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ABSTRACT 

Title 
Ambidexterity and Decision Making 
 
Authors 
Florence Schelling, Josefine Jacobsson, Stephan Oesterbeck 
 
Supervisor 
Jonas Söderlund 
 
Date 
25 May 2018 
 
Background 
Exploring the literature of ambidexterity, innovation, decision making as well as exploration 
and exploitation.  
 
Aim 
The purpose is to explore how sequential and contextual ambidexterity influences decision 
making within an organization.  
  
Methodology 
The study entails a qualitative single case study in the aeronautics and defense industry, where 
ten semi-structured interviews have been conducted. The findings are mainly based on the 
insights collected from the interviews. 
 
Findings 
Through the case it is found that ambidexterity influences decision making and decision making 
influences ambidexterity. By analyzing the different forms of ambidexterity, it is found that 
sequential ambidexterity has an impact on decision making. Decision making in turn then 
influences contextual ambidexterity. 
 
Concepts 
A conceptual framework has been created to explain the identified relationship between 
ambidexterity and decision making. 
 
Keywords 
Innovation, Exploration, Exploitation, Ambidexterity, Decision Making, Aeronautics and 
Defense Industry, Lengthy Product Development Cycles, Product Longevity  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Organizations must be able to quickly and effectively adapt to environmental changes in order 

to stay relevant (Edmondson, Bohmer, & Pisano, 2001), yet the pace at which this is necessary 

is determined by the technological dynamism of a certain environment (Uotila, Maula, Keil, & 

Zahra, 2009). Changes in the environment put organizational knowledge at the risk of 

becoming obsolete (Hedberg, Nystrom, & Starbuck, 1976) and the need for adaptability 

requires managers to make decisions about a future that is uncertain (Senge, 1990). This could 

potentially create a tempting desire to place the majority of efforts towards explorative actions 

and thereby hedge for a volatile environment. However, if all efforts are placed towards new 

possibilities, a company will never be able to reap the benefits of its existing work (March, 

1995). A balance must therefore be found in utilizing existing knowledge referred to as 

exploitation, and exploring new opportunities known as exploration (March, 1991a).  

An organization that is able to achieve both, exploration and exploitation simultaneously, is 

considered to be ambidextrous. In its more general term, ambidexterity is defined as the ability 

to do two things at the same time (Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013). Birkinshaw and Gupta (2013) 

show that this concept can of course be applied to numerous different pairs of efforts within 

an organization and can refer to aspects such as efficiency and flexibility, adaptability and 

alignment, integration and responsiveness, and exploration and exploitation (Gulati & 

Puranam, 2009). Organizational theory suggests that in order for firms to attain a sustainable 

development, a focus must be placed on both long-term exploration as well as short-term 

exploitation (Eriksson, Olander, Szentes, & Widén, 2014). Exploration applies a long-term focus 

geared towards innovation, whereas exploitation has an immediate, short-term focus that is 

centered around stability (Parmentier & Picq, 2016). These factors stress the need to stay at 

the forefront of technology while utilizing their limited resources efficiently.  

This contradictory focus becomes especially evident when organizations deal with 

technological intensive products that have lengthy product development cycles and product 

longevity. The lengthy product development times requires a long-term focus into a future that 

is unknown. In addition, the developed products need to be relevant for the future, and last 
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for multiple decades. This puts a great deal of pressure on decision making in terms of what 

products to invest in, and how they should be developed. Furthermore, it requires a delicate 

balance between making sure value is delivered today, as well as speculating about the future 

and predicting what will generate value then. The Swedish company Saab AB is an example of 

such an organization and thus used in this study. Saab develops and produces innovative, high-

tech and cost-efficient systems for the aerospace and defense industry. From an exploration 

and exploitation perspective, Saab, as a rather small company in the aerospace and defense 

industry, presents a unique case, as decisions regarding innovation need to be made years into 

the future. Simply adapting to change is not sufficient, innovation needs to be planned for 

decades ahead, since development times for airborne military systems such as the current 

Gripen fighter jet can exceed a decade and the expected life cycle of these products exceed 40 

years. Yet, in order to finance current activities, products need to be constructed in a way that 

they can deliver value today, as well as in the years to come (Saab AB, 2018). Hence, a clear 

exploration, exploitation trade-off presents itself. Saab was also deemed relevant as Linköping 

University offered close connections to the company allowing for a close access to the 

management at Saab.  

