms we were using. We understood that the respondent felt not very interested, then we 

decided to start promoting a storytelling approach (Bryman, 2012). We asked him to tell us 

about the time he was at the company, his achievements there, his everyday tasks in the 

company, avoiding the more elaborated topics. The more straightforward questions were asked 

firsts then when the respondent felt comfortable and familiarized with the situation, the 

interviewers slowly moved forward. A face to face interview was indeed beneficial because we 

could quickly realize when the person was not engaged with the conversation. 
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The mentioned above is one of the reasons why the questions needed to be semi-structured. 

According to Bryman (2012), semi-structured interviews "refers to a context in which the 

interviewer has a series of questions that are in the general form of an interview schedule but 

can vary the sequence of questions". Besides, the interviewer has the opportunity to ask for 

further questions if they consider are significant. We chose to use semi-structured interviews 

because not only it would allow them to gather the information without limiting the answers of 

the respondents but also move back and forward freely across all the sections depending on the 

flow of the conversation. 

For this research we have followed Ritchie and Lewis (2003) six stages on how to manage 

interviews adequately to meet the purposes of the research. Helping to direct the participant 

through the questions as follows: in "the arrival" stage, we established the initial situation 

identifying the detailed profile of each interviewee. In "introducing the research" stage, we 

have explained the purpose of the research using an example to explain the key concepts in 

order to create a common language. In this stage, we explained the importance for companies 

to focus on exploiting their current capabilities while simultaneously explore future 

opportunities in order to survive (O'Reilly and Tushman, 2011) and the role played by the 

leaders in this process. We have used inclusive language and explained that some questions 

might sound irrelevant, but they were necessary for the study. At "the beginning of the 

interview" stage, we have addressed the topics of interest directly, starting with the questions 

related to the theoretical framework we have defined previously. In "the during the interview" 

stage, we identified in what topic of the framework were interviewee was more knowledgeable 

and went deeper in these aspects. In "the ending the interview" stage, we have checked that the 

participants have not been left with an unfinished argument or feeling unexpressed. 

For example, the manager for company X wanted to highlight that he might sometimes have 

been too friendly, so he told the interviewers more about a particular situation they had in the 

past. The reason was that he wanted this study to help him to balance the familiar environment 

within the company at the same time that encouraging employees to take their job more 

seriously. In "the after the interview" stage, respondents wanted to know the potential of new 

links with Halmstad University, based on this study. 
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3.3. Participants 
 

3.3.1. Company selection 
 

The type of sampling selected for this study was theoretical sampling. The decision of using 

theoretical sampling was made based on the research purpose of this thesis, which is to develop 

an understanding on how leaders, through ambidextrous leadership styles, create a context that 

enables individuals to achieve contextual ambidexterity. 

In line with Glaser (1967), who defined theoretical sampling as ‘ the process of data collection 

for generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyses his/ her data and 

decides what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as it 

emerges’, which was the case of this thesis. 

The company sample was selected from the following criteria: 

• SME because they are in general flat organizations, its structure consists of a few or no 

levels of management between leaders and staff level employees. Managers in this type 

of organizations have more interaction with employees, thus more influence on them 

(Raisch et al., 2009, Patel et al., 2013, Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008, Lubatkin et al., 

2006). 

• Project – based organizations because they offer insight into contextual ambidexterity 

in contemporary organizational forms. This is justified by the fact that projects are 

temporary organizational forms within the organization that are made to create a unique 

product or service indicating that they are explorative in nature. At the same time, they 

are operated within limited resources and time constraints, so efficiency considerations 

require applying repeated processes for punctual and low-cost completion, which 

depends on gradual and continuous improvements over time. Therefore, project 

leadership provides valuable insights for achieving contextual ambidexterity 

(Havermans et al., 2015, Turner et al., 2016, Liu and Leitner, 2012). 

• High tech & Software companies in Sweden, because in recent decades companies 

operating in High tech and software industry are more innovation-oriented than others 

in terms of managerial processes, the number of products and services offered (Edison 

et al., 2013). Thus, companies within this sector are in more need to become 

ambidextrous in order to stay competitive in the market (Patel et al., 2013). 
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The companies were selected based on the matching with the criteria and the accessibility and 

willingness to participate. We found the companies via the internet (google) and sent the 

request by e-mail to nine companies in Sweden, it took one week to realize that any of them 

answered the e-mail. Then, we chosen four companies that were considered the most suitable 

for the research because besides matching the criteria, those companies were located in the area 

of Halland. We visited them personally, and after a first meeting, the approval to interview two 

of their employees was given and we stopped looking for more companies. We considered it 

essential to analyze more than two companies to carry out comparations among them, and not 

more than four because of time limitation. Table 4 provides an overview of the selected 

companies and the year of registration, and the respondents that participated in this study. 

 
Company Year of 

registration 

Interviewee No Date Duration 

(minutes) 

Position in the firm 

A 2012 1 2019-04-11 60 Manager 

2 2019-04-11 79 Software developer 

B 2010 3 2019-04-10 90 Manager 

4 2019-04-10 43 Software developer 

C 2005 5 2019-04-15 46 Manager 

6 2019-04-15 46 Software developer 

D 2017 7 2019-04-09 30 Manager 

8 2019-04-09 30 Software developer 
Table 4 Overview of the selected companies and respondents (Personal collection). 

 

 

The four different companies subject of study are named as Company A, Company B, 

Company C and Company D. The interviews were carried out in the facilities of each company, 

in the region of Halland, Sweden. Three of them located in Halmstad and one in Laholm. A 

brief summary of the companies under this study is presented below: 

 
1. Company A was founded in 2012 as an IT consultant company that offers tailor-made 

solutions compose of 12 employees. The company is an expert in software 

development, integrations, apps and requirements analysis and creation of future- 

adapted IT systems. Company A values a close relationship with customers; Thus, they 

are involved in the whole process, from analysis and design to implementation. 

Moreover, they highly take care of their relationship with employees, considering them 

as the essential resource to be able to deliver their products and services. This 

company’s services are: Developing applications that improve the business processes, 
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IT architecture, application development and system integration in all phases of the 

application’s lifecycle. 

2. Company B is a rapidly growing consultancy software company focused on machine 

learning and "classic" system development founded in 2010 and currently has 10 

employees. Their main activities are Automation & optimization of business processes, 

machine learning, development & integration of systems and monitoring & review the 

systems to keeps the data safe. Those services are offered mainly to big clients with 

large projects. The company consists of ten employees where they work in a flexible 

environment with opportunities to administer over their own time and work from home 

on certain days as well as join an excellent team with a pleasant atmosphere in the “dog- 

friendly” office. Employees also have much responsibility and opportunities to 

influence their work. Besides, they have great opportunities to expand their knowledge, 

especially in new exciting technologies. 

3. Company C studio in Halmstad was founded in 2005. In the beginning, the started with 

two people and slowly grew from two people to seven in the first two years and 

currently has a workforce of 34 employees. Among the services company C supplies to 

the world-class customers, we find Mobile solutions, design solutions, innovation 

process, Augmented/Virtual services, Scrum and Agile coaching and cloud services. 

Currently, due to the fast increasing in the number of employees, the studio in Halmstad 

is looking for new and bigger facilities. 

4. Founded in 2017, company D with a workforce of 6 employees is a system integrator 

for mobile machines. They design, develop, and install systems for the mobile 

electronics market. They operate mostly within the Scandinavian countries. 

 
3.3.2. Respondents 

 
“Contextual ambidexterity assumes that the ambidexterity of an organization as a whole 

derives from specific actions of individuals” (Ahammad et al., 2015). Consequently, we 

decided to do interviews with people who can give first‐hand information. The selection of 

respondents was based on the following profile: 

Manager: person in charge of a project to develop products. He or She knows the management 

of companies and the interaction with customers, suppliers, employees and other actors 

relevant to the business. In this sense, most of them are good expressing their ideas to others 

because it is part of their daily activities. 
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Employee: Member of the team in charge of the development of the product. A software 

developer is a coder who creates applications or systems that run on a computer or another 

device. 

Due to the size of the companies we interviewed a small number of respondents. One manager 

and one employee per company were selected because they are the most knowledgeable people 

who could give us information about how the leadership and the ambidexterity are being 

managed within the company by having different perceptions for the same dimensions. A total 

of eight respondents has been selected for this study. 

We knew that the respondents were not experts in concepts such as alignment, adaptability, 

performance management (Discipline and stretch) and support (trust and support). Thus, the 

interviewers formulated the questions with more colloquial terms so that would be more 

friendly but connected with the theoretical framework and thus achieve an honest answer that 

would satisfy the question. 

 

3.4. Data collection 
 
 
The data collection method for this study was through interviews. The questions were designed 

based on the research question: How does leadership develop contextual ambidexterity in 

project-based organizations? 

 

In this study, we collected exclusively primary data as the access to secondary data was not 

available. However, we collected primary data from two actors within each company because 

we consider that was the most suitable and accurate way to answer our research question. 

The method chosen for the collection of primary data collection was the interview, specifically, 

semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews include a set of predetermined 

questions that are more open than in structured ones (Bryman, 2012). In our study, the 

theoretical framework offered dimensions to analyze the organizational context, the leadership 

styles and the level of ambidexterity. All these dimensions were described in terms of 

Alignment, Adaptability, Performance Management (Discipline and Stretch) and Support 

(Trust and Support). The literature has considered aspects to describe each dimension. We 

created a form with the key aspects that the literature included, and we found some existent 

questions in studies about leadership and ambidexterity. Although those questions   addressed 
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both topics individually, and our study was about the conceptual connection between them, 

they inspired us and helped us to understand how to formulate a clear question for our research. 

 

Table 5 illustrates two of the dimensions (trust and support) with their theoretical definitions 

and the questions we formulated. The questions were designed in a way that the respondents 

would have to emphasize multiple times in the same matter but from a different angle. For 

example, table 5 shows in the dimension “support”, two questions that correspond to “guidance 

and help” this was done to get the maximum explanations from the respondents on this specific 

aspect. The appendix I has the full theoretical definitions of the dimensions (discipline, stretch, 

trust, support) and Appendix II, the questions asked to both, managers and software developer. 



 

 
 

 QUESTIONS 

 Theoretical definitions Project  manager Software developer 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Social 
Support 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trust 

· Equity 
 
 
 
Decide By Facts: Base decisions on facts and analysis, not politics 
(Gibson  and  Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 
 

How do  you know your employees are feeling  equally  treated?   a. 
How do you make them work well together, how do you consider their 

diversity in knowledge, backgrounds, health issues , life style, personality) b. 
How do  you address their  differences of  lifestyle?   (Question  1, apendix  II ) 

How do you feel regarding the treatment of your manager towards you and 
other employees? a.      Do you think there is equality between all of you? b. 

How does your manager make you all work together, how   does 
he/she consider your diversity  in  knowledge, backgrounds, health  issues, 
life style, personality). How are these differences addressed? For example, if 

people are smoking a lot they have to take breaks.....if someone has an urgent 
issue or paternal leave, the others have to work harder . c. What do you feel 

about these situations?    (Question  1, apendix  II ) 
· Involvement 

Give everyone sufficient authority to do their jobs well. (Gibson and 
Birkinshaw, 2004) 

Can you give us a real example, when the company changed a process or a 
way of doing something because of the opinion of an employee? (Question 2, 

Apendix  II) 

Can you give us a real example, when the company changed a process or a 
way of doing something because of the opinion of an employee. (Question 2, 

Apendix  II) 

· Competence 
Work hard to develop the capabilities needed to execute our overall 
strategy/ vision.  (Gibson  and  Birkinshaw, 2004) 
The team as a whole is competent to perform their tasks (Jansen et al., 
2016) 

 

How do you ensure that you assign the right employee to the right task? 
(Question  3,  Apendix II) 

 
When the tasks are divided between you and the other colleagues, how do you 

know that the right person was assigned to the right task? (Question  3,  Apendix 
II) 

· Risk Comfort 

Willing and able to take prudent risks  (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 

Treat failure (in a good effort) as a learning opportunity, not something 
to  be ashamed  of (Gibson  and  Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 
During work there are always some challenges that require new solutions or ideas 

that are new to the team. Who comes with these ideas usually in the firm? 
(Question  4,  Apendix II) 

 
During work there are always some challenges that require new solutions or ideas 

that are new to the team. Who comes with these ideas usually in the firm? 
(Question  4,  Apendix II) 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Support 

· Access to resources 
 
 
Share Information: Give ready access to information that others need 
(Gibson  and  Birkinshaw, 2004) 
The team is able to allocate and integrate available resources to perform 
the tasks well  (Jansen et al.,  2016) 

 

Can you give an example of what an 
employee does during a project when 
she/ he realizes that she / he lacks the 

tools/resources/ knowledge? What 
does an employee do when he gets 

stuck on a task? (Question 9, apendix  
II) (Question  5, Apendix  II) . 

 

 
How do you ensure that employees get 
and allocate  resources they  need during 

a specific project? ( Question 6, 
Apendix  II) . 

Can you give us an example of    what 
happens during a project     when you 

realize that you lack the 
tools/resources/ knowledge? Can you 
give us an example when you get stuck 

in task that was really  hard? 
What did you do? (Question 5, 

apendix  II) 

Do you have the flexibility to move 
resources (such as money, tools, people) 

between tasks in order to achieve 
your task in a better way? a. If yes, then 

who all are the stakeholders with whom you 
have to interact ? b.     If no, what happens 
if you needed extra resources ( Question 6, 

Apendix II) . 

· Autonomy 

Giving employees autonomy helps create a supportive context 
(Ghoshal and  Bartlett ,1994) 

 
What kind of flexibility do you offer to your employees so they can take 
decision  in  their daily  routines and  problems?   (Question  7, apendix II) 

Who is responsible of making  decisions about the daily  tasks you do  and  who 
is responsible about decisions regarding the important problems you face? 

