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Abstract 

 
This study explores ambidextrous practices and 

distinctive leadership styles in interorganizational set-
tings of two German medium sized IT service provid-
ers. We draw on the theory of routines-as-practices 
and on the organizational ambidexterity literature to 
analyze organizational practices aiming at both po-
tential for change (exploration) and stability (exploi-
tation). We identify two distinct modes of contextual 
ambidexterity, whereby one capability is used to im-
prove the other, i.e. ‘exploration for exploitation’, an 
orientation towards continually improving the quality 
of the service delivery, and ‘exploration through ex-
ploitation’, an approach of project-driven learning. 
We highlight and classify a multi-layered repertoire of 
ambidextrous routines across the three levels of anal-
ysis: leadership, project team, and client relations. 
Our findings illustrate elaborate management reper-
toires of interventions with respect to culture, struc-
tures, policies or practices, which are aligned with the 
ecosystem within which both companies are operating. 
 
1. Introduction 

 
There is a general consensus that organizations 

need to both explore and exploit successfully to sur-
vive and thrive [16, 32]. Ambidexterity embodies the 
idea that enduring success of a firm depends on its 
ability to exploit current capabilities while concur-
rently exploring new opportunities [24]. Exploitation 
focuses on efficiency, increasing productivity, and ex-
tending operational excellence. Exploration concen-
trates on innovation, building emerging capabilities 
and creating workable business options for the future.  

Ambidexterity is the rare ability to combine both 
while mitigating the tensions between freedom and re-
sources needed for exploration and the discipline and 
rigor required for exploitation in pursuit of competi-
tiveness [27]. Organizational ambidexterity is usually 
analyzed from two perspectives. One is structural am-
bidexterity, which uses different organizational struc-
tures and strategies to differentiate activities of exploi-
tation and exploration [15]. The second is contextual 

ambidexterity which represents the capacity of an or-
ganization to balance exploitative and explorative 
tasks without separating them [20]. 

Achieving ambidexterity is challenging and in-
volves activities that require fundamentally different 
processes, routines, structures, and incentives [15]. 
Employees are asked to comply with established or-
ganizational procedures that represent the core of the 
organizations’ capability to perform and to deliver 
consistent quality (exploitation). At the same time, 
they are also encouraged to explore new, innovative 
ways of working, experiment with new routines and 
engage in processes of continuous innovation.  

The concept of ambidexterity has originally been 
developed in innovation studies, with an emphasis on 
large, production-oriented enterprises and as a re-
sponse to the innovator’s dilemma [43]. This raises 
three issues: a) the transfer of the concept to an infor-
mation systems context, b) the exploration of ambi-
dexterity in an industry setting that is distinct from 
manufacturing, but core to IS and c) the exploration of 
distinctive ambidextrous practices in the context of 
SMEs. 

While the idea of combining exploitation and ex-
ploration appears commonsensical once articulated, 
the implementation in practice – as our study clearly 
shows – is far from obvious and an ongoing challenge 
for both management and the individuals striving to 
achieve ambidexterity. Finding the balance between 
the two and developing practices to consistently de-
liver on both fronts actually is highly context specific 
and requires high levels of proficiency and indeed ex-
cellence.  

Given the high innovation pace in the IT sector, the 
relevance of ambidextrous competencies is obvious. 
However, IT services companies may be seen as un-
likely candidates for a study on ambidexterity, as ser-
vice delivery is often regarded as more repetitive, per-
formance focuses with an inherent emphasis on project 
execution and delivery, and thus mainly exploitative. 
However, the dynamic environments of IT services 
that are characterized by technology-driven short in-
novation cycles [40], increasing requirements to de-
velop new services in response to customers’ changing 
demands [7], and market dynamism encourages firms 



  
  
  

 
 

to innovate and strengthen their technological capabil-
ities by following new market opportunities [42]. We 
have been able to show that management and individ-
uals have been quite innovative to not only to achieve 
both exploitation and exploration but also to combine 
and integrate them in novel ways. 

Extant literature suggests that ambidexterity may 
be achieved only by some organizations. Some re-
searchers even argue that small and medium-sized en-
terprises (SME) should not attempt to pursue ambidex-
terity as this could lead to poor performance, given 
their limited resources as compared to those in larger 
firms [9]. However, just like larger firms, SMEs must 
deal with competitive pressures may actually be well 
positioned to achieve organizational ambidexterity 
[23]. A balance of explorative and exploitative prac-
tices is beneficial to SMEs with fewer accessible re-
sources both internally and externally [31]. However, 
there is insufficient evidence on how exploration and 
exploitation occur in SMEs, especially in the IT ser-
vice sector, and what factors may affect SMEs’ capa-
bility to balance exploration and exploitation.  