In order to remain competitive and survive in the long run, innovation is necessary (Damanpour 

& Schneider, 2006). As it can be noticed with Saab, the aerospace and defense industry acts in 

many countries as the driver of innovation and especially in developed countries, the defense 

industry maintains a leading role in governmental Research and Development (R&D) 

expenditures (Mowery, 2012; Reppy, 2000). These R&D efforts are often disruptive, high-end 

technologies for non-price-sensitive customers (Dombrowski & Gholz, 2009). This requires 

firms to constantly work at the edge of technology, while permanently pushing existing 

technologies forward through a steady innovation flow (Dombrowski, Gholz, & Ross, 2002; 

Saab AB, 2017). Therefore, companies that produce complex and expensive products reflect a 

rather special case when it comes to the effects of innovation. Especially explorative innovation 

is usually regarded as a lethal threat to manufacturing firms as they open the market for new 

entrants (Tongur & Engwall, 2014). As the entrance to products that imply long development 

times at the forefront of technology is characterized by a major capital need, this threat is 

comparatively low and technological discontinuities are triggered by the competition of 
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incumbents (Bergek, Berggren, Magnusson, & Hobday, 2013). This issue reflects a typical 

problem of an ambidextrous organization, with the dilemma between allocating limited 

resources to exploitative innovation projects and neglecting the explorative innovation 

projects that secures the market position in the future, or vice versa (Dedehayir, Nokelainen, 

& Mäkinen, 2014; March, 1991a). 

The strategic placement of a firm, in the balance between exploration and exploitation 

determines the competitiveness of the firm in the long run (March, 1991a). For organizational 

ambidexterity to be achieved, there must exist a balance between exploiting existing processes 

to attain short term profits, as well as exploring potential long-term gains (O’Reilly III & 

Tushman, 2008). In environments where rapid innovation and change are especially 

predominant, the ability to develop new technological capabilities is particularly important 

(Benner & Tushman, 2003). Zahra (1996) notes that the degree of technological dynamism 

varies greatly among different environments and the level of technological speed will, 

according to Uotila et al. (2009), determine the optimal balance between exploration and 

exploitation. Since an organization’s resource are scarce, a trade-off arises in choosing 

between exploration and exploitation (March, 1991a). The technologically intensive focus of 

Saab in combination with the lengthy product development cycles and product longevity 

creates an especially interesting scenario on which the exploration, exploitation trade-off can 

be explored. The extremity of the industry requires the organization to make decisions far into 

the future, in an environment that is characterized as unpredictable and fast-changing. 

Ambidexterity within an organization of these characteristics and how decisions are to be 

made within this scenario is considered an interesting theme to explore.  
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1.1 PROBLEM DISCUSSION 

It is widely agreed that firms need to have the ability to innovate in order to maintain a 

competitive advantage and ensure a sustainable survival for the future (Amabile, 1988; 

Damanpour & Schneider, 2006). However, firms face the challenge of limited resources that 

are available for innovation activities. This scarcity of organizational resources in combination 

with limited managerial attention is what drives the tension between exploration and 

exploitation within firms (Yan, Yu, & Dong, 2016). To handle this tension becomes especially 

problematic when organizations need to decide whether to concentrate their resources in the 

revenue generating exploitation of their current projects or to reallocate resource to 

explorative future projects (Amabile, 1988; Tongur & Engwall, 2014). Tushman (1997) points 

out that in order to achieve long-term success, firms need to manage streams of innovation 

that consist of both, long periods of evolutionary change and fast reactions to revolutionary 

events that require a shift of technology. In order to manage these streams of innovation, 

literature suggests the concept of an ambidextrous organization, that is able to successfully 

apply contradictious strategies, structures and cultures at the same time (O'Reilly III & 

Tushman, 2013; Tushman, 1997).  