(Question  7,  Apendix II). 

· Guidance and help (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) 
We help each other on the job (Jansen et al., 2016) 
We get along well with each other.   (Jansen et al.,   2016) 

How do you ensure that your team members are well trained to do their tasks. 
(Question  8,  apendix II) 

How does your manager ensure that you are well trained to 
do  your tasks perfectly? (Question  8,  apendix II) 

 

Table 5 Theoretical definitions of Trust and Support and the questions formulated. (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Jansen et al., 2016, Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994). 
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3.5. Data analysis 
 

The methodological design of this study is focused on the optimization of the initial theoretical 

framework to develop a new conceptual model that describe how leadership has the potential 

to develop contextual ambidexterity, to help managers to improve the performance of their 

company on the short and long term. 

To answer our research question “How does leadership develop contextual ambidexterity in 

project-based organizations?”, we need to classify the main leaders’ behaviors that lead to 

achieve contextual ambidexterity. This can be done by assessing the organizational context of 

the companies, and the leadership styles that were used to create such contexts. Then, we 

checked if the companies were contextually ambidextrous or not before finally comparing the 

leadership styles that led to develop such contexts between the contextually ambidextrous and 

non-ambidextrous companies. 

We followed a structured deductive data analysis inspired by  Kynga and Vanhanen (1999). 

This means that the categories were pre-set based on the theoretical framework. We categorized 

the information in a structured matrix in an excel document to further review the empirical 

findings and code the information for the match with the previously identified categories. Six 

main categories were developed based on the work of Birkinshaw and Gibson (2004). 

“Alignment” and “Adaptability” were developed to assess whether or not the companies had 

contextual ambidexterity. The other four categories were used to assess the Organizational 

Context characteristics (Discipline, Stretch, Trust and Support). 

 

The Coding procedure: 

in order to code the interviews into the pre-defined categories, we had to define the 

prerequisites that foster each of the aforementioned categories: 

1. Discipline: According to Ghoshal and Bartlett (1994), an organizational context that is 

characterized by (Clear performance standards, Fast feedback, and Consistent 

applications of sanctions and rewards) fosters “Discipline” in the company. Since clear 

Performance Standards is related to the clarity of the employees’ work responsibilities, 

we looked at the statements of the participants to identify if the employees understand 

the tasks assigned by their leaders. Feedback is defined in (Cambridge Dictionary, 

2019) as “the information about something such as a new product or someone's work, 

that provides an idea of whether people like it or whether it is good”. Therefore, we 
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looked for statements that indicated that the participants gave/received information 

about their work. As for the Consistent Application of Sanctions and Rewards, we 

searched for statements that explain what happens when an employee does/does not do 

the job well. 

2. Stretch: as mentioned in the literature review, Stretch can be fostered by (Personal 

meaning. Shared ambition, and Collective identity). According to (Ghoshal and 

Bartlett, 1994), having a clear picture of how an employee’s work contributes to the 

success of the whole company provides a personal meaning to the individual’s work. 

So, we looked in the participants statements for quotes that indicate that employees 

understand the work from a helicopter view, not just their tasks. So, we checked if they 

know the tasks of the other colleagues within the project they are working with and 

colleagues outside of the project. Moreover, Stretch occurs when ambitious leaders 

raise the bar for employees and encourage them attain more ambitious goals (Patel et 

al., 2013), so we looked at statements that indicate whether challenging and ambitious 

goals were pursued by the participants through the organization. As for collective 

identity, it is defined as the "agreed upon definition of membership, boundaries, and 

activities for the group (Johnston et al., 1994). This is in line with Wry et al (2011) 

who suggests that collective identity appears when there is agreement within the group 

that they are engaged in a common enterprise linked to a core set of distinguishing 

practices. Therefore, we looked for statements in the participants quotes that indicate 

that people’s behaviors in the firm are organized around a shared purpose and similar 

outputs. 

3. Trust: As mentioned in the literature review, organizational context that is characterized 

by trust can be achieved through fairness and equity among employees (Koster and van 

Bree, 2018), involvement of the employees (Cooke and Saini, 2010), and Staffing the 

right positions with the right people (Ahammad et al., 2015), and comforting risks taken 

by employees (Patel et al., 2013). Since fairness is defined is “the situation in which 

everyone is treated fairly and equally” according to (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019), we 

looked for statements that indicate whether or not the employees felt equally treated 

and the leaders’ decisions were based on objective data. As for involvement, it is 

defined as “the act or process of taking part in something” according (Cambridge 

Dictionary, 2019), and according to the literature, involving employees in the decisions 

fosters trust. Therefore, we looked for statements that indicate that employees take part 

in the decisions of the work. As for staffing positions with the right people, we looked 
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for statements that indicate how leaders assign the tasks for their employees to identify 

whether or not they do it in a calculated way. Finally, regarding risk comfort, we looked 

for statements that indicate that employees were willing to do something even though 

it had a chance of a bad result, and we also looked for the leaders’ reaction for such an 

action. 

4. Support: According to the literature, Support can be nurtured in an organizational 

context through Autonomy, Access to resources, and Guidance and help. Autonomy is 

defined as “the ability to make your own decisions without being controlled by anyone 

else” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). Therefore, we looked for statements that indicate 

that the participants have the authority to do their job in their own way. As for access 

to resources, it refers to the access to resources and/or sharing of knowledge with other 

colleagues within one’s project or outside the project (Koster and van Bree, 2018). 

Finally, regarding Guidance and Help, we basically looked for statements that indicate 

what the employees do to increase their knowledge about something they do not know, 

or what the leaders do for their employees to increase their knowledge, e.g. offering 

training or workshops. 

5. Alignment: According to the literature, alignment facilitates the exploitation of existing 

routines and knowledge to execute an organisation’s goals (Malik et al., 2017) so it 

refers to exploitation (Pellegrinelli et al., 2015). In order to identify alignment in the 

participants’ quotes, we looked for statements that indicate exploitative activities such 

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

(March, 1991) 

6. Adaptability: According to the literature , adaptability allows employees to explore new 

knowledge conducive to renewing existing routines (Malik et al., 2017) so it refers to 

exploration (Pellegrinelli et al., 2015). In order to identify adaptability in the 

participants’ quotes, we looked for statements that indicate explorative activities such 

as, search, variation, risk taking, experimentation, play, flexibility, discovery, 

innovation (March, 1991). 

 

After defining the categories, we have gone through the transcription of each respondent 

together and every quotation used in the analysis has been iteratively looked through by 

both of us to ensure trustworthiness. Table 6 provides an illustration of the guidelines that 

were used to code the data for each of the six categories. 
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Category Guideline to code the data Illustrative quotes of the event from the recorded 

interviews 

Discipline Feedback [31:44] who is the director here, he also has 

meetings with us, personal – every third month one 

to one. and then we talk about how I think that I am 

doing with my work 

Stretch Personal meaning In the project I’m working, I have a lot of influence, 

I feel like I can affect the direction of the project. If 

I say, “I think, it would be a good idea to this”, they 

listen – if it’s a good idea. They take it to themselves. 

At least for me, I can, it’s motivational to know that 

you can affect what you’re doing. 

Trust Involvement “(employe name) is interesting, he’s very good, I 

think that he doesn’t want management. He doesn’t 

wanna be a manager. Officially, he’s head of 

operations but I think he sort of accepted it 

reluctantly. But, he doesn’t necessarily wanna be 

responsible for the large decisions so what I’ve 

found is that, if I show that I’m not sure how we 

should do this and ( employe name) will suggest a 

solution then I’d just say that, “That’s perfect.” 

Then, I’ve take a decision but it’s his solution” 

Support Autonomy This freedom gives you chance to develop your 

skills in your own pace and you really get to learn 

things better because if they come and say “Do this 

and this and this”, perhaps I wanted to “Do this, than 

this and this”. If you have freedom, you can do 

things in your own way. I think, you can be more 

effective in that way 

Alignment Refinement, Efficiency ”We have some project that is information to 

business systems, some other parts we can copy 

from another project but it’s always special solutions 

for every customers in the end, so copy-paste from a 

little part and then we have to in that way we can see 

that many projects can be exactly the same” 
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Adaptability Risk taking, Discovery “Sometimes, we take a project and we know that we 

don’t have the knowledge and then you can put some 

of the hours in internal education instead of it. But 

we think that it’s important to have that knowledge 

in the company, so we take a part of that project just 

to get to know the knowledge and test it.” 
Table 6 Illustration of the guidelines that were used to code the data for each of the six categories (Personal collection). 

 
 
 
After coding all the interviews, we conducted an analysis between the project manager and the 

software developer for each company to understand whether the behaviors of the leaders agree 

in the perception by the employees or not. If the opinion of the leader did not match that of the 

developer, both aspects were highlighted in the analysis. After doing an analysis across the 

interviewees within one company, we did an analysis across the four companies regarding the 

Organizational Context and then analyzed the leadership styles that were used to create the 

contexts. After that, we assessed whether the companies had contextual ambidexterity (based 

on Alignment and Adaptability) before finally comparing the leadership styles for the 

ambidextrous companies with those of the non-ambidextrous companies to see the 

consequences of having one style over the other on the level of ambidexterity. The empirical 

findings were compared with the theoretical framework, and the differences were highlighted. 

By doing this, we were able to identify how leadership manages to create the organizational 

context in order to develop contextual ambidexterity. 

 
 
 

3.6. Quality of the research and ethical considerations 
 

To provide quality on the research, It is essential to make sure that the conclusions derived 

from the qualitative data are plausible, reliable, and valid (Sekaran, 2016). 

According to Polit D.F, et al., (2004), to provide the reliability of the study, it is required to 

prove a connection between the results and the data. In this thesis, the questions asked are 

focused on obtaining the information to test in a qualitative way each of the aspects of the 

theoretical framework that were selected from the literature (see section 2.4). Those aspects are 

aligned with the questions formulated (see appendix II), the procedure to create the questions 

was explained in detail in the section data collection (see section 3.4). The answers given by 

the respondents are in line with the questions; their answers were not modified, nor altered. 
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What the person said was appropriately interpreted; carrying out a severe and rigorous process 

during the analysis and coding. 

The interviews with each respondent were recorded and transcribed entirely, meaning that the 

information that was given at the time of the interview is still available. Further, the transcripts 

were checked to make sure that they did not contain mistakes generated during the 

transcription. We sent an email to the respondents to ensure that the transcribed information 

corresponded to what they wanted to express on the day of the interview. Table 7 illustrates 

the questions and answers from manager and software developer, as well as the coding process 

corresponding to the dimensions Trust and support of company D. This table demonstrate the 

consistency among the literature, the empirical data and the coding to achieve the answer for 

the research question. 



 

 
 

 Category Question Answer Manager Question Answer Developer CODE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Social 
support 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trust 

How do you feel regarding the 
treatment of your manager towards you 
and other employees? a. Do you think 
there is equality between all of you? b. 
How does your manager make you all 

work together, how does he/she 
consider your diversity in knowledge, 
backgrounds, health issues, life style, 

personality). How are these differences 
addressed? For example, if people are 

smoking a lot they have to take 
breaks.....if someone has an urgent 

issue or paternal leave, the others have 
to work harder . 

 
 
 
 
 

"I don’t know. We just have three that are not owner within 
the company so they are not so many. I hope they feel they 
are treated the same. But, that is something that we should 

discuss. We’re also such a small company so we are always 
talking at breaks and so on, and so there is no hierarchy 

within the company. 

 
 

How do you feel regarding the treatment of your manager 
towards you and other employees?  a. Do you think  there 

is equality between all of you? 
b. How does your manager make you all work together, 

how does he/she consider your diversity in knowledge, 
backgrounds, health issues, life style, personality).   How 
are these differences addressed? For example, if people are 
smoking a lot they have to take breaks.....if someone has an 
urgent issue or paternal leave, the others have to  work 

harder  c. What do you feel about these  situations? 
. 

 
 

That is something we want to be a… it 
should be simple open and we give them 
trust that “Oh, you come at the  company, 

you do what we expect that…if you need to 
work less this day and work more another 
day, you need to be home for, if you have 
children that are ill, no problem” not a big 
deal because it’s, “Oh, very important that 

the family and the children are treated well.” 
So, they should see that that should not be 

any drawback, if you have a  family". 

 

Work - life 
balance 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Equity 

 
 

Empathy 

 
 

Equality 

 
 

Can you give us an example when the 
company changed a process or a way 

of things because you or any other 
employee suggest something else? 

I don’t know if I have anything I can think of now. We are 
working on it all the time, to improve and make better and 

have better roles within the company you do, what you 
should do and so on and have a better work flow in the 

company but of course we get some of the people with   an 
example or idea to improve we try that and see how it works 

out. But, I don’t have any example I can give you right   now, 
I think. 

 
 
 

Can you give us a real example, when the company 
changed a process or a way of doing something because of 

the opinion of an  employee. 

 
"Probably many times . really because we’re 
a small company, so the one that is doing the 
job is generally the one that has knowledge of 

the problem so it’s also the one  who 
should decide whether or not to change the 

process". 

 
Inclusivity 

 
 
 
 

Involment 
 

Authority 

 
Empowerment 

 
 
 
How do you ensure that each person is 

assigned to the right task? 

Just need to, we got things, cause we are so few, if it’s within 
the software department, then I know. When it comes to 

software then these people … these is the people that need to 
do this kind of work. But of course when it comes to other 
things that are not really within the scope of their … when 

they start working for the company … we just have to hope 
that they’re doing the right  thing. 

 
 

When the tasks are divided between you and the other 
colleagues, how do you know that the right person was 

assigned to the right task? 

 
 
 

Yeah. I don’t know before but we divide 
tasks by previous experience. 