Client-facing and vendor-facing interorganiza-
tional relations, provide an opportunity for SMEs to 
extend their resource base and they are the ultimate 
test of ambidextrous capabilities. We are interested in 
identifying and analyzing distinctive ambidextrous 
practices in this specific context (in leadership, project 
teams’ dynamics, and client relations). Further we 
want to acknowledge the personal commitment re-
quired to achieve outstanding levels of ambidextrous 
competence.  

Hence, we are asking: How do small and medium 
sized organizations in the IT services industry achieve 
ambidextrous competences?  

Attempting to answer this question, our study 
draws on the theory of routines-as-practices [13] and 
on the organizational ambidexterity literature. The 
term routines refers to the means by which organiza-
tions accomplish their work [12]. The term practice re-
fers to the coordinated activities in a specific organi-
zational context [13]. We adopt the view of organiza-
tional routines as sources of flexibility and change [12, 
14], where routines are seen as generative systems 
comprised of two interacting parts: ostensive and per-
formative. We consider practices (performative as-
pects) and patterns of practices (ostensive aspects) as 
the mutually constitutive parts of organizational rou-
tines.  

Theorizing routines as practices enables us to shed 
light on the outcomes of organizational practices and 
both the potential for change (exploration) and the 
work that ensure stability (exploitation) [13]. 

 
1 www.noventum.de/en; www.viadee.de 

A particular aspect of our study and the industry 
segment, is the prominence of interorganizational re-
lations: client projects as well as engagement with the 
technology vendors are both used as settings for ex-
ploration. The organizational (institutional) context of 
collaboration is linked to the individual level of man-
agers and consultants and their counterparts in the cli-
ent firm. While the firm aims for ambidexterity as an 
outcome of their operations (operational efficiency 
and innovation), this outcome is the result of individ-
ual (and team) practices of balancing the requirements 
of billable hours with innovation focused routines (e.g. 
individual research, cross-project learning. etc.).  

A focus on daily routines can thus bring to the fore 
such relationships, interdependencies, coordination 
questions and leadership implications during the pro-
cess of interorganizational cross-boundary collabora-
tion and knowledge sharing. From a processual view-
point we look at the dynamics of ostensive and per-
formative aspects of routines and the development of 
ambidextrous competencies based on leadership prac-
tices that shape routines of the project teams and their 
relations with the clients.  

The routines-as-practices perspective allows us to 
go beyond the traditional strategic, economic and cul-
tural perspectives used in the ambidexterity literature, 
to identify and analyze the connections between spe-
cific explorative or exploitative processes and prac-
tices. Thus, we have identified patterns of ambidex-
trous routines, specifically exploration for, and 
through exploitation. 

We chose to adopt a theory building from case 
studies approach [10] with theoretical replication. We 
conducted multi-case study of two German small and 
medium sized IT service providers (ITSP), Noventum 
and viadee1, for which balancing exploitation (essen-
tial for the financial bottom line) and exploration (a 
differentiator in the market and an inevitable invest-
ment into the future) has become part of their identity 
and mission.  

Conceptually we identified two instances of con-
textual ambidexterity manifested as: 1. exploration to 
(continuously) improve exploitation (exploration for 
exploitation) and 2. exploration as an integral part of 
project-based exploitation (exploration through ex-
ploitation).  

Existing literature suggests that structural and tem-
poral separation [17], meta-routines [1], behavioral 
contexts [15], and organizational culture [38] are some 
of the mechanisms that facilitate the implementation 
of organizational ambidexterity. However, these 
mechanisms often apply to large firms, but not neces-
sarily to SMEs due to their lack of resources to manage 
paradoxical processes [23].  



  
  
  

 
 

Our research answers to several calls for studies 
crossing multiple levels of analysis that would show 
how various structures at the organizational level in-
fluence organizational members’ ambidextrous prac-
tices [4]. Thus, the present study’s goal is to contribute 
to the understanding of individual and organizational 
ambidexterity in SMEs, specifically in the IT services 
sector.  