O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) discuss three different forms of organizational ambidexterity, 

structural, contextual and sequential. Structural ambidexterity is the approach of balancing 

exploration and exploitation through directing simultaneous efforts towards both areas. 

Contextual ambidexterity on the other hand, places its emphasis on the individual rather than 

the organization by enabling employees to follow explorative ideas while being employed in 

an exploitative task. Sequential ambidexterity is the process of aligning the firms structure to 

fit the environmental situations and strategies by shifting between a focus on either 

exploitation or exploration over time (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013).  

In terms of revenue generated, Saab is considered to be a relatively small organization within 

the global aerospace and defense industry (Lineberger & Hussain, 2017). Due to this 

comparable small size, Saab cautiously needs to consider their resource allocation when using 

ambidexterity. Structural ambidexterity is considered to be resource extensive (O'Reilly III & 
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Tushman, 2013) and therefore not applicable at Saab. Raisch (2008) argues that a combination 

of the three forms of ambidexterity should be applied to handle the balance between 

exploration and exploitation. However, there is no research to show how two forms of 

ambidexterity could function together and create a larger benefit for industry comparable 

small firms. 

Successful innovation management consists of a mixture of generally more short term focused 

incremental changes on current technologies that happen through an evolutionary process 

(Damanpour & Schneider, 2006; Tushman, 1997). At the same time, long term focused 

explorative innovation projects aim on reacting to radical changes in the environment 

(Damanpour & Schneider, 2006; Tushman, 1997). These two contradicting types of innovation 

projects also reflect the dilemma of exploration and exploitation within an ambidextrous firm. 

On the one hand, exploiting and further developing current technologies gives the firm the 

possibility of maintaining and also improving their current market position and has the 

potential to generate immediate results in terms of revenue and profit. While this evolutionary 

development has advantages and represent an important process for the short-term business, 

it has the disadvantage of taking up resources that are also needed for the second part of the 

continues innovation stream (Tushman, 1997). These second, long term focused, explorative 

innovation projects ensure the firm’s ability to react to radical environmental shifts, that hold 

the potential to improve the market position of the firm significantly in the future (Tushman, 

1997). This is where the question of how an organization manages to handle the dilemma of 

allocating scarce innovation resources between exploitation and exploration arises. In other 

words, the dilemma of allocating resources between the different innovation projects.  

An organization must make decisions regarding where to allocate resources, whether it is 

towards explorative or exploitative efforts. Decision making in organizations are made 

individually or collectively in form of board decisions, elections or similar (Laroche, 1995; 

March, 1991b). In order to make good decisions, work has to be structured and the 

environment needs to be altered in a way that encourages good decision making (Beshears & 

Gino, 2015). However, it is unclear how exploration and exploitation, and thus organizational 

ambidexterity influences decision making. Further, in the view of O'Reilly III and Tushman 



   
 

 
   
 

6 

 

(2013) the business environment in which a business functions impacts how ambidexterity is 

achieved. Yang and Li (2011) show that the resource allocation between exploitation and 

exploration in innovation activities is dependent on the current level of competitiveness of the 

industry environment an organization is operating in. In environments where rapid innovation 

and change are especially predominant, the ability to develop new technological capabilities is 

particularly important (Benner & Tushman, 2003). Furthermore, the optimal balance between 

exploration and exploitation is determined by the speed of technological changes (Uotila et al., 

2009).  