 
 

Task assigned 
base on previous 

experiences 

 
 
 

Competence 

During work there are always some 
challenges that  require  new  solutions 
or ideas that are new to the team. Who 
comes with these ideas usually in the 
firm? 

It’s hard to say. It can be the customer because they have 
forgot to tell us something about application that wasn’t in 
the scope when we began. We find an error somewhere, it’s 
very hard to say. .I look at the problem or the scope of what 
they want to achieve and see if we can help them with the 

project or if we just say no. 

 
 

During work there are always some challenges that require 
new solutions or ideas that are new to the team. Who 

comes with these ideas usually in the firm? 

 
 

When we are approached with a new project 
if we feel like this is outside our scope we 

decline the client or the customer. 

 
 
 

Avoiding risks 

 
 
 

Not Risk comfort 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Support 

Can you give an example of what an 
employee does during a project when 
she/ he realizes that she / he lacks the 
tools/resources/ knowledge? What 
does an employee do when he gets 
stuck on a task? 

He’s contacting me, talk to me. Then, I try to do the things to 
unlock the … what has gone wrong and see if I can talk to the 
customer if that is the case. If we don’t have the 
information, they need to proceed with the project and try to 
do what I can do to solve the  situation. 

 
Can you give us an example of what happens during a 

project when you realize that you lack the tools/resources/ 
knowledge? Can you give us an example when you get 
stuck in task that was really hard? What did you  do? 

 
 
 
 
 

Generally we work hard in order to not just 
limit where it’s not possible to then we have 

to… we decide together. 

 
 

Communication - 
Team wotk 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Acces to resources 
 
 

How do you ensure  that  employees 
get and allocate resources they need 
during a specific project? 

 
I hope, I think they feel that we do the best we can with the 
resources we have. If they’re working with this project that 
they would, that they have the time to focus on that project 
and not to get distracted with other tasks. 

Do you have the flexibility to move resources (such as 
money, tools, people) between tasks in order to achieve 
your task in a better way? 
a. If yes, then who all are the stakeholders with whom you 
have to interact ? 
b. If no, what happens if you needed extra resources 

 
 

Freedom when 
moving resources 

 
What kind of flexibility do you offer 
to your employees so they can take 

decision in their daily routines 
and problems? 

No, they take their own decisions. 
Maybe if they are unsure on how to solve the problem, they 
can discuss maybe with another people within the software 
department or together with me or with the customers, so 

they get the right solution. 

 
Who is responsible of making decisions about the daily 

tasks you do and who is responsible about decisions 
regarding  the important problems you face? 

 
Yeah, I can because I’m more responsible of 
the software but I can change without  asking 

, I probably do it  myself. 

 
Authority 

 
 

Autonomy 
 

Involvement 

 
 

How do you ensure that your team 
members are well trained to do 

their tasks. 

 
 

That is probably why they get hired from the beginning, I 
could say. Some of the tasks might be new for them and it 
can be good to have some kind of training during the   year. 

 
 
 
How does your manager ensure that you are well trained to 

do your tasks perfectly? 

 

If is soemthing outside our scope, then we 
have to study. but the manager wouldn’t 
demand that from us and we are able to 
study but not during working   hours. 

 
Not training 

 
 
 

Not guidance and help 
 
No learning new 

skills 

 
Table 7 Coding process corresponding to the dimensions Trust and support of company D (Personal collection) 
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Argued by LeCompte et al., (1982) Internal validity means that the researchers’ observations 

are aligned with the theoretical ideas developed. 

To assure the internal validity of our study, we will explain the step by step of the creation of 

our theoretical framework and the conceptual connections established among the components. 

Thus, the reader can be sure that our theoretical framework was based on the links found in the 

literature and that the findings match with the considered theories. On the other hand, the 

previous table showed how this study approached the informants to get the information to fulfil 

the framework. 

The validity of our conceptual framework is based on the assumption of the quality of the 

connection we have established among them based on the existent literature. To find the 

connection, we read scientific articles that contain theories about Leadership and ambidexterity 

that were published in high ranking journals (e.g. California Management Review, Strategic 

Management Journal, Academy of Management Journal ) according to the Association of 

Business Schools –ABS- ranking list. Our framework includes three aspects (1) leadership 

styles (2) Organizational Context (3) Contextual ambidexterity. Figure 5 shows the connections 

among them. 

 

The theoretical connection between the three aspects of our framework  is described below: 

 

 

• Transactional Leadership and Performance management (Discipline and Stretch) are 

supported by Baskarada et al., (2016) as they argue that “the strong emphasis on 

performance management agrees with transactional leaders”. 

• Transformational Leadership and Social support (Trust and support) are based on the 

study of Yue et al., (2019), who argue that there is a positive relation between 

transformational Leadership and transparent communication with employee 

organizational trust and Lowe et al., (1996) argue that transformational leadership 

fosters employee empowerment and trust, rather than employee dependence. Regarding 

support, Ojha et al., (2018) explains that the organizational context of support can also 

be generated through top management transformational leadership behaviors, 

particularly the dimension of individualized support. Besides, the literature provides 

the type of leadership practices that enhance the four dimensions of the organizational 

context. Discipline and Stretch are encouraged by practices that match the 

characteristics of transactional Leadership, while Trust and support are encouraged by 

practices that match the characteristic of transformational leadership style. 
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• Organizational context and contextual ambidexterity is supported by Wang and Rafiq., 

(2014) when arguing that organizational contexts that are characterized by the four 

elements (Discipline, Stretch, Trust and Support) facilitate the achievement of 

contextual ambidexterity. Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) suggest that a strong presence 

of both performance management (Discipline and Stretch) and social support (Trust 

and support), create a High Performance Organizational Context, in which individuals 

engage in both exploration and exploitation activities and that leads to contextual 

ambidexterity. It should be mentioned that alignment results through an organizational 

context from practices that enhance performance management while adaptability is 

likely to result from practices that enhance social support (Patel et al., 2013, Koster and 

van Bree, 2018). 

• To support the connection between the leadership styles and contextual ambidexterity, 

we know from the literature that some studies assume that certain leader behaviors are 

related positively to ambidexterity (e.g., (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Lubatkin et al., 

2006, Nemanich and Vera, 2009, Tushman and Oreilly, 1996). More specifically, 

Transactional and Transformational Leadership facilitate exploitation and exploration, 

respectively (Jansen et al., 2009b, Vera and Crossan, 2004). Moreover, Baskarada et al. 

(2016), argued that the organizational mechanisms that leaders use to encourage 

exploitation and exploration are closely related to the characteristics of transactional 

leaders transformational leaders respectively. Therefore, in order for contextual 

ambidexterity to be achieved, leaders should establish a set of systems or processes that 

allow and incite people to be ambidextrous (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). 



 

 

 

 

( 2) Organizational CONTEXT 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

( 3 ) CONTEXTUAL  AMBIDEXTERITY 

 
 
 

( 1)  Leadership Styles 

 

  

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Figure 5 Theoretical connections. Based on : (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994, Simsek, 2009, Patel et al., 2013, Koster and van Bree, 2018, Jansen et al., 2009b, Vera and Crossan, 2004, Kusumastuti 
et al., 2015, Lin and McDonough Iii, 2011, Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004, Wang and Rafiq, 2014, Baskarada et al., 2016, Yue et al., 2019, Ojha et al., 2018) 
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Transactional Leadership 

 

Alignment 

 

 
Is the coherence of activities directed to the same 

goal (i.e. exploitation)  as it facilitates the  (Pellegrinelli et al., 2015, Malik 

exploitation of existing routines and direct it  et al., 2017) 

toward the organization’s goal. 

 

 

 

Alignment results through an organizational 
(Patel et al., 2013, Koster and 

context from practices that enhance performance       
van Bree, 2018)   

management 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transformational Ledaership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SOCIAL SUPPORT 

 

 

 

Trust 

 

(Yukl, 2012) 

 

 

 

(Patel et al., 2013). 

 

Leaders should regularly encourage and demonstrate risk comfort 

 

 

Employees are more likely to take risks when they feel empowered by their 

leaders and they will be motivated to try new approaches. 

 

 

 

 

 

Support 

 

 

 

 

 

(Ojha et al., 2018) 

 

 

 

The organizational context of support can also be generated through top 

management transformational leadership behaviours, particularly the dimension 

of individualized support. Individualized support refers to the degree to which 

leaders empathize with their employees by considering and respecting their 

personal feelings. Such behaviours help create support in the context. 

 

 

                   

      

        

      

       
     

           

   

 

       

Contextual ambidexterity is “the behavioural 

capacity to simultaneously demonstrate alignment 

and adaptability across an entire business unit” and    Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) 

consider ambidexterity as the product of alignment 

and adaptability. 

  

(Lin and McDonough Iii, 

2011). 

Organizational context is defined as the “the largely invisible set of stimuli and 

pressures that can shape individual and collective behaviours toward 

ambidexterity” 

 

(Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) 

 

Identified four attributes that, together, form the  organizational context. 

Discipline Stetch Trust Support 

 

 

 

 

(Simsek, 2009, Kusumastuti 

et al., 2015) 

Performance Management Social Support 

 

Explained that the combination of stretch and discipline represents how a 

company motivates its employee to voluntarily push for more ambitious goals 

and results and it is called, Performance Management while the combination of 

support and trust, which is defined as Social Support,  makes sure that employee 

reach these goals inside a cooperative work environment where employees are 

encouraged to provide assistance, support and trust in the commitments of their 

co-workers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PERFORMANCE 

MANAGEMENT 

 

 

 

Discipline 

 

 

Having a consistent application of sanctions and rewards where individuals are 

(Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994)     fairly compensated based on previously identified compensable factors leads to 

the existence of discipline in an organization. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stretch 

 

Leaders can build stretch within their organization by creating a highly 

(Ojha et al., 2018). intellectually stimulating environment in order to develop team attitudes and 

motivation that are directed towards a common goal. 

 

 

Offering financial incentives when employees exceed goals and targets, facilitate 

build stretch.  Raising the bar for employees’ performance facilitate the creation 
(Patel et al., 2013). 

of stretch". "  Offering financial incentives when employees exceed goals and 

targets, facilitate build stretch. 

 

 

 

Having a clear picture of how an employee’s work contributes to the success of 
(Ghoshal and Bartlett, 

the company provides a personal involvement and meaning to the individual’s 
1994). 

work, creates stretch. 

 
(Gibson and Birkinshaw, 

Having a collective identity within the organisation also leads to stretch . 

2004) 
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Regarding the External validity, (Sekaran, 2016) explain that it refers to what extent the 

findings can be generalized or transferred to other contexts or social settings. The same author 

also explains that “generalization in social research concerns the potential for drawing 

inferences from a single study to wider populations, contexts or social theory. In qualitative 

research it is sometimes referred to as the transferability or external validity of research 

findings” (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). The results of our study can be applied, but not in 

companies with different characteristics. That is to say, applying the same conceptual 

framework to a group of companies with the same characteristics of the companies object of 

this analysis, the results thrown will probably be similar to those found in this study. 

In this sense, our data is not generalized but transferable, since this conceptual framework can 

be extended to a more significant number of companies, of different sizes to verify if they obey 

the same logic. 

 

On the other hand, several ethical issues should be addressed while collecting primary data; 

These are related to not only those who collect the data but also those who offer them (Sekaran, 

2016). 

One month before the study began, a meeting was carried out in the offices of the respondents 

to make sure that they freely agreed to participate in the study. In line with Creswell (2014), 

who argued that participation in any research must be voluntary. 

Argued by Bryman (2012), one of the primary responsibilities expected by the researches are 

to treat the information given by the respondent as strictly confidential and protecting his or 

her privacy. To ensure that the information is strictly confidential and to protect their privacy, 

a non-disclosure agreement was signed (Appendix III). At the beginning of the interview, each 

participant was asked not only to be honest with their answers but also if he/ she agrees being 

recorded. In this study, each respondent was safe from displaying their actual name. Despite 

that, not all of the respondents asked for being anonymous, some of them did. Thus, we decided 

to keep both companies and respondents anonymous. 
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4. Findings based on the Empirical Data 

 

In this chapter the analysis of the empirical data through the lenses of theoretical framework is 

presented. In order to answer the research question: “How does leadership develop contextual 

ambidexterity in project-based organizations?”, the organizational context of the companies 

was first analyzed before assessing the leadership styles that the managers adapted to create 

this context. Then, the contextual ambidexterity level of those companies was assessed. After 

that the leadership styles of the companies with high alignment and adaptability (considered to 

have contextual ambidexterity) were compared with those of the companies with less 

contextual ambidexterity. Finally, the answer to the research question and the results of the 

different behaviors are presented in a suggested model. 

 
4.1. The organizational context 

 

As mentioned in the literature, the organizational context consists of four dimensions, 

Discipline, Stretch, Trust, and Support. This chapter provides detailed information about each 

dimension for all the companies. 

 
4.1.1. Discipline 

 

Discipline can be achieved in an organization by having clear performance standards, more 

frequent feedbacks, and consistent practices of sanctions and rewards (Koster and van Bree, 

2018, Ahammad et al., 2015). 

 
The project leaders of all the four companies created a context where employees clearly 

understand what is needed from them as they know exactly their tasks. This is achieved through 

setting clear standards and objectives and providing follow ups regularly. Project Leader from 

company B explains this as the following: 

 
“we do some daily follow-ups and talk a lot to the developers implementing the solutions, so 

they get it right. Sometimes we do for bigger projects, we write requirements and things like 

that but for smaller projects we might just discuss the issues at hand. So yeah, it’s the dialogue 

between me and the developers so he’ll know what to do now and he comes with more 

questions and I’m always available through our chat it’s like channel so they can always ask 

me questions”. 
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This is in line with what happens at company A, the developer explains: 
 

“We’re working very close and in a larger project, we’re always – we also break it down in 

smaller parts – then we just architect this part and we do this and we get involved together”. 