 
2. Conceptual foundation 
 
2.1 Organizational Ambidexterity 
 
     The concept of organizational ambidexterity de-
scribes the ability to simultaneously explore and ex-
ploit [27]. Organizational ambidexterity is often dis-
cussed with reference to its two modalities, namely, 
structural ambidexterity and contextual ambidexterity. 
      Structural ambidexterity. The concept of structural 
ambidexterity advances the idea that organizational 
structures should divide exploitative and explorative 
practices into separate organizational units, each with 
distinct competencies, processes, and cultures, while 
at the same time implementing a process of integration 
between exploration and exploitation [27]. In other 
words, this implies that successful ambidexterity is 
conditioned by the capability of an organization to 
have different business units able to focus on operation 
activities, while others focus on adaptation [3]. Re-
searchers supporting this viewpoint posit that explora-
tion and exploitation are completely different activi-
ties that require unique organizational structures, in-
centives, and management approaches in order for 
each to be successful.  
      Contextual ambidexterity. Unlike structural ambi-
dexterity, contextual ambidexterity is an approach that 
enables organizations to balance exploitative and ex-
plorative tasks without separating them [20]. In this 
perspective, ambidextrous organizations create an or-
ganizational context that fosters and encourages the 
flexibility of employees to use their own judgment in 
how and when they will efficiently divide their time 
between the conflicting demands of exploitation and 
exploration across the same business unit [15]. The 
contextual ambidexterity approach supports O'Reilly 
and Tushman’s [27] argument that a firm that is capa-
ble of exploring and exploiting simultaneously is 
likely to realize superior performance compared to 
firms that favor one over the other.  

Most theories regarding ambidexterity assume that 
organizations are large enough to allocate sufficient 
resources to creating and maintaining an ambidextrous 
environment. However, the ideal route for SMEs with 
fewer resources to pursue ambidexterity requires more 
analysis [31]. 

2.2 Interorganizational ambidexterity 

Although most organizational ambidexterity re-
search focuses on the organizational level and below 
[27], an emerging line of research analyzes how organ-
izations use interorganizational relationships (IOR) to 
achieve ambidexterity. Empirical studies on technol-
ogy alliance diversity confirm that new knowledge 
combinations resulting from links with different part-
ner types shape firms’ innovation outcomes [41]. Re-
searchers adopting this perspective suggest that organ-
izations may be able to balance necessary, but conflict-
ing, activities by engaging in IOR. In open innovation 
processes, organizational boundaries are porous and 
firms strongly interact with different actors in their en-
vironment in search of new ideas [18]. With the need 
for IOR to be ambidextrous, partnering firms are chal-
lenged to establish an organizational design to pursue 
alignment and adaptation [37].  

In this sense, IOR researchers, suggest that exter-
nal partners play a key role in the development and re-
inforcement of a firm's exploration and exploitation 
strategies and in complementing them with new re-
sources [27, 34]. Suggesting that organizations may 
achieve a better balance of these activities in collabo-
ration than in isolation, it thus seems reasonable to pre-
sume that firms engaged in collaboration need an or-
ganizational structure that balances exploration and 
exploitation of their resources.  

In the specific context of SMEs, it has been sug-
gested that the combination as well as the accumula-
tion of various resources through the interaction of 
business partners are means to achieve increased inno-
vation and renewed products and services [36]. 
Whereas extant studies have mainly focused on the 
strategic impact of ambidexterity, less attention has 
been given to ‘how’ organizations may achieve such 
ambidexterity concretely in an interorganizational 
context and researchers have yet to identify and ana-
lyze the specific collaborative mechanisms that trigger 
and affect the contextualized efforts made within an 
interorganizational collaborative process.  
 
2.3 Organizational Routines-as-Practices: A 

Process Perspective 
 
      We adopt a process view of organizational rou-
tines. A process perspective sheds light on the dy-
namic nature of routines by analyzing how routines are 
performed by actors in specific organizational settings 
[19]. This perspective demonstrates how action and in-
novation are all part of routine performances [13] and 
has the potential to explain how organizational actors 
are able to balance exploitation and exploration in 



  
  
  

 
 