 
Regarding frequent feedbacks and holding performance appraisals, the results varied from one 

company to another. For example, in company A and D, there are daily meetings to discuss 

about the work and every 3 months, there is a performance evaluation for each employee in the 

company. The developer from company A explains: 

 
“Every morning we have breakfast together and always talk about what I did yesterday and 

what I’m going to do today. I know what my co-workers are doing and what they are involved 

in…[Manager’s name] who is the director here, he also has meetings with us, personal – every 

third month one to one.  and then we talk about how I think that I am doing with my work”. 

 
Those feedbacks meetings in company B are weekly, rather than daily, and there are no 

performance appraisals meetings. As for company C, they have daily feedbacks but there are 

two official performance appraisals, compared with four in company A and D. The developer 

of company C explains: 

 
“Well, we have mostly what we call, development talks with our studio leads, (Name), and she 

usually has communication with the project lead of the projects – once, twice every year, 

maybe. I don’t know actually, I guess more often than that but that’s the official route but then 

of course we have no structured way really to talk about things like that with the project lead 

or except that maybe we have, we’re working on feedback loops within the teams, we have 

continuous learning on how to give feedback to each other”. 

 
Finally, regarding, the consistent application of sanctions, no Company has a clear application 

of sanctions, unlike the literature, as they all use constructive feedbacks and cooperate with 

each other instead of applying penalties when things go wrong. When asked what happens 

when an employee goes wrong, the project leader of company A replied: 

 
“we discuss it also – what we can do together to fix it. Then it could be working on the 

weekends together…. they sit a lot of hours maybe their weekend to fix it and then they are 

telling the colleague how they did the solutions because he need to know so that he can’t do 
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the wrong way the next time so we just fix it together. It’s not that you have to stand in the 

corner. We just fix it”. 

 
It should be mentioned that the project leaders in company B admittedly say that they need to 

be stricter with their employees and there is still work needs to be done to create a context with 

better discipline. According to project manager: 

 
“I think at one point we have friendly atmosphere, very friendly sometimes, maybe too friendly. 

And it’s important for the employees to realize there’s friendliness, personal wise it’s fine but 

on the business side, it’s still a business, it’s still basic requirement that we just won’t tolerate 

just anything”. 

 
This behaviour of being “too friendly” is reflected in the actions of the employees as the 

managers could not provide a specific answer to as simple a question as to “when do employees 

come to work?”. “The other guys start when they feel like starting”, says project leader 1; 

“Anytime between 8 and 10. Sometimes somebody’s 7:30, but that’s unusual”, continues 

project leader 2. Other behaviours have led to one employee being fired. This incident has led 

the manager to start developing a draft of the code of conduct of the company, which is called 

“Company B” Perks Policy. This draft describes things that everybody is entitled to do and 

what freedoms would be withdrawn when employees do not work well. It also helped them 

emphasize the existence of a set of sanctions and increased the performance of the other 

employees according to project manager B: 

 
“We had some trust issues, we let one guy go and that is also something I think that has actually 

ended up working in our favor in the long term with the other employees”. 

 
Additionally, regarding the rewards, employees in companies A, and C did not know about 

their rewards in advance as salaries were raised after achieving a big success, which is contrary 

to the literature. They also used verbal rewards, and recognition to motivate and reward 

employees. 

 
“I do not believe in setting up like specific goals every year. Not in like you should do this and 

then we check it”, company C, Project leader. 

 
“If you do a great work, you’ll hear about it and you can see it in your salary. And we are a 

small team here. We’re not a lot of person. So, everybody knows”, Company A project Leader. 
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Unlike the previous two companies, Company B offers incentives in employees who bring in 

new customers and raised the salaries of the high-performing employees “regularly”. As for 

company D, no incentives were given neither in advance nor after success, according to the 

software developer: 

 
“Maybe not so much because when everything is fine and good … if there is problems and we 

can’t deliver on deadline then you will hear about it but if everything is okay, then you generally 

don’t care so much about”. 

 
This corresponds with the project leader quotes: 

 

“We get satisfied (when employees do a good job) and we start working with the next one…. 

we don’t do anything now but of course we trust that the people will get a reward at some 

point”. 

 
The table 8 summarized the characteristics of Discipline in each company. 

 
 

Discipline 

Company Clear performance 

standards 

Feedback and 

performance appraisals 

Consistent sanctions and rewards 

A yes Yes, daily feedback and 4 

performance appraisals 

per year 

No sanctions- verbal and nominal 

rewards are obtained after success 

B yes Yes, weekly feedbacks 

and no performance 

appraisals 

Sanctions- incentives are offered at the 

start of the project 

C yes Yes, daily feedback and 2 

performance appraisals 

per year 

No sanctions- verbal and nominal 

rewards are obtained after success 

D yes Yes, daily feedback and 4 

performance appraisals 

per year 

Criticism – no rewards 

Table 8 Summary of Discipline characteristics in the companies (Personal Collection) 
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4.1.2. Stretch 
 

As mentioned in the literature review, stretch can be achieved by giving the employee a 

personal meaning of how his work contributes to the success of the company, Having a 

collective identity within the organization, and having a shared ambition throughout the 

organization (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994, Patel et al., 2013, Yukl, 2012) 

 
Regarding the personal meaning, employees in A and C know exactly how their tasks fit in the 

direction of the company so they have a clear picture about their contribution to the company. 

This is explained by the project leader of company A and the developer in company C: 

 
“Everybody knows about everyone’s project because we talk about it on the daily- So basically, 

they have a clear picture of what they’re doing”, says the project leader. 

 
“We have a good view on what everybody’s doing as we have these daily meetings”, says the 

developer. 

 
One controversial aspect of stretch in company B is providing personal meaning to the work 

of the employees where they have a picture about their contribution to the success of the 

company. On the one hand, the managers let the developers influence the work of the project 

which creates a sense of ownership for the employees, leading to stretch their performance. 

This is emphasized by the developer who acknowledges: 

 
“Also, like in the project I’m working, I have a lot of influence, I feel like I can affect the 

direction of the project. If I say, “I think, it would be a good idea to this”, they listen – if it’s a 

good idea. They take it to themselves. At least for me, I can, it’s motivational to know that you 

can affect what you’re doing. I think if someone was telling me to do it in a specific way, and 

do not stray out of the path, that would be less motivational. Since, I kind of feel like this 

project, is my project. So, it’s kind of like, it’s something I’m building. I want to be proud of 

it”. 

 
On the other hand, the same developer admits that employees hardly know anything outside 

their ongoing project: 

 
“within your project, everyone shares. But someone working on another project, we don’t 

really discuss anything” 
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The developer’s quote is mirrored by the managers’ own views as they also believe there is 

still work to be done in order to provide employees with a clear picture. When asked if 

employees have a picture about other projects, the Project manager quotes: 

 
“It varies. I think we could do better, Yes, I think we could do better in some cases. For new 

developers we try to be more inclusive and they are part of the whole project and not just this 

module here. For the older systems we maintain, it’s harder to get the developer involved in all 

of the system so we try to be better now and I think for the newer projects they’re very more”. 

 
As for company D, the project manager suggests that employees know others’ tasks in the 

company, but not everything, they rather know what is needed for them to know: 

 
“I would say so, because we are a small company we discuss it all the time. So, yeah, they 

know not maybe all the tasks because I don’t want them to know everything because they have 

so many things to do just within the software, I don’t want to disturb them with other things, if 

they don’t need to”. 

 
Regarding collective identity, both managers in A and C emphasized that employees work hard 

because it is part of the culture of the company where they have to work hard but still enjoy 

coming to work. Project manager A quotes: 

 
“I think they want to do it (work hard) and we encourage them to do it and if you do a good 

job and are showing that you want to do something more and a little bit more than the average, 

then you can be a part of the company. If you really want to be a part of [41:50], then you have 

to give a little more”. 

 
This is almost similar to what the project manager of company B said when asked why his 

employee works hard: 

 
“He really enjoys working here. He said that several times. I think, that’s the main issue, really. 

He also, he appreciates that we gave him a chance”. 

 
As for company D, the project manager says that he has an influence on employees that’s why 

they work hard. On the other hand, the developer suggests that the reason of his hard work is 

himself and he would “feel bad” if he did not work hard. 
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Finally, regarding shared ambition, both managers in A and C transmit their ambition to their 

employees by giving them challenging tasks, but at the same time, not too challenging. As 

described by both of the managers, “it is somewhere in the middle”. Manager of company C 

quotes the following: 

 
“I think it is probably challenging, but it should not be overwhelming that you cannot do it”. 

This is also confirmed by employees from both companies. developer in company A quotes: 

“There is a balance between challenging tasks and easy ones”. 
 

Other issues were noticed in the characteristics of stretch for company B. For example, the 

developer admitted that he usually gets easy tasks and he never heard his colleagues complain 

about theirs either. This indicates that the managers are not creating a highly stimulating 

environment where employees need to step up their performance. 

 
Contrary to company B, both the manager and the developer of company D agree that they 

have challenging tasks but the manager suggest that it is ok to have challenging tasks: 

 
“I think time wise, it’s challenging – to complete the tasks in time because, that is, when we 

look at it, “Oh, this would be very hard because we have a lot of other things to complete.” I 

think that is the biggest challenge. I think with the competence they have, it’s not a big deal”, 

says the manager 

 
“generally, the software developer you always come in last on a machine so the problem is, the 

machine is probably already over the deadline so even though you haven’t start working on the 

machine, you’re over time”, says the developer 

 
The table 9 summarized the characteristics of Stretch in each company. 

 
 

Stretch 

Company Personal meaning Collective identity Shared ambition 

A yes yes Balance between 

challenging and easy 

tasks 
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B Yes (but not 

outside of their 

projects) 

No Assign easy tasks- no 

shared ambition 

C yes yes Balance between 

challenging and easy 

tasks 

D yes Yes Ambitious leaders- but 

assign too challenging 

tasks 

Table 9 Summary of Stretch characteristics in the companies (Personal Collection). 
 

4.1.3. Trust 
 

As mentioned in the literature review, organizational context that is characterized by trust can 

be achieved through the following leadership behaviors: when leaders take decisions based on 

equity among employees (Koster and van Bree, 2018), involvement of the employees in 

decisions (Cooke and Saini, 2010), Staffing the right positions with people (Ahammad et al., 

2015), and comforting risks taken by employees (Patel et al., 2013) 

 
Regarding the involving employees in decision making, basically all companies are 

characterized with high involvement where employees’ opinions are welcomed, and they 

participate in making decisions. As an example, Not only are the employees of company B 

allowed to make their own decisions regarding their tasks, but also managers exert efforts 

encouraging them to participate in the decision-making process of the company in general. 

This managerial behavior of involving the employees in the decision making and empowering 

them to take the initiative strengthens the communication and engagement of the employees: 

 
“(employee’s name) is interesting, he’s very good, I think that he doesn’t want management. 

He doesn’t wanna be a manager. Officially, he’s the Head of Operations but I think he sort of 

accepted it reluctantly. But, he doesn’t necessarily wanna be responsible for the large decisions 

so what I’ve found is that, if I show that I’m not sure how we should do this and he will suggest 

a solution then I’d just say that, “That’s perfect.” Then, I’ve take a decision but it’s his 

solution”, project manager comments. 

 
Moreover, all the managers and developers confirmed that the managers make sure that all 

their employees are equally treated as they take personal considerations for the employees 
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situations, offer them flexible working hours and communicate with them regularly to make 

sure that no one is treated in a special way. 

 
“We have one colleague, he has three sons and they are all playing hockey, tournaments, and 

training on the weekends and after school and so he’s having to drive them all the time and 

then he just, “ok, he work some extras on the weekends, I myself need to go the dentist with 

my daughter. After lunch, okay, I’ll be gone for one hour but I’ll just work another hour later 

on”, project manager of company A says. 

 
 
 

Differences started to appear in the way the tasks were assigned to employees. To illustrate, 

even though both company A and company C, and to some extent company B, have different 

approaches, they have the same principle, they include the employees in choosing their tasks: 

 
“It depends. Sometimes we just get the task too. Sometimes we discuss between each other and 

we can volunteer for a job if you want – different solutions and different things every time, 

actually”, says the developer in company A. 

 
“I think we start looking at the technical side of things. Actually we have a tool that is called a 

competence person, which is a collection of CVs more or less or skill sets for every individual 

and also the individual is able to put an estimate on how good you are at the moment and in a 

specific skill or technology and you can also say that I want to become better and how much 

better within this field or I have no interest in this but the management can tell from the figures 

that, “Okay, we ought to have this in the project” and based on that, and based on what the 

project consist of and the solution as a whole. Of course, it’s very much up to the employee 

himself to have a say. We just talk about who wants to do it. If someone feels obliged or feel 

that they have some head start to another person but that’s not definite, we’re very open to 

discussions and spread the knowledge among each other”, says the developer of company C. 

 
As for company D, when the manager was asked how he makes sure that the right person is 

assigned for the right task, his answer was: 

 
“When it comes to software then these people … these is the people that need to do this kind 

of work. But of course, when it comes to other things that are not really within the scope of 
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their … when they start working for the company … we just have to hope that they’re doing 

the right thing”. 

 
Finally, the fact that managers in companies A, B, C are satisfied when their employees try 

new methods or unfamiliar ways to do the tasks means that they encourage risk taking and it is 

normal for their employees to learn from their failures: 

 
“we have a new colleague, (employee name), started first of March and he is a [35:41 recorded 

of the interview] designer and he have delivered to a customer and it was not at all what the 

customer had in mind but they were thrilled when we came with his solution and they just go 

for it”, project manager in company A 

 
“He’s got really good problem-solving skills. And he’s not, he’s not afraid to try solutions, 

look up a solution himself then try”, project manager B says. 

 
 
 

“It’s a team effort even if there is more often one or two person who are perhaps a little bit 

more proactive or quick thought, but we try to really emphasize that we solve stuff in the team, 

you’re not left alone and stuff like that”, Project manager C. 

 
As for company D, and according to their manager, if they are approached by a project that is 

new to them or out of their scope, they decline it eliminating any opportunity to take risks or 

make mistakes. 

 
The table below summarized the characteristics of Trust in each company. 

 
 

Trust 

Company Involvement Equity Competence Risk comfort 

A Yes Yes Tasks assigned based on 

experience and discussions with 

employees 

Yes 

B Yes Yes Tasks assigned based on 

experience and discussions with 

employees 

Yes 
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C Yes Yes Tasks assigned based on 

experience and discussions with 

employees 

Yes 

D Yes yes Tasks assigned based on 

experience only 

No 

Table 10 Summary of Trust characteristics in the companies (Personal Collection) 
 

4.1.4. Support 
 

Organizational context that is characterized by high levels of support is achieved through 

autonomy, guidance and help, and access to resources (Ojha et al., 2018, Ghoshal and Bartlett, 

1994) 

 
Regarding autonomy, a pattern emerged within all the companies where all employees are 

entitled to do their tasks in the way they think is best, and they have the freedom to choose the 

technology they want. However, in the very risky decisions, employees usually ask for their 

managers’ consent. According to the literature, autonomous people seek more efficient ways 

to perform a task which in turn leads to better performance of the company. This is confirmed 

by the developer in company B: 

 
“Everyone enjoys coming here. You get a chance of developing new skills because of this. This 

freedom gives you chance to develop your skills in your own pace and you really get to learn 

things better because if they come and say: Do this and this and this, perhaps I wanted to do 

this, then this and this. If you have freedom, you can do things in your own way. I think, you 

can be more effective in that way…Usually, when you program, you run into problems. Ok, I 

can’t do it like this. I need to do something else to get this to work. Since I am the one 

programming, I know what the problem is and I believe they trust in me that I have tried 

different solutions and so on”. 

 
Similar to autonomy, managers in all the companies try to offer as much access to resources as 

possible. This can be seen by the fact that employees can ask other colleagues outside their 

projects for help without the need of any permission from the managers but for more resources, 

they have to ask their project leaders. 

 
“If something’s not going so well, we put in more resources so if I’m working on a project and 

I, “I think I won’t do it on time” I have to tell and then we put in one or more two developers 

to help me”, says project manager A. 
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Finally, regarding guidance and help, not only do managers in companies A, B, and C offer 

help to their employees, but also, they encourage them to ask for guidance from each other. In 

fact, company A has, according to the manager, “a golden rule” where the employee has a 

maximum of one hour to find a solution on his own and after an hour, he has to ask someone. 

This is mirrored by the developer who says: 

 
” We don’t have time to sit down. I’ll give a maximum half an hour, if you haven’t solved it, I 

have to go and ask because it’s not my money, it’s a waste of minute.” 

 
Regarding company B, the managers made sure that employees help each other and share the 

knowledge between each other. This can be seen by the fact that less questions are asked to the 

managers and more are directed towards their colleagues instead: 

 
“If they get stuck, they usually talk to me. Before, I got a lot of questions, all the time. But I 

try to distribute these tasks to the other developers so they talk to each other instead of solving 

issues. But if they also get stuck they go to me” Project manager says. “So when we’ve 

onboarded new people, and often times they have a lot of questions, and we don’t actually have 

to answer them, somebody else answers them. That sort of creates communal team atmosphere 

kind of thing”, project manager continuous. 

 
Similarly, company C has an online channel where employees can exchange their knowledge 

and ask for help: 

 
“I think usually you use one of the slack channels for taking your web bore you should there 

are different if there was no one here because we have one channel that is the office but if you 

feel that no one here knows, then you can send out like if it is a technical word, what is it 

usually get some answer from someone, or some point where it should go”, manager of 

company C. 

 
 
 

Additionally, these aforementioned companies offer training for their employees during work 

hours to increase their competences. For example, the manager of company B distributed free 

books for his employees, and they were allowed to read during working hours. Company A 

allowed their employees also to do self-studying during working hours to increase their 
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knowledge. Not only the manager in Company C allows the employees to study at work, but 

also, she arranges competence weekends to learn new things. According to the developer: 

 
“four times a year, gather on competence weekends, we go abroad. We gather what we want 

to learn about, what I want to teach others. There are also competence days, I think we have 14 

competence days in a year, we gather and talk about stuff. Besides, even though you are 

working probably 100% project you are usually not working 40% of 40 hours in the project 

every week usually some hours some internal time while preparing something to share”. 

 
 
 

As for company D, when the manager was asked how he knows that his employees are well- 

trained to do new projects, his response was: 

 
“That is probably why they get hired from the beginning; I could say.” 

 

However, he acknowledges that it is good for them to have some training during the year, but 

this is not allowed during working hours, and the company never offered such a thing 

 
The table below summarized the characteristics of Support in each company. 

 
 

Support 

Company Autonomy Access to resources Guidance and Help 

A Yes Yes Yes 

B Yes Yes Yes 

C Yes Yes Yes 

D Yes Yes No 

Table 11 Summary of Trust characteristics in the companies (Personal Collection) 
 

4.2. The leadership styles 
 

After assessing the organizational context created by the managers, the leadership styles that 

were used to create this context were assessed and compared with each other. By doing this, 

similarities and differences between the companies started to appear more. 

 
Regarding the creation of Discipline, to explain in more details, active management by 

exception, which is a transactional leadership characteristic, was noticed in all companies as 

the managers sit with their employees at the start of each project, break it down into smaller 



78  

tasks and explain them to the employees so they have clear performance standards. The 

differences were more obvious regarding the feedback and the application of sanctions and 

rewards. While companies A, B, and C held feedbacks regularly, the frequency of these 

feedbacks differed. For example, the managers of company A and C supervised the 

performance of their employees on a daily basis and held one-on-one performance appraisal 

four and two times a year respectively. The manager of company B offered weekly feedbacks 

rather than daily, to check how his employees do and there were no performance appraisals at 

all. As for company D, a “laisser-faire” leadership style was noticed as the manager does not 

offer any feedbacks for his employees. While the literature suggests that applying consistent 

sanctions and offering rewards before starting a task is done through contingent reward, which 

is a transactional leadership characteristic, no company seemed to penalize its employees when 

they fail, indicating that no consistent application of sanctions was done. Both companies A 

and C used idealized influence, a transformational leadership characteristic, to build confidence 

and commitment instead of punishing employees. The verbal and nominal rewards and 

recognition were obtained only after success which suggests that no transactional behaviour 

was used. As for company B, they offered contingent rewards to incentivize employees at the 

same time they were similar to the previous companies as they emphasized trust and faith in 

their employees when things went wrong. As for company D, since the manager used to issue 

verbal warnings for the employees when things go wrong and offered no rewards when things 

went right, a transactional behavior was salient for this manager. 

 
The table 12 summarized the Leadership Styles and Discipline characteristics in each company. 

 
 

Discipline 

Company Clear performance 

standards 

Fast feedback and 

performance appraisals 

Consistent sanctions and rewards 

A yes Yes No sanctions- verbal and nominal 

rewards are obtained after success 

Leadership 

style 

Transactional Transactional Transformational 

B yes yes No sanctions- incentives are offered 

at the start of the project 

Leadership 

style 

Transactional Transactional Transactional and Transformational 
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C yes yes No sanctions- verbal and nominal 

rewards are obtained after success 

Leadership 

style 

Transactional Transactional Transformational 

D yes No Criticism – no rewards 

Leadership 

style 

Transactional Liasser-faire Transactional 

Table 12 Summary of Leadership Styles and Discipline characteristics in the companies (Personal Collection). 
 
Regarding the creation of stretch, what was noticed that, unlike the conceptual framework, 

stretch was fostered through transformational leadership style rather than transactional. For 

example, the managers of all companies held regular meetings, where the employees were 

empowered and encouraged to share their contributions in the company, which provided the 

sense of a personal meaning and ownership within each individual. Such an inspirational 

motivation behaviour is linked to the transformational style. Moreover, leaders of the 

companies that had collective identity seemed to possess inspirational motivation, which is a 

transformational characteristic, as they built compelling identities for their companies and 

transmitted the purpose of these companies to their employees. The lack of intellectual 

stimulation of the manager in company B resulted in that employees did not challenge 

themselves to achieve as ambitious goals as those of the manager’s. The managers of A and C 

managed to transmit their ambition to their employees by balancing between easy and difficult 

tasks. This is done by switching between high and low levels of intellectual stimulation 

behaviors. As for manager D, he emphasized all the time on delivering ambitious tasks for his 

employees, and since the employees were complaining from the difficult tasks that were 

assigned, this indicates that over-emphasizing this transformational behaviour has some 

consequences on the employees. The table 13 summarized the Leadership Styles and Stretch 

characteristics in each company. 

 
Stretch 

Company Personal 

meaning 

Collective identity Shared ambition 

A yes yes Balance between challenging 

and easy tasks 

Leadership Style Transformational Transformational Balanced emphasis on 

Transformational 
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B yes Yes Assign easy tasks- no shared 

ambition 

Leadership Style Transformational Transformational Transactional 

C yes yes Balance between challenging 

and easy tasks 

Leadership Style Transformational Transformational Balanced emphasis on 

Transformational 

D yes Yes Assign too challenging tasks 

Leadership Style Transformational Transformational Transformational 

Table 13 Summary of Leadership Styles and Stretch characteristics in the companies (Personal Collection). 
 
Regarding how the managers fostered Trust, a transformational style was more salient in all 

the categories of the companies except company D. basically, all managers used intellectual 

stimulation to encourage critical thinking and problem-solving and involve employees in 

making decisions. Moreover, all the managers used individualized consideration to make sure 

that everyone feels equal in the group. However, differences in the leadership styles emerged 

between the manager of company D and the rest regarding risk comfort and staffing people 

based on competence. The manager of company D assigned tasks based on previous experience 

only without asking for the employees’ opinions, and since the company did not take any risks 

and did not work with unfamiliar projects, this indicated that the manager did not offer the 

employees any risk comfort. These behaviors are strictly related to the transactional style. As 

for companies A, B, and C, the employees had the option to choose their own tasks and decline 

an assigned task because the managers included them in the discussions. Moreover, it was 

already mentioned in the previous chapter that these three companies opt to take totally new 

projects, let unexperienced employees take a specific task, and gave them the freedom to try 

new ways of doing a task. These aspects are related to transformational behaviours, which 

means that unlike company D, managers of A, B, and C used only transactional leadership style 

to foster trust. The table 14 summarized the Leadership Styles and Trust characteristics in each 

company. 

 
 
 
 

Trust 

Company Involvement Equity Competence Risk comfort 
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A Yes Yes Tasks assigned based on 

experience and 

discussions with 

employees 

Yes 

Leadership 

Style 

Transformational Transformational Transformational Transformational 

B Yes Yes Tasks assigned based on 

experience and 

discussions with 

employees 

Yes 

Leadership 

Style 

Transformational Transformational Transformational Transformational 

C Yes Yes Tasks assigned based on 

experience and 

discussions with 

employees 

Yes 

Leadership 

Style 

Transformational Transformational Transformational Transformational 

D Yes yes Tasks assigned based on 

experience only 

No 

Leadership 

Style 

Transformational Transformational Transactional Transactional 

Table 14 Summary of Leadership Styles and Trust characteristics in the companies (Personal Collection). 
 
Similar to Trust, all the managers used transformational leadership style to foster the 

characteristics of Support. The belief in the employees and the empowerment to be autonomous 

in doing their tasks is strongly related to the transformational style. This style is also seen in 

the open culture provided where employees can access resources without permission from their 

managers. However, while managers A, B and C when leaders paid attention to the 

development of their employees and offered them training and workshops according to each 

employee’s needs, the manager of company D did not offer any guidance for his employees. 

This indicates that managers A, B, and C nurtured Guidance and Help through individualized 

consideration while the manager of company D opted for a “laisser-faire” style. The table 

below summarizes the leadership styles each manager used to create the organizational context 

of his company. The table below summarized the Leadership Styles and Support characteristics 

in each company. 
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Support 

Company Autonomy Access to resources Guidance and Help 

A Yes Yes Yes 

Leadership Style Transformational Transformational Transformational 

B Yes Yes Yes 

Leadership Style Transformational Transformational Transformational 

C Yes Yes Yes 

Leadership Style Transformational Transformational Transformational 

D Yes Yes No 

Leadership Style Transformational Transformational Laisser-faire 

Table 15 Summary of Leadership Styles and Support characteristics in the companies (Personal Collection). 
 

4.3. Contextual ambidexterity levels of the companies 
 

This section starts with assessing the contextual ambidexterity level of each company based on 

the levels of alignment and adaptability. Afterwards, the leaders’ behaviors of the highly 

ambidextrous companies were highlighted and compared with those with no contextual 

ambidexterity. Finally, a conceptual model is suggested as an answer to the RQ. 

 
4.3.1. Alignment 

 

Alignment in company A can be seen in many aspects as improving the employees’ existing 

skills as software developers are trying to gain more knowledge in programming skills. It can 

be also seen in refining the way they are doing things in the company. The project manager 

says: 

 
“It’s dangerous to just sit back and relax. You can always be better at something. What we are 

struggling with right now is how can we do another structure in the company that we can get 

more time for coding. So, I’m taking more and more administration work from the guys so they 

can seat and focus on coding.” 

 
Moreover, being more efficient over time indicates that this company is having high levels of 

alignment. According to the project manager: 

 
“We have some project that is information to business systems, some other parts we can copy 

from another project but it’s always special solutions for every customers in the end, so copy- 
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paste from a little part and then we have to in that way we can see that many projects can be 

exactly the same” 

 
Regarding company B, the alignment of the company has some aspects that are relatively 

strong while others need to be improved. For example, employees focus on delivering the 

assigned projects in an efficient way which indicates that the company has good alignment. 