their quest to achieve and sustain contextual ambidex-
terity. From a processual viewpoint, routines are con-
ceptualized as mindful undertakings [11] that are “rec-
ognizable patterns of interdependent actions, involv-
ing multiple actors” [12, p. 96]. In this vein, routines 
represent sets of possible patterns, enabled and con-
strained by the organizational structures from within 
which actors are assumed to ‘enact’ their perfor-
mances [29, 14]. Organizational routines are funda-
mentally improvisational [12] and adaptive, as mem-
bers of an organization adjust their practices in re-
sponse to the actions of others contributing to their 
work [13].  
      Feldman and Pentland [12] have proposed that a 
routine consists of two interrelated aspects. One as-
pect, the ostensive, represents "the ideal or schematic 
form of the routine. It is the abstract, generalized idea 
of the routine or the routine in principle” [12, p. 101]. 
For example, a job-hiring routine in an organization 
will produce “endless variations on the appropriate 
way to go about hiring people for different kinds of 
jobs” [28, p. 796-797]. Yet, each of these variations 
identifies the practices involved as a legitimate and 
recognizable instantiation of a job-hiring procedure. 
The other aspect, the performative, "consists of spe-
cific actions, by specific people, in specific times and 
places. It is the routine in practice" [12, p. 101]. Here, 
the focus on ‘practice’ enables a process view of or-
ganizing that recognizes unfolding routines as involv-
ing general and specific interpretations of rules and 
norms [13]. Routines can be theorized as practices be-
cause routines are created through practices and the 
development of a routine occurs through its enactment 
(the performative aspect) [13]. 
      Studying routines from a practice perspective “re-
quires engaging with the everyday realities of organi-
zational life that are rich with contingency, multiplic-
ity, and emergence” [13, p. 1249]. This understanding 
of routines raises two questions in the context of our 
research: How do actors shape the performative as-
pects, the ostensive aspects, and their interactions 
while balancing exploitation and exploration? How 
these routines sustain organizational ambidexterity? 
 
3. Research design 
 
We adopted an explanatory theory-building from 
cases approach [10]. Following Eisenhardt’s [10] 
methodological recommendations, we anchored our 
problem definition and preliminary construct specifi-
cation in extant literature, and we crafted our data col-
lection instruments and protocols on the basis of this 

 
2 https://www.greatplacetowork.de/ 

literature, following a deductive pattern. This was fol-
lowed, after our entry in the field, by a “flexible and 
opportunistic” [10, p. 533] data collection approach, 
and a within-case and cross-case data analysis, which 
are inductive in nature. We used a multiple-case de-
sign and selected the cases applying a theoretical rep-
lication logic, maximizing variation, thus predicting 
contrasting results but for predictable reasons [39], yet 
allowing comparison. While we have looked at a 
larger number of cases to extend our insight into the 
industry, we focus on two cases, which illustrate am-
bidextrous competencies particularly well. 
 
3.1 Sampling  

 
Large IT vendors have decided to partner with 

small and medium sized IT service providers (ITSP) 
to service their small and medium sized clients. The 
ITSPs typically cover a broad and varied portfolio of 
services, which may include consulting, software de-
velopment, customizing, post-merger integration etc. 
ITSPs typically cover one or more IT vendors, e.g. 
SAP, Oracle, Microsoft, IBM etc., and are specialized 
on industries or industry segments and/or business 
functions. In addition to competing with their peers, 
they are facing competition from the vendors, who 
partly address the market themselves, and large, inde-
pendent IT service providers.  

We use two cases, which we regard as successful 
players in their competitive field: both have been 
founded more than 20 years ago, both have been certi-
fied as ‘Great Place to WorkÒ’2, which is evidence of 
systematic care for employees and employee develop-
ment. 

 
3.2 Noventum 

 
      Noventum is a “result-driven thought leader” IT 
Management Consulting company, which currently 
has 100 employees. They support DAX-listed (Ger-
man stock index) clients as well as SMEs “in the IT 
challenges they are faced with and in their effort to es-
tablish a modern company culture. We have a passion 
for well thought-out strategic analysis and strive for 
the perfect technical implementation”[26]. No-
ventum’s managing partner emphasizes a “culture of 
trust and performance” as prerequisite for sustainable 
success. Noventum puts emphasis on quality across all 
their activities “personal consultant quality, in com-
munications and in cooperation with our customers, in 
methodological competence as well as - of course - in 
all necessary technical and economic aspects” [26]. 
 



  
  
  

 
 

3.3 viadee 
 

      Similar to Noventum, viadee, which has 130 em-
ployees, is an IT consultancy firm with an emphasis 
on the integration of culture, method and industry in-
sight: “We also find suitable solutions for complex re-
quirements because we quickly understand the specif-
ics of your business model. People from the viadee 
simply fit in better with your business because they are 
better trained to integrate with social skills into their 
teams and tasks” [35].  
 