This can be noticed from project managers’ emphasis on delivering a working solution rather 

than a good-looking one. The project manager says: 

 
“It’s not about providing a nice-looking solution but the correct solution. Some guys get bogged 

down by finding the correct solution. Robin just finds a solution. At the end of the day, the 

client doesn’t care if the codes’ ugly. The clients just want the problem solved. So, if you solve 

the problem, and it doesn’t cause another problem that solution is just as good as the super 

fancy, “Oh look, I used all these design patterns and this is so nice, etc. etc.” yeah that’s great 

but you could have done it in probably 75 percent of the time if you just ran down quickly. 

That’s a big strength” 

 
However, despite the employees’ involvement with customers, which allowed the company to 

deliver faster projects than before, the project managers admit that time estimations are not the 

company’s best characteristics, leaving some space to improve the alignment: 

 
“This is the most difficult thing in software development is estimating. Time estimating. I think 

this is the thing we have been, the worst at. Now, we’re slightly better. I think that might be a 

problem with our implementation”, says project manager . 

 
Moreover, the complexity of the projects has been increasing as the company has been 

accepting “bigger projects” than before because, according to project manager , now they can 

do it, indicating that their employees refined their existing knowledge and gained more 

experience than before. 

 
Finally, it can be seen that employees are under an on-going process of standardizing the 

implementation of the repeated (exploitative) projects in order to be faster in delivery. This, 

when done completely, will improve the execution of the projects and improve the alignment: 
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“That’s something we’ve been trying to work on a lot, to standardize regular projects…, it’s 

much faster for somebody to deliver that type of project, than it was a few months ago or even 

six months ago. So, we try to standardize those. That helps a lot actually”, says project manager. 

 
Company C does not differ a lot from company A as efficiency in their implementation as well 

as their execution can be seen, indicating the existing of high alignment. According to the 

software developer: 

 
“If you have done something really similar before, it’s just easier to just go…our delivery 

process in our team, it’s more frequent. We deliver or we release versions very, very often as 

other teams might release once a month or so, I think we have proven ourselves, or we have 

had people before us proven ourselves, at the location where our project is located at (company 

name) and that benefits us that they trust us in all stuff that we do until we prove differently” 

 
Finally, regarding company D, when the manager was asked about what needs to be better in 

the company, so their performance improves, his answer was: 

 
“Now, not so much because I don’t have time to improve. But I try to focus do more things 

efficient – focus on one thing.” 

 
As for the developer, he believes that the company changed the type of projects it used to take 

in order to make production faster and to accommodate the hectic schedule they have in the 

projects accepted: 

 
“In the beginning, it was more of external consulting we took projects where I need to be at the 

customer site. Nowadays, since we are so busy, we really don’t want to take those projects 

because I will lag behind too much for other customers. I need to be at the office quite regularly 

in order to support, I can’t afford to be at the customer site for weeks.” 

 
However, he believes that planning in the company needs improvements because they find 

difficulties dealing with all the projects in hand: 

 
“It’s really hard. Maybe I don’t know all the things I need to improve but I know for sure that 

I have problems focusing when I have a lot of tasks to do – mainly, project leadership and 

personal project timing.” 
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The table 16 summarized the fulfillment of Alignment on each company. 
 

Company Alignment 

A Yes 

B Yes (Partially applied) 

C Yes 

D Yes (Overly applied) 

Table 16  Summary of Alignment in the companies (Personal Collection). 
 

4.3.2. Adaptability 
 

Regarding adaptability, many similarities between A, B, and C appeared. For example, 

managers in these companies encourage their employees to learn the latest technology instead 

of depending on their existing knowledge. This can be seen in their quotes: 

 
“We generally choose the new, interesting fun stuff, which is something everybody wants to 

work with” Company B, project manager: 

 
“We are trying to be better at VR here and AR, then you need to learn first before we actually 

can deliver and then usually, we try to go ahead and learn that competence development and 

try to learn it outside projects. Then we will try to look in the future what is actually going to 

be the technology and try to learn that before we actually and then we got the customer say 

okay, we think this is actually something that you need something.” Company C project 

manager. 

 
In contrast, the project manager in company D does not think there is no need to learn new 

skills as they work with familiar projects: 

 
“I think most of the projects we have the knowledge how to do that. It’s not so many new 

things, it’s more or less you need to work a lot or make, it’s not any new technology but just 

more work to get it completed. So it’s not new things for us in that sense.” 

 
On the other hand, the developer of company D acknowledges this weakness and believes that 

learning new skills is significant for the company: 

 
“I’m not so worried about that (working with hard but familiar tasks). I’ve been here for so 

long, but one challenge is if how you should extend to a different field and if so, which  field. 
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Within our field, I feel no worries about competence wise, but the market is always changing 

so we should focus on other fields.” 

 
Another similarity between A, B, and C is that the three of them take calculated risks and do 

totally new projects in order to become familiar with different types of projects: 

 
“Sometimes, we take a project and we know that we don’t have the knowledge and then you 

can put some of the hours in internal education instead of it. But we think that it’s important to 

have that knowledge in the company, so we take a part of that project just to get to know the 

knowledge and test it.” project manager in company A 

 
 
 

“We also run some workshops or we’re starting to. That’s another thing we can do if we have 

more time, as to run internal workshops and you know knowledge sharing about new 

technologies and also like a monthly hack where take an afternoon off and we experiment with 

new technology. We bought a bunch of sensors and electronic gears so we’re gonna build a 

fully automated watering thing for our plants. There’s only one there but we used to have lots 

of plants in the office. So, we’ll gonna have a workshop where we program and put those things 

together.” Project manager company B. 

 
“It depends on how you see it. If it takes longer time for someone else it might be beneficial 

because he has, he got to learn something new, that’s an investment. If someone else always 

grab that particular task really quick but if he quits, it will not be quick. If it takes enormous 

amount of time and that person is very unsatisfied with the task that is not good situation of 

course, but if anyone wants to do it, wants to learn it’s up for the grabs.” Developer, company 

C. 

 
Compared with company D, they do not take new projects that are outside their scope. The 

developer says: 

 
“When we are approached with a new project if we feel like this is outside our scope, we decline 

the client or the customer. “ 

 
It should be also mentioned that both companies A and B discovered that some solutions are 

similar, so they tried to make a product out of it: 
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“When we see the project is the same and a lot of customers are asking about the same 

solutions, then we do it like this. Ok, this is not a consulting project, then more of an, it’s a 

product, then we move it away. We have some companies now. I can show you later if you 

want to because we have a fix of group. We have a lot of companies,” says the project manager 

in company A. The table 17 summarized the fulfillment of Adaptability on each company. 

 
Company Adaptability 

A Yes 

B Yes 

C Yes 

D No 

Table 17 Summary of Adaptability in the companies (Personal Collection). 
 
 

4.3.3. Contextual Ambidexterity 
 

The leaders’ imbalance between performance management and social support led to 

imbalances between alignment and adaptability. Therefore, there were variations regarding the 

performance of those companies. For example, when the interviewees were asked how they 

know that their company is performing well, both answers from A and C were almost similar 

as managers share the information of the economy with their employees regularly and discuss 

openly about the company’s situation: 

 
"Tuesdays we are looking at the economy together, so everybody knows how it’s going in the 

company and when I do the invoices, we talk about that. Also, how much we send out to the 

customers this month and what the goals are for the next month if you have to work a little bit 

harder for some of the customers, then everyone knows about that" project manager, company 

A. 

 
“We have frequent monthly meetings. There’s a lot of transparency. We see the figures and we 

talk openly about the economy and I can tell from (the project manager) that we’re doing fine” 

Software developer, company C 

 
As for company B, the manager evaluates the performance of the company based on the bills 

as he checks the economy every month without sharing the information with employees who 

only have assumptions about the performance of the company. The developer of company B 

says: 
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“I guess, it’s going well because we have a lot to do. We’re always busy. So, I’m guessing 

that’s a good sign.” 

 
This is in line with the developer of company D who says that he thinks the company is doing 

well because “I have a lot to do”. However, the interesting answer came from the project 

manager D when he was asked how he knows if the company is performing: 

 
“Oh, we don’t really know that. But that is a good question because you can think that the 

company’s doing very well but then if you look at the figures, “Oh, we’re not doing a lot of 

money” because we have a lot of work but we don’t get the flow of money into the company 

because you a lot of projects you need to work with so many things that you don’t really see 

that the money flow is going in to the company. But you have a feeling that, “Oh, it seems to 

be okay.” 

 
Interestingly, there were also similarities between the managers’ behaviors in companies A and 

C specifically, and to some extent B, regarding how the employees should work; the three 

managers appeared to be ambidextrous as they try to balance between the flat and hierarchical 

structure. As an example, the project manager in company A says the following: 

 
“I think it’s a teamwork but if someone is going to take it their own way, we just have to drag 

him back to the team and be more, thinking together. If you are going to be sick or something, 

some or the others should just jump into your project and it would be no problem to know and 

realize your code. So, it’s all about thinking together and working as a team so we can’t be, 

can’t depend on one person in one project, you have to be more. If you die tomorrow someone 

else needs to know about the customer project.” 

 
While the project manager in company C says the following: 

 

“I do not believe in that the top kind of press down everything. I think it needs to be both. 

Sometimes you need to say this is our direction, but also, they need to be nice to be both top. I 

think some things needs to be done some things, we need to listen to everyone understand it.” 

 
As for the project manager in company B, he seems on the same page as the previous managers 

as he says: 
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“it’s a business. It’s not a charity. It’s not a political organization. We’re an economic entity. 

So, I think that’s the bottom-line. But the other thing is also to have a nice environment for 

which you have control over, work wise. Things like, “It doesn’t matter how much money we 

make, if our employees are miserable”, then it’s gonna be pain to go here. “You don’t wanna 

go to the office in the morning because you know that you’re just gonna have ten awkward, 

terrible conversations with people”. That’s not something that we want either. So, I think, it’s 

good to find some kind of balance between those two 

 
However, he admits that they still have problems with time management: 

 

“Obviously. We have more work than we could possibly do. We have backlogs for some, we 

have two big clients that we have backlogs. I mean, even if they stop giving us projects today, 

we probably have work for a year and a half. our main issue is time – having enough time to 

do everything. If I had another 24 hours a day, we would feel that it is not a problem” 

 
These balancing efforts (ambidextrous behaviors from leaders) led to ambidextrous behaviors 

by their employees. For example, the developer in company A speaks about how they perform 

different tasks and switch between them with no problem: 

 
“some of them think it’s ok to just, ok I’m working on this project before lunch after lunch, 

I’m from the support side, and I was working with 30 errands a day so just okay” 

 
This is almost identical to what the project manager in company C and B said: 

 

“I think usually do not work with just one task. You usually work with me you can work with 

different things. You start here and then a couple of weeks later you work in another area” says 

the project manager C 

 
“We’ve noticed, after we had our first two hires, they are now getting to the point where we 

can just give them a project with loose definitions of what needs to be done and after a few 

questions, then disappear for a week or two and then come back with something useful. That 

is worth a lot to the company” says the project manager B. 

 
As for company D, contrary to the previous companies, the context created by the manager 

seems to prevent the employees from becoming ambidextrous. This is shown by the fact that 

they find it hard to focus on more than one task; according to the developer: 
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“Generally, our projects is quite small, quite easy to estimate how much work is left to do and 

so our projects tend to be between a week and four weeks or so. They are not that hard to plan. 

The big problem is if we have multiple projects at the same time. Maybe we don’t have that 

much customers, but we are constantly occupied. We have more work than we can accept”. 

 
By comparing these results with the frame of references, it can be noticed that, as the literature 

suggests, the contextual ambidexterity and the performance of those companies were 

influenced by the organizational context that leaders create. It can also be deduced that 

managers in both companies A and C created a High-Performance Context where the 

employees can switch easily between alignment and adaptability tasks. In company B, since a 

Country-club context refers to no work is done in the company, this was not the case for 

company B rather it was in the middle between the High-Performance and the Country-Club 

Context. As for company D, the behaviors of the manger have created a Burnout Context where 

employees work harder than what they should and cannot balance between alignment and 

adaptability tasks. The figure below maps the companies’ performance position according to 

the context created by the mangers. The figure 6 shows the position of the organizational 

context created by each leader. 

 

 
Figure 6 Positions of the companies in the organizational context created by the managers. Based on (Birkinshaw, 2004). 
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4.4. The leadership behaviours of the ambidextrous companies 
 

It can be deduced from the empirical findings that the differences of leaders’ behaviors had 

different effects on the performance of the company. This is in line with (O'Reilly and 

Tushman, 2011) who suggest that the different leadership styles have different impacts on a 

company’s ambidexterity. By comparing the behaviors of the high performing companies, a 

pattern emerged in their leaders’ behaviors: 

 
Rosing et al., (2011) suggest that a combination of leadership styles may be more effective to 

increase the performance of the company. By analyzing the ambidextrous companies (the high 

performing companies), it is clear from the findings that the presence of both transactional and 

transformational leadership styles was essential for achieving a High-performance Context 

(high levels of contextual ambidexterity). However, unlike the literature, transformational 

behaviors were noticed in both the alignment-promoting context (performance management) 

and in the adaptability-promoting context (social support). To better explain, according to the 

theoretical framework, Baskarada et al (2016), suggest that transactional leaders’ behaviors 

promote alignment while transformational leaders’ behaviors promote adaptability. However, 

in both companies A and C, stretch, which is a context dimension that promotes alignment, 

was triggered by transformational behaviors rather than transactional. Another result which 

was not similar to the theoretical framework is that in those companies there were no signs of 

consistent sanctions or contingent rewards, as the literature suggests in order to promote 

discipline. Leaders, however, opted to focus on cooperation with each other and constructive 

feedbacks and not to emphasize on sanctions to foster Discipline. Moreover, the rewards were 

not defined in advance before doing the tasks. This indicates that transactional leaders’ 

behaviors in the category of “consistent sanctions and rewards” were not as necessary to foster 

Discipline as the literature suggests, and leaders need to practice both transactional, and to 

some extent, transformational behaviors to foster discipline. As for the Social Support, the 

results were similar to what the framework suggests where transformational behaviors led to 

high social support, which in turn increases the adaptability level of the company. Finally, the 

results indicate that the managers used to switch swiftly between the two leadership styles when 

required; they managed to foster Discipline by being highly transactional (through breaking 

down the tasks and explaining the smallest details to their employees, and the daily formal and 

unformal meetings with them) while also being transformational (through building team spirit 
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and offering incentives after success rather than building a contingent relationship with their 

employees). 