3.4 Interview guideline and coding 

 
Interviews were the main method of data collection 

and were based on a protocol (Table 1) crafted from 
extant theory and research. In line with our theory 
building approach, however, we remained open to the 

exploration of new topics and themes during data col-
lection [10]. Informants were selected using a snow-
ball sampling procedure. We interviewed top and di-
vision managers. The interviewees were significant as 
agents, since they influenced the cross-boundary col-
laboration process due to their roles, status, power and 
experience. Seven interviews were conducted on site 
and lasted between 45 to 90 minutes. The interviews 
were recorded and transcribed. The coding process 
started by creating a provisional “start list” of catego-
ries based on the extant literature. All of the transcripts 
were coded using the preliminary set of codes.  

Three concepts seemed more pertinent to our study 
and served as an organizing framework for data anal-
ysis. These are: leadership practices, project team 
practices, and client relations. In line with our theory-
building objective, we remained open to emerging 
themes [25]. The revised coding table is presented in 
Table 2. 

Table 1. Structure of the interview protocol and participants 
Categories Themes Interviewees 

Background of interviewee Role, lengths of employment at company Noventum:  
1. Managing partner 
2. Division director 1 
3. Division director 2 
4. Division director 3 
5. Division director 4 
viadee: 
6. Senior consultant 
7. Manager, Data scientist 
 

Company strategy Participation, strategy implementation, role of 
exploitation vs. exploration 

Organizational culture Culture as impeding or enabling ambidexterity 
Management behaviors The 4 concepts antecedents to contextual OA – 

discipline, stretch, support, trust [6] 
Strategies to create ambidexterity Role models, management style, metrics for in-

novation performance 
Customer relationship Interorganizational approaches to implement 

ambidexterity 

Table 2. Revised coding table 

      
The outcomes of this analysis constituted the logi-

cal chains of evidence. This evidence refers to a de-
tailed description of steps that have been followed, 
from the research question to the study’s conclusion, 
the tightness and coherence of the process being the 
foundation of the research [8]. According to the same 
authors, any study’s report should present a logical 

chain of evidence to allow an external reviewer to fol-
low the derivation of any evidence from the initial re-
search question to the study conclusions and we have 
responded to this call. Cross-case analysis was con-
ducted by using methods suggested by [10], as the 
cases were compared to identify similarities and dif-
ferences between them. 

Settings Leadership Project team Client relation 
Routines 
Exploitation  Recruitment Performance control  Process design/ step model 
Exploration Competitive intelligence, busi-

ness model pattern research 
Training Knowledge acquisition 

from clients 
Contextual ambidexterity Leadership style, providing re-

flection space or practices, 
Nurturing a learning culture 

Dual responsibilities, cross 
organizational unit learning 

 

Exploration for exploitation  Pitching exercise facilitation, 
empowerment 

Sandboxing, exploration ex-
pected / valued by clients  

Idea prototyping 

Exploration through exploi-
tation 

Strategically selecting client 
projects for exploration 

Project–based learning, 
knowledge acquisition, agil-
ity, debriefing 

Cross-fertilization, 
knowledge acquisition 



  
  
  

 
 

3.5 Analysis: Identifying ambidextrous rou-
tines and patterns 

 
Our analysis of ambidextrous routines was contingent 
on the specific industry setting and the role of the IT 
service providers. Figure 1 depicts the interorganiza-
tional actor constellation. 

Typically, IT vendors drive product innovation, 
which is appropriated and translated by the service 
providers into consulting and services for their clients. 
We have found evidence of exploration routines in 
collaboration with the IT vendors. However, we de-
cided to focus on the richer evidence on the client re-
lationships. The clients confront the service providers 
with requests and assignments, which require project 
delivery as well as innovation and development on the 
service provider side. Also, worth mentioning, the IT 
service providers have to innovate and reinvent them-
selves in order to keep an edge in a highly competitive 
and transparent market. 
 

 
Figure 1. Interorganizational actor constellation 

 
The analysis focused on the roles of exploitation 

and exploration respectively before concentrating on 
the practices of exploration for, and through exploita-
tion as specific instances of contextual ambidexterity. 
We did not find any evidence of a significant structural 
ambidexterity in either of the two cases. 

The interviews have confirmed ostensive and per-
formative dimensions of the ambidextrous practices. 
However, in the coding of the interviews we are em-
phasizing the performative dimensions as we did not 
encounter any example where an ostensive routine was 
not enacted in a performative manner. Noventum’s 
CEO sees himself as the chief innovator and takes lib-
erties to pursue his innovative practices, some of 
which are at best loosely related to the service busi-
ness.  

Nevertheless, he has created also an ambidextrous 
practice based on his exploration: exploitation of ex-
ploration, i.e. he has turned his exploration into a ser-
vice product. viadee has a separate R&D unit, whose 
activities are closely linked to the ongoing project 

work and embedded into the client relations (contex-
tual ambidexterity). Both companies nurture collabo-
rative relationships with local universities and re-
search institutions. 

 
4. Discussion 
 

Our study is set in a particular industry segment. IT 
service providers as consultants typically foreground 
exploitation, the successful delivery of projects. Yet, 
exploration is seen as key to service excellence and 
thus as differentiator: Exploration is manifested as 
specialization, the ability to identify and deliver cus-
tomized services. Moreover, we found evidence of 
what we identified as ‘exploration for exploitation’, an 
orientation towards continually improving the quality 
of the service delivery, and ‘exploration through ex-
ploitation’, an approach of project-driven learning.  

In each of the two companies, we found a culture 
of practices of project-based learning embedded in 
close, trustful and recurring customer relations. Bohn 
[5] recognizes the importance of organizational learn-
ing and notes that experience in executing a task gen-
erally leads to improvement in routine’s enactment, a 
phenomenon associated with the concept of learning 
curves. According to the same author, organizational 
learning can be a directed activity, not just a by-prod-
uct of normal production process and this supports our 
observations regarding ambidexterity mechanisms in 
both focal firms.  

The first mechanism, exploration for exploitation 
corresponds to organizational learning as a directed 
activity while the second, exploration through exploi-
tation corresponds to organizational learning as a by-
product of normal production process. Our data anal-
ysis suggests it is important for innovators in the IT 
services industry to create a minimum viable product, 
a basic product for learning purpose that helps organi-
zations better understand the needs of their customers 
by seeking their feedback on the product in question 
[30, 22].  

Our findings show that viadee’s practices are based 
on idea prototyping or seeking input from its custom-
ers while trying to find innovative solutions to their 
problems and this is supported by the above-indicated 
literature. In our cases we found ambidextrous leader-
ship, project team practices, and interorganizational 
relations. Framed by an overarching philosophy and 
well-nurtured culture of employee-orientation and em-
powerment – comparable to what [16] have character-
ized as ‘engaging management’ style, leadership has 
developed and aligned a repertoire of structural de-
signs, policies and practices. We encountered enlight-
ened and sensitive individuals (leaders) in our inter-



  
  
  

 
 

views, who were well aware of the challenges of am-
bidexterity and aimed to balance exploitation (‘billa-
ble hours’) and freedom, even encouragement for ex-
ploration, e.g. training, personal development. Or even 
more pronounced, we found variations of an ambidex-
trous design of the work, which effectively enacts an 
espoused culture through the design of structures, pol-
icies and practices. 

In general, the simultaneous use of exploitation 
and exploration has been considered a precursor of 
short- and long-term performance for firms. However, 
trade-off between exploitation and exploration as a re-
sult of the scarcity of resources, organizational rou-
tines, and power dynamics may cause ambidexterity to 
be a counterproductive strategy and firms may opt for 

specialization i.e. to exclusively focus on exploration 
or exploitation [33]. However, this strategy negatively 
affects a firm’s performance.  

On one hand, negligence of exploration prevents a 
firm from learning which in turn makes it obsolete and 
less competitive in the long run. On the other hand, 
exploratory activities require a lot of resources and fo-
cusing too much on exploration at the expense of ex-
ploitation can ultimately lead to a firm’s bankruptcy 
[33].  

So, balancing exploration and exploitation as the 
ambidexterity strategy found in our study has the sup-
port in the extant literature on the subject. 

 

Table 3. Ambidextrous routines at the case companies 
Routines Evidence and interpretation 
Exploitation  Exploitation is the key mission of IT services companies. It dominates day-to-day routines and the revenue 

stream, as evidenced by “billable hours” as key metric.  
Exploration Exploration is recognized as inevitable (due to IT innovation) and a critical differentiator from the competi-

tion. Yet it is recognized as challenging to establish an exploration mindset within an organization that has 
billable hours as a key performance metric and the day-to-day pressure of demanding project work. Necessary 
exploration is at risk of being crowded out by exploitation. 
The tension between the two is quite present and pressing. It sets the stage for reflections on ambidexterity and 
ambidextrous routines. 

Structural 
AMBD 

Structural ambidexterity is not prominent in the two case organizations. At best, it plays a role in the (interor-
ganizational) division of tasks between service provider and vendor: The vendors are regarded as responsible 
for a large part of the product innovation. The service providers translate the innovation into the client organi-
zations.  
Both case organizations have established structures and related practices, which set innovation (and R&D) 
apart and highlight it as distinctive: viadee has a head of R&D, Noventum organizes a cross divisional “trend-
ing workshop“ as part of the annual strategy meeting which focuses on assessing innovations in the market and 
reflecting their potential for business development and positioning of the business units.  
The practice of providing an R&D budget also qualifies as structural ambidexterity: setting R&D apart and 
making resources available for it as a distinctive task.  