 
4.5. The leadership behaviors of the non-ambidextrous companies 

 

As mentioned in section 4.3.3, even though company B was characterized with both Alignment 

and Adaptability, the admission of its managers that there is still much to do to reach full 

potentials means that it cannot be considered as ambidextrous as the companies A and C. The 

Country Club Context is characterized by no work is done in the company and employees enjoy 

their time at the company while not living up for their potentials (Kusumastuti et al., 2015). 

While this was not the case in company B, as deduced from the analysis, Company B was not 

achieving its full performance either as employees do exactly what is done from them but do 

not stretch themselves. Therefore, it lies between the High-Performance Context and the 

Country Club Context. 

 
Since this company has both Alignment and Adaptability, just like the highly ambidextrous 

companies, some similarities between them were found. What can be noticed from the leaders’ 

behaviors is that unlike the literature, transformational behaviors exist in both alignment- 

promoting and adaptability-promoting characteristics (performance management and social 

support, respectively). This is similar to the companies in the High-Performance Context. 

Another similarity between them is that all the three companies fostered Social Support using 

the same transformational styles with the same intensity. This explains the reasons for 

possessing high adaptability characteristics within these companies 

 
The difference, however, can be found in the way they created Performance Management. As 

mentioned earlier, the leaders of the companies in the High-Performance Context practiced 

both transactional, and to some extent, transformational behaviors (when rewarding and 

punishing employees) to foster Discipline, and only transformational behaviors to foster 

Stretch. As for company B, the transactional behaviors were salient in all the characteristics of 

Discipline and they also existed in Stretch. This indicates that the manager overemphasized the 

use of the transactional style and failed to switch between the two styles when the situation 

requires to be transformational/transactional. Another difference is that the intensity of the two 

leadership styles was less than the ambidextrous companies. To explain more, company B and 

the ambidextrous companies held regular feedbacks (transactional style) and provided personal 

meaning for the employees (transformational). However, while the manager of company B 
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emphasized the same styles, the feedbacks with employees were weekly and there were no 

performance appraisals compared with the daily feedbacks and scheduled one-on-one 

performance evaluation in the ambidextrous companies. Moreover, while the employees do 

feel they contribute to the success of the company through the personal meaning created by the 

manager in company B, the employees discuss about their tasks only among their project 

members and they do not know other colleagues’ tasks compared with discussions with the 

whole company members in the high performing companies where everyone knows about 

everyone’s job and the weekly discussions about the company’s economy. This indicates that 

the manager’s ability to successfully switch between the leadership styles to foster the right 

dimension is not enough to develop better alignment and adaptability levels (contextual 

ambidexterity levels), but also the intensity of those practices needs to be taken into 

consideration. 

 
As for company D, it was mentioned in section 4.3.3 that the leader created a Burnout Context. 

This Context is characterized by performing well for a limited time before collapsing 

(Kusumastuti et al., 2015). Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004), suggest that a Burnout Context 

happens as a result of overemphasizing Performance Management over Social Support. In 

company D, the existence of contingent rewards in Discipline, similar to the conceptual 

framework and contrary to the ambidextrous companies, means that the manager practiced only 

transactional style to foster Discipline. Moreover, continuously stressing on achieving high 

ambitions, and the fact that the employees admittedly say that project management needs to be 

improved means that the intensity of the transformational behaviors in Stretch were higher than 

the optimal levels. While those two aspects cause declines in Performance Management, and 

therefore, in Alignment, this decline was overshadowed by the practices in Social Support. The 

leader took no risks as he did not accept projects that the company was not familiar with, and 

these behaviors were transmitted to the employees. This transactional behavior was the 

opposite to what the conceptual framework (and the ambidextrous companies) suggest because 

leaders should encourage risk taking to foster trust and employees are more likely to take risks 

when they feel empowered by their leaders and they will be motivated to try new approaches 

(Patel et al., 2013). The leader also was reluctant to give the less-experienced employees the 

hard tasks, and he, unlike the other adaptable companies, did not give them a chance to accept 

or decline a task they prefer. Instead, he assigned the tasks based on their experiences. It can 

be understood then that the existence of the transactional style in the social support (Trust and 
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Support) combined with the absence of guidance and help had negative effects on the Social 

Support, which in turn led to declines in adaptability. 

 
4.6. The optimized framework after the research process 

 
To answer the Research question: “How does leadership develop contextual ambidexterity in 

project-based organizations?”, the ambidexterity levels of the four companies were assessed 

and the leadership styles that led to achieving these levels were highlighted and compared with 

those of the non-ambidextrous companies in order to further know the consequences of these 

styles. 

 
It can be concluded from this study that having high levels of alignment and adaptability (being 

contextually ambidextrous) is a prerequisite for achieving full potentials in performance and 

surviving on the long term. This is in line with existing literature. It can be also noticed that 

developing contextual ambidexterity fosters innovation in the company, as the two 

ambidextrous companies managed to create their own products with time. Leaders develop 

this contextual ambidexterity by emphasizing the four elements of the organizational context 

(Discipline, Stretch, Support, Trust) to be all high as emphasizing one element does not 

compensate the absence of the other ones (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). And even though 

the literature acknowledges the need for leaders to be ambidextrous and possess a balance 

between different leadership styles (Baškarada and Watson, 2017), it, however, suggests that 

transactional leadership style leads to alignment while transformational leadership style 

enhances adaptability (Jansen et al., 2009b, Vera and Crossan, 2004). What can be found in 

this study is that both leadership styles are necessary to foster ambidexterity but Stretch (which, 

according to the literature, should be nurtured by transactional behaviors) was created through 

transformational leaders’ behaviors. Moreover, offering consistent sanctions and rewards 

(which, according to the literature, is a prerequisite to achieve Discipline) seemed to cause 

decline in Discipline as the ambidextrous companies do not seem to penalize employees or 

offer them performance-based rewards. They, however, opt to foster team spirit (In case of 

failure, the whole team works extra instead of sanctioning the one at fault. In case of success, 

the whole team celebrates instead of rewarding the highest achiever), which is a 

transformational characteristic. Therefore, for companies to develop contextual ambidexterity 

on the long run, they need to possess transformational behaviors to foster Social Support and a 

combination   of   transactional   and   transformational   behaviors   to   foster     Performance 
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Management. It should be mentioned though that not only the type of the leadership style is 

important but also the intensity of this style. To further explain, fostering an organizational 

context in two different companies applying the same leadership style at the same context 

dimensions but with different intensity will lead to different outcomes of alignment and 

adaptability. Finally, the existence of the transactional behaviors outside the dimension of 

Discipline, and more specifically, outside the “Clear performance Standards” and “Fast 

feedback” caused declines in every category in which this style was applied. This means that 

leaders should not only possess the two leadership styles but also be able to switch effectively 

between them. Figure 7 shows the differences between the theoretical framework and the 

optimized framework. 



 

 
 

 

 

 
Figure 7 Differences between the theoretical framework and the optimized framework. Based on: (Lin and McDonough Iii, 2011, Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994 , Simsek, 2009, Kusumastuti et al., 
2015, Ojha et al., 2018, Yukl, 2012, Wang and Rafiq, 2014, Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004, Patel et al., 2013, Koster and van Bree, 2018, Pellegrinelli et al., 2015, Malik et al., 2017). 
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5. Conclusions and Discussion 
 

The purpose of this thesis was to develop a better understanding on how leaders, through 

ambidextrous leadership styles, create a context that enables individuals to achieve contextual 

ambidexterity. 

 

In our study, transactional leadership style seemed to be limited to two characteristics: clear 

performance standards, and fast feedback. These two characteristics are two factors that foster 

discipline in the organizational context. This indicates that managers in contextually 

ambidextrous companies used the transactional style only to foster one context dimension 

(discipline). This finding comes contrary to what the literature suggests as Baskarada et 

al.,(2016) argues that transactional style is related to performance management (discipline and 

stretch). The existence of the transactional style outside these two characteristics seems to 

cause imbalances in the organizational context, which in turn, leads to declines in the results. 

Manager of company D, for example, applied transactional behaviors to foster trust. This action 

led to bad results regarding the adaptability of the company. 

 

What was also found in this study is that transformational leadership style seems to contribute 

to both alignment and adaptability as managers in the ambidextrous companies used this style 

in both social support and performance management. While the transformational style’s 

influence on the adaptability-promoting aspects (social support) is a result that corresponds to 

the existing literature, its influence on the alignment-promoting aspects was contrary to the 

literature. For example, stretch seemed to be fostered only by transformational style by 

ambidextrous managers rather than transactional. As for discipline, it was found that contingent 

rewards and the consistent application of sanctions do not seem as important to foster discipline 

as fostering team spirit within the organization. This indicates that transformational leadership 

style is also necessary to foster discipline. Based on these findings, not only does this thesis 

emphasize on the importance of ambidextrous leadership to develop ambidexterity (O'Reilly 

3rd and Tushman, 2004, Rosing et al., 2011, Simsek, 2009), but also it highlights the balance 

between the two leadership styles in order to develop such ambidexterity. 

 

Moreover, this study has shown that a balance in intensity of both leadership styles contributes 

to the development of contextual ambidexterity. To explain more, manager’ practices like 
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offering daily feedback meetings, and regular performance appraisals (transactional style 

behaviors) were considered important for project-based companies in this study to promote 

alignment. Company B seemed to possess less alignment capabilities than the ambidextrous 

companies because of the intensity of the transactional style in feedbacks (weekly rather than 

daily) and no performance appraisals. This has made it positioned close to a Country-Club 

Context. Additionally, overemphasizing the transformational style in stretch in company D led 

employees to a Burnout Context. These results are not only important for software development 

companies, but also for industries that are characterized with high dynamism and high 

competition because the need to develop organizational ambidexterity in such industries is 

considered high in order to survive. 

Finally, this thesis provides empirical confirmation that contextual ambidexterity encourages 

innovation; The development of contextually ambidextrous project-based organizations 

managed to find new products out of their projects, and the less-developed ambidextrous ones 

identified potentials for such products, while the non-ambidextrous companies were not able 

to do that. 

 

5.1 Practical Implications 
 
We consider that our findings can be used by firms as a guide to get the optimal results from 

their employees and thus for the firm itself. Managers can use our framework to evaluate the 

firm’s context and the firm’s position regarding contextual ambidexterity and then modify their 

leadership styles accordingly. Moreover, since the modifying the right leadership style of the 

manager is dependent on the position of the organizational context, it is also important for 

managers to understand that a combined approach of leadership styles is significant in order to 

develop contextual ambidexterity as they need to practice both styles in different variations in 

order to develop contextual ambidexterity. Finally, the implications of this research are related 

to small and medium project-based organizations that want to learn more about the relationship 

between leadership and organizational ambidexterity. 

 

5.2 Theoretical Implications 
 
The theoretical implication of this study is that it connects two different streams of literature in 

the organizational ambidexterity and the leadership. While the previous studies have 

acknowledged the significant role that leaders play in developing organizational ambidexterity, 

this thesis has revealed more understanding of how contextual ambidexterity is developed 
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through the managers’ leadership style. This thesis also extends the ambidextrous leadership 

research as it highlights the leadership styles needed to foster such ambidexterity, and the 

importance of the intensity of the leadership style. Finally, this thesis highlighted how 

contextual ambidexterity is developed in project-based organizations. This is important 

because it provided a deeper understanding of the ambidexterity and leadership literature in a 

contemporary form of companies where managers need to balance between the daily tensions 

of exploration (unique solutions, problem solving, and new knowledge) and exploitation (tight 

resources, and time constraints). 
 
6. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

 

Our results build on comparative case studies for four companies that are located in Sweden, 

which is characterized with its flat and open structure. So, the leaders already show signs of 

transformational leadership style. It would be, therefore, interesting to repeat this study in 

different countries in order to increase the trustworthiness of the framework. 

 

Despite the effort to include different sources of data in the present study, we include interviews 

as the main way to collect information. This affected the triangulation process due to the fact 

that interviews were the only source of information for data analysis as the access for secondary 

data, such as financial reports, human resources reports, project management, reports, were not 

available. However, to reduce the bias in the study, the interviews were taken from two 

different actors for each company in order for the validity to be as precise as possible. A future 

study can use observant participant research methods in order to establish the routines and 

describe how the leadership is promoting the contextual ambidexterity. 

 

Furthermore, data gathering of this thesis took place during a limited period of time. Therefore, 

it is suggested that a longitudinal research design is performed to fully understand how 

leadership develops contextual ambidexterity. 