Contextual 
AMBD 

Management in both organizations makes a range of efforts to instill a sense of importance about ambidexter-
ity and specifically the linking and integration of exploitation and exploration into their teams, e.g. each em-
ployee at viadee is assigned to two managers, one to represent exploitation (projects, assignments …), the 
other exploration (personal development).  
Both companies are subjecting themselves to the regular scrutiny of evaluation of the sensitivity to the needs 
of their employees by “Great Place to WorkÒ”. The certification is a recruitment and signaling instrument to 
attract and retain the right type of talent, specifically it underscores a serious interest in the team members’ 
continuing education and further qualification (exploration).  

Exploration 
for exploita-
tion  

Both organizations put significant efforts into continuous improvements of their consultancy practices, starting 
from the development of step-models up to systematically engaging with the client organization and their spe-
cific needs. We focus on a fairly narrow market segment and the high ratio of repeat business as evidence of 
investment into exploration (capability building) as basis for exploitation.  

Exploration 
through ex-
ploitation 

Probably the most striking finding was the systematic use and indeed exploitation of projects for learning and 
innovation. Projects are selected based on the learning potential (are they innovative, challenging?) so that the 
project team can develop and hone skills, which they then can translate to other projects. viadee cultivates bot-
tom up idea collection for research initiatives based on client engagements.  
We did not sense any concern on the side of the clients about this practice, on the contrary it seems to be wel-
come – surely reflecting the long lasting relationship with the case organizations – as the reciprocal structure 
of this learning process is well understood: if the consultant learns at our project, they will do the same in other 
projects and therefore will be more knowledgeable and competent.  



  
  
  

 
 

We have identified a nuanced, multi-layered reper-
toire of ambidextrous routines (see Table 3). Thus, we 
have been able to highlight and classify a multiplicity 
of ambidextrous practices across the three levels of 
analysis: leadership, project team and client relations.  

Beyond their consultant - client nature, the interor-
ganizational relationships have been developed and 
are deployed as partnerships and arenas for learning. 
In other words, engaging with vendors and clients in a 
learning mode and learning relationships is part of the 
ambidextrous skill set and competence development, 
in line with an integrated view of ambidexterity. “Ex-
ploration can be when it's an innovative project in the 
area of the client, then we do a lot of knowledge devel-
opment” (Division director 1, Noventum); “Some of 
our clients use it as a kind of protected playground to 
try out new ideas.” (Senior consultant, viadee) 

In his research on business partnerships, Lascaux 
[21] mentions the importance for organizations to 
maintain mutual trust and engage in repeated interac-
tions with familiar partners and this has been observed 
in both case companies: “We have lots of long-term 
customers, with established trusted relationships. One 
client, the first sentence after the greeting was: ignore 
the contract, just look around and do something use-
ful” (Senior consultant, viadee); “We are the hired 
chef that brings in a cook, servants, pots, pans, food, 
but we're cooking with a team that's made up of the 
client that is already using the kitchen, using a restau-
rant metaphor” (Division director 2, Noventum) 

The service philosophy of both organizations high-
lights a holistic view of consultant – client relation-
ship, which requires technically, methodically but also 
socially competent consultants. Project-driven learn-
ing serves both the client, as the service is refined, and 
the consultant, who achieves what we might call or-
ganic ambidexterity: learning and project execution 
are intricately linked. In this type of organizations, any 
effective transfer of knowledge is contingent upon the 
environment that gives employees psychological 
safety that allows them to share all relevant (unfil-
tered) information [2].  

A number of factors can contribute to the creation 
of such enabling environment and a failure-tolerant 
leadership and a culture based on commitment to truth 
[2]. At Noventum, a failure-tolerant leadership is ob-
vious and this is part of what explains the firm’s suc-
cess: “Don’t look for the mistake, don’t blame the mis-
take, look for the solution, push, push, push to the so-
lution and don't dwell too long on mistakes” (Division 
director 3, Noventum).  

Concerning project post-implementation review 
and the importance of a culture founded on truth and 
honesty, viadee’s culture encourages blameless pro-
ject post-mortem and this part of what explains the 

firm’s success: “Blameless post-mortem: What hap-
pened, what went wrong and what went right, because 
you will better at managing the relationship with the 
customer” (Data scientist, viadee).  

We also found prominent practices of cross-over, 
i.e. practices of not only complementing but refining 
one competence through the complementary one: ex-
ploration for exploitation and exploration through ex-
ploitation. Overall, a complex relational pattern and 
virtuous cycle has emerged: 
1. Leadership has established an employee-focused 

and quality-oriented culture, which informs re-
cruitment of talented and motivated consultants 
and project managers. 

2. Specialization and long-term relationships with 
clients yield the acquisition (or assignment) of 
challenging and innovative projects, which pro-
vide extensive learning opportunities for the pro-
ject team and yield job enrichment and satisfac-
tion. 

3. The learning in turn is not only rewarding for the 
team, but is continually translated, applied and 
challenged in other projects and extended in inter-
nal innovation practices, e.g. time for training, 
R&D projects and cross-divisional exchanges. 
Thereby, an indirect or intermediated dissemina-
tion of experience happens within the client com-
munity. 

4. The learning also happens at the cultural level: the 
project teams time and again set examples for 
competent and engaging project management and 
problem solving.  

 
5. Conclusions  
 

We have empirically explored ‘ambidexterity in-
practice and in situ’ and developed a contextualized 
view on ambidextrous challenges and responses – at 
an organizational and interorganizational level in two 
IT service providers operating in a distinctive, compet-
itive and innovation industry.  

Our first contribution is thus an industry specific 
instantiation of ambidexterity, illustrating how the two 
firms adapted to their environment, shaped their value 
propositions and the underlying structures and pro-
cesses of delivery. The findings illustrate elaborate 
management repertoires of interventions with respect 
to culture, structures, policies or practices, which are 
aligned with the ecosystem within which both compa-
nies are operating. Overall leadership has shaped suc-
cessful project management and project execution 
practices, as projects are the settings of work, engage-
ment with the clients and indeed learning and experi-
mentation. Employee orientation is critical for em-
ployee retention in a tight labor market and a long-



  
  
  

 
 

term perspective of continuous learning and honing of 
skills. Both companies have a strong employee fo-
cused culture. 

Our second contribution is an integrated view on 
ambidexterity, which highlights specifically the bene-
fits of exploration for exploitation. We have been link-
ing the individual, the organizational and the interor-
ganizational layer. Our findings, as expected, are 
highly contextualized and contingent upon the indus-
try, positioning of the companies, and client organiza-
tions. They demonstrate successful differentiation as 
the raison d’être of the case companies, trying to es-
cape the commoditization of their services (“clients 
have a choice”). This includes diverse approaches and 
routines to achieve ambidextrous capabilities. 

The closer you look, the more the distinction be-
tween perfection at delivery on one hand, and contin-
uous improvement, creativity, and innovation on the 
other hand, becomes blurred (cross-over between ex-
ploration and exploitation). We found a dominating 
commitment to outstanding consultancy services (ex-
ploitation) in a competitive environment. Recruiting, 
training, empowering and thereby retaining competent 
teams of consultants on the one side (Great Place to 
WorkÒ) and building and maintaining long-lasting, 
trusting relationships with the clients on the other, pro-
vide the setting not only for excellence in exploitation 
but also for distinctive ways of exploration.  

We have identified and evidenced two instances of 
contextual ambidexterity: exploration for exploitation, 
in other words continuous improvement of service de-
livery, and exploration through exploitation, i.e. pro-
ject-based or project-induced learning. Both have be-
come honed as integral parts of the ambidextrous rou-
tines in the two case companies.  

Obviously, our sample is small, yet we have care-
fully selected the two cases, which have demonstrated 
ambidextrous capabilities in a business environment, 
which is primarily driven by exploitation. At the time 
of the writing of this paper we finished interviewing 
several managers and consultants in a Canadian IT ser-
vice provider with similar profile and structure as the 
two German companies. The next step will be to per-
form a geographical cross-case analysis to identify 
similarities and differences that will eventually pro-
vide interesting insights for practitioners from SMEs 
in the IT services industry on both sides of the Atlan-
tic.    

Absorptive capacity has been recognized as a con-
struct closely linked to ambidexterity [6] and its oper-
ationalization reflects a process logic: acquire, assimi-
late, transform, exploit [33], which could be inter-
preted as the processual transition from exploration to 
exploitation. Thus, we see the relationship between or-
ganizational ambidexterity and absorptive capacity as 
a promising avenue to study the relationship between 

our case companies and their clients on one side, and 
their IT vendors on the other side. 
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