 

Finally, what was noticed in this thesis is that the companies with alignment and adaptability 

characteristics used agile methods in their projects. So, it would be interesting to analyze the 

effects of agile project management on contextual ambidexterity. 
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Appendix I Theoretical definitions 
 
 
Performance Management: 

 

Discipline: 
 

• Clear set of standards (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) 
 

People accept and commit to the objectives  (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 
 

• Fast cycle feedback (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) 
 

Use their appraisal feedback to improve their performance (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 

2004) 

 
• Application of sanctions (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) 

 
Reward or punish based on rigorous measurement of business performance against 

goals (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 
Stretch: 

 

Make a point of stretching their people. Encourage people to set challenging and aggressive 

goals. (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 
• Shared ambition: (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) 

 
Hold people accountable for their performance (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 

This business unit does a good job of satisfying our customers (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 

2004) 

 
• Collective identity (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) 

 
Our team is able to solve difficult tasks if we invest the necessary effort (Jansen et al., 

2016) 

 
Achieving this team’s goals is well within our reach. (Jansen et al., 2016) 
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• Personal meaning: 
 

This business unit gives me the opportunity and encouragement to do the best work I am 

capable of (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 
Be more focused on getting their job done well than on getting promoted. (Gibson and 

Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 
Social Support: 

 

Trust 
 

• Equity: 
 

Decide By Facts: Base decisions on facts and analysis, not politics (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 

2004) 

 
• Involvement: 

 
Give everyone sufficient authority to do their jobs well. (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 

• Competence: 
 

Work hard to develop the capabilities needed to execute our overall strategy/ vision. 

(Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 
The team as a whole is competent to perform their tasks (Jansen et al., 2016) 

 

• Comforting risks taken by employees 
 

Willing and able to take prudent risks  (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 
 

Treat failure (in a good effort) as a learning opportunity, not something to be ashamed of 

(Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004) 
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Support 
 

• Access to resources 
 

Share Information: Give ready access to information that others need (Gibson and 

Birkinshaw, 2004) 

 
The team is able to allocate and integrate available resources to perform the tasks well 

(Jansen et al., 2016) 

 
• Autonomy (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) 

 
Giving employees autonomy helps create a supportive context (Ghoshal and Bartlett , 

1994). 

 
• Guidance and help  (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994) 

We help each other on the job (Jansen et al.,    2016)    

We get along well with each other. (Jansen et al., 2016) 

 
 

Alignment : (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004) 
 

1.	 Do Productive Activities: Cause the organization to use resources on productive  tasks 

(Napier et al., 2011) 

2.	 Work Coherently: Work coherently to support the overall objectives of this organization 

(Napier et al., 2011) 

3.	 Give Nonconflicting Objectives: State non-conflicting objectives for specific tasks and 

projects (Napier et al., 2011) 

4.	 The management systems in this organization work coherently to support the overall 

objectives of this organization (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004) 

5.	 The  management  systems  in  this  organization  cause  us  to  waste  resources       on 

unproductive activities (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004) 

6.	 People  in  this  organization  often  end  up  working  at  cross  purposes  because  our 

management systems give them conflicting objectives (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004) 
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Adaptability: (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004) 
 

1.	 Challenge Tradition: Encourage people to challenge outmoded practices (Napier et al., 

2011) 

2.	 Evolve Rapidly: Evolve rapidly in response to shifts in business priorities  (Napier    et 

al., 2011) 

3.	 Respond to Markets: Allow the organization to respond quickly to changes in  markets 

(Napier et al., 2011) 

4.	 The management systems in this organization encourage people to challenge out mode 

traditions/practices/sacred cows (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004) 

5.	 The management systems in this organization are flexible enough to allow us to respond 

quickly to changes in our markets (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004) 

6.	 The management systems in this organization evolve rapidly in response to shifts in our 

business priorities (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004). 
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Appendix II Interview questions 

 
Interview questions for project managers 

 
This is Andrea and Hussain, master students at Halmstad University. Hussain is studying...and 
Andrea is studying.... so, we decided to combine our topics together in our master thesis and 
we would like to get to know more information about your company. 

 
 
General Questions 
Can you please tell us a bit about yourself? And a short description about the company? 
How long have you been working in the company? 
Can you give us an example of a normal day for you here? 

 
 
Performance 

 
1. How do you know that the company is doing well in the market? 

a. What aspects are important for the company to know you are doing well. 
2. What do you think you can improve so the company does even better? 
3. how do you address the differences in the projects you have? 

a. How do the activities differ between the different projects? 
b. how do you distribute the roles between employees? 

 
4. When developing and implementing strategy, do you balance between short and long- 

term priorities? How do you do that? 
 
 
Alignment 

 
1. Compared with the previous years, how has your normal-day activities changed over 

time? 
2. What aspects you would like to improve to become more efficient? 

a. What are you doing to improve them? 
b. Who is involved in improving the efficiency of these aspects? 

3. How do you control the resources ( People, money) and ensure they are enough for a 
specific project? 

4. What activities are similar or useful among the several projects you do? 
 
 
Adaptability 

 

 
1. We know that each project you do is different according to the customer needs but 

sometimes some aspects or tasks are similar or repeated. How do structure and processes 
of regular projects differ from those that are not considered regular projects? 
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2. Can you give us an example of, what kind of new skills you had to learn in a previous 
project to make it successful? 

 
 

3. During work there are always some challenges that require new solutions or ideas that 
are new to the team. Who comes with these ideas usually in the firm? 

 
4. How does the company help employees to gain new skills or participate new ideas? 

 
 

5. How do you approach new customers? 
a. At what stage you do that, while working on an existing project or when 

finished? 
b. Based on what you choose them? 

 
 
 
Performance Management: 

 
 
Discipline: 

 
1. When you get a new project, how do you split tasks between the employees? 

a. How do you make sure that they know what they have to do? 
 

2. While the project is progressing, how can you know if the employee is doing good or 
not? And what do you do with this information? “ do you hold feedback with them” . 

 
3. How do you reward people if they met their goals? 

a. And what happens if they did not deliver the quality needed or at the 
right time or budget? 
b. Are these rewards and sanctions clear for them from the beginning or 
they don’t know what they will get until they succeed or fail? 

 
Stretch: 

4. Can you give us in example when your employees exceeded/ did not exceed your 
expectations? Why do you think they worked harder? 

5. In your opinion, do you think you had an influence on their behavior? 
a. How? 
b. Why not 

6. When dividing the tasks between the employees, what else do they know about the 
project apart from their own roles/ tasks? 

7. How challenging are the tasks that you as a manager give to the employees? In other 
words, are they realistic or too ambitious to achieve? 

a. How do you inspire them to achieve these goals? 
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Social Support 

 
Trust 

 
1. How do you know your employees are feeling equally treated? 

a. How do you make them work well together, how do you consider their 
diversity in knowledge, backgrounds, health issues , life style, personality). How 
do you address their differences of lifestyle? For example if people are smoking a 
lot they have to take breaks...... 

 
2. Can you give us a real example, when the company changed a process or a way of doing 
something because of the opinion of an employee? 

 
3. How do you ensure that you assign the right employee to the right task? 

 
4. During work there are always some challenges that require new solutions or ideas that 
are new to the team. Who comes with these ideas usually in the firm? 

 
 
Support 

 
 

5. Can you give an example of what an employee does during a project when she/ he 
realizes that she / he lacks the tools/resources/ knowledge? What does an employee do 
when he gets stuck on a task? 

6. How do you ensure that employees get and allocate resources they need during a 
specific project? 

7. What kind of flexibility do you offer to your employees so they can take decision in 
their daily routines and problems? 

 
8. how do you ensure that your team members are well trained to do their tasks. 

 
 
Interview questions for software developer 

 
 
This is Andrea and Hussain, master students at Halmstad University. Hussain is studying...and 
Andrea is studying.... so, we decided to combine our topics together in our master thesis and 
we would like to get to know more information about your company. 

 
General Questions 

 
Can you please tell us a bit about yourself? And a short description about the company? 

How long have you been working in the company? 

Can you give us an example of a normal day for you here? 
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Performance 

 
1. How do you know that the company is doing well in the market? 

a. What aspects are important for the company to know you are doing well. (Profit 
etc etc. ) 

2. What do you think you can improve so the company does even better? 
3. how do you address the differences in the projects you have? 

a. How do the activities differ between the different projects? 
b. how do you distribute the roles between employees? 

 
4. When developing and implementing strategy, do you balance between short and 

long-term priorities? How do you do that? 
 
 

 
Alignment 

 
1. Compared with the previous years, how has your normal-day activities changed over 

time? 
2. What aspects you would like to improve to become more efficient? 

a. What are you doing to improve them? 
b. Who is involved in improving the efficiency of these aspects? 

3. How do you control the resources ( People, money) and ensure they are enough for a 
specific project? 

4. What activities are similar or useful among the several projects you do? 
 
 
Adaptability 

 
1. We know that each project you do is different according to the customer needs but 

sometimes some aspects or tasks are similar or repeated. How do structure and processes 
of regular projects differ from those that are not considered regular projects? 

 
2. Can you give us an example of, what kind of new skills you had to learn in a previous 

project to make it successful? 
 
 

3. During work there are always some challenges that require new solutions or ideas that 
are new to the team. Who comes with these ideas usually in the firm? 

 
4. How does the company help employees to gain new skills or participate new ideas? 

 
5. How do you approach new customers? 

a. At what stage you do that, while working on an existing project or when 
finished? 

b. Based on what you choose them? 
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Performance Management 

 
Discipline: 

 
1. When you get a new project, how the tasks are split between  you  and your 

employees? Do you have struggles to understand your roles? 
 
 

2. While the project is progressing, how can you know if you are doing good or not? 
 

a. How often do you meet with the manager to discuss about your what you are 
doing? 

 
3. What happens if you did a great job while working on something? 

a. What happens if you did not meet the objectives (time, budget, or quality)? 
 

b. Are you aware of these rewards and consequences before you start working on 
the project or after you deliver the results? 

 
Stretch: 

 
4. Can you give us an example when you as an individual exceeded the expectations or 

did not exceed them? Why do you think you this happened? 
 

5. In your opinion, do you think  your  manager  had an  influence  on you  to  do 
this behavior? 

 
a. Can you please explain how? 
b. If not, can you please tell  us  why  they  did  not  have  an  influence  in 

this specific case. 
 

6. When dividing the tasks between each other, what else do you know about the project 
apart from your own roles/ tasks? Do you know the roles of your colleges too? 

 
 

7. How challenging are the tasks you do? 
 

a. In other words, are they realistic or too ambitious to achieve? 
b. How do you get inspired or motivated to achieve challenging goals? 

 
 
 
Social Support: 

 
Trust 

1. How do you feel regarding the treatment of your manager towards you and other 
employees? 
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a. Do you think there is equality between all of you? 
 

b. How   does   your   manager make   you    all work together,    how  does 
he/she consider your  diversity in  knowledge,  backgrounds,  health  issues, 
life style, personality). How are these differences addressed? For example, if 
people are smoking a lot they have to take breaks.....if someone has an urgent 
issue or paternal leave, the others have to work harder . 

 
c. What do you feel about these situations? 

 
 

2. Can you give us a real example, when the company changed a process or a way of doing 
something because of the opinion of an employee. 

3. When the tasks are divided between you and the other colleagues, how do you know 
that the right person was assigned to the right task? 

4. During work there are always some challenges that require new solutions or ideas that 
are new to the team. Who comes with these ideas usually in the firm? 

 
 
 
Support 

6. Can you give us an example of what happens during a project when you realize that you 
lack the tools/resources/ knowledge? Can you give us an example when you get stuck 
in task that was really hard? What did you do? 

 
 

7. Do   you   have   the   flexibility   to move   resources (such   as   money,   tools, 
people) between tasks in order to achieve your task in a better way? 

a. If yes, then who all are the stakeholders with whom you have to interact ? 
b. If no, what happens if you needed extra resources 

 
8. Who is responsible of making decisions about the daily tasks you do and who is 

responsible about decisions regarding the important problems you face? 
 
 

9. How does your manager ensure that you are well trained to do your tasks perfectly? 
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Appendix III Non- disclusure agreement 
 
 

NON-DISCLOSURE AGREEMENT 
 

Student Thesis Agreement 
University of Halmstad, and    
Andrea Otalvaro have on   

 
 

April 2019 agreed the following: 

 

and  Hussain  Zidan, and 

 

Background 
Students at Halmstad University who participate in their master thesis course can do this in 
collaboration with a company. For the students, the collaboration shall result in a written thesis 
“Understanding the influence of leaders behaviors on contextual ambidexterity” presented at 
the University. 

1. The Student Thesis 
 

1.1 In the thesis, the students aim to analyze the leaders’ behaviors on innovation by 
exploring the relationship between the daily activities they implement among the 
employees in the software development industry. 

1.2 The Company shall designate two contact persons, a project leader and a software 
developer who will participate in the execution of the Thesis to the extent and in the 
manner required for the students to be able to carry out the Thesis. 

1.3 The interviews will be recorded for further analysis by the students. 
 

2. Confidentiality 
 

2.1 The Students agree to not disclosing any confidential information obtained from the 
Company to any third party. “Confidential Information” means information which is 
clearly marked “confidential”, or if disclosed orally, is characterised as confidential at 
the time of disclosure. 

2.2 Information from the Company to be included in the final Thesis shall, in consultation 
with the contact person, be processed so that the information is not considered 
confidential when it is submitted to the University. 

2.3 Before the Students submit documents relating to the Thesis to the University, the Company 
shall be given an opportunity to review and approve the material before submission to the 
University for a maximum of seven (7) business days. Submission may be refused for 
Confidential Information. 

 
 
 
 

Place: Date: Hussain Zidan and Andrea Otalvaro 
 
 

 



 

 
Hussain Zidan, a master's student in 
Industrial Management and 
Innovation. Has a bachelor's degree in 
Mechatronics Engineering. 

 

 

 

 

 

Andrea Otálvaro, a master’s student in 
Strategic Entrepreneurship for 
International Growth. Has a bachelor’s 
degree in Finance. 
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