The question arises as to how organizations should make decisions regarding innovation when 

faced with the challenge of planning for an uncertain future. This question becomes especially 

evident when a firm operates at the very forefront of technology, where customers demand a 

distinct developed product but at the same time the likelihood for a radical change is high 

(Dombrowski & Gholz, 2009). An organization must make decisions regarding where to allocate 

resources, whether it is towards explorative or exploitative efforts. In the view of O'Reilly III 

and Tushman (2013) the business environment in which a business functions impacts how 

ambidexterity is achieved. Yang and Li (2011) show that the resource allocation between 

exploitation and exploration in innovation activities is dependent on the current level of 

competitiveness of the industry environment an organization is operating in. In environments 

where rapid innovation and change are especially predominant, the ability to develop new 

technological capabilities is particularly important (Benner & Tushman, 2003). Furthermore, 

the optimal balance between exploration and exploitation is determined by the speed of 

technological changes (Uotila et al., 2009). The question arises as to how organizations should 

make decisions regarding innovation when faced with the challenge of planning for an 

uncertain future. This question becomes especially evident when a firm operates at the very 

forefront of technology, where customers demand a distinct developed product but at the 

same time the likelihood for a radical change is high (Dombrowski & Gholz, 2009). A gap in 

research presents itself, in terms of how sequential and contextual ambidexterity work 

together in small organizations within industries that are characterized by intense 

technological advancements, lengthy product development cycles and product longevity and 

how the decision making processes is influenced by this.  
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1.2 PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTION  

Saab functions within a technologically intensive industry, and supplies products characterized 

as having lengthy product development cycles and product longevity. Saab has a focus on 

generating revenue from products today, while simultaneously supplying to a market up to 20 

years into the future. Saab is considered to be ambidextrous due to this, however, what forms 

of ambidexterity Saab follows is yet to be uncovered. Resources within an organization are 

scarce, and decisions must therefore be made in terms of where to allocate resources. Hence, 

Saab must divide its capabilities between explorative and exploitative efforts. The long-term 

focus, technological emphasis and product characteristics and exploration, exploitation trade-

off provide an interesting case to study ambidexterity and decision making. 

The prevailing literature does not explore forms of ambidexterity and the effects it has on 

decision making. Hence, this study aims to contribute to the research gap that has been 

identified by studying the effect of sequential and contextual ambidexterity on decision making 

within an organization. To do so, the study attempts to answer the following research question:  

How does sequential and contextual ambidexterity influence decision making within an 

organization?  

In order to answer this research question, the following three sub-questions will subsequently 

be answered.  

• How does sequential ambidexterity influence decision making within an organization? 

• How does contextual ambidexterity influence decision making within an organization? 

• How are contextual and sequential ambidexterity interrelated through decision 

making?  
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1.3 READING GUIDELINE 

 

FIGURE 1 READING GUIDELINE  

Chapter 1
• The main topic of this thesis is introduced by a short analysis of the scientific gap

as well as the development of the purpose of this study and its research question.

Chapter 2

• The literature review is divided into six discussion parts, where innovation,
exploration and exploitation, the ambidextrous organization, the tension between
exploration and exploitation as well as decision making is discussed. The chapter
ends with a proposed conceptual framework to answer the research question.

Chapter 3

• In the methodology, the authors explain their research strategy such as research
approach and method, research design and means of the data collection. Further,
the quality, trustworthiness and authenticity of this study is highlighted.

Chapter 4

• The case company is introduced and a short background about the industry as
well as their way of work is explained. The collected data is then further analyzed
in the three most important sections - exploration and exploitation, ambidexterity
and decision making.

Chapter 5
• The findings of the case analysis is put into context of the conceptual framework

and the literature review from chapter 2 in order to answer the research question.

Chapter 6

• The findings are summarized and a theoretical and practical contribution is
presented. Moreover, limitations of the research project are presented and a
recommendation for future research is given.
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2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

The theoretical background summarizes research areas linked to the research question; How 

does sequential and contextual ambidexterity influence decision making within an 

organization? This chapter breaks down the research question and thus involves research on 

innovation, exploration and exploitation, the ambidextrous organization and decision making. 

The theoretical background provides a basis for the study.  

2.1 INNOVATION  

In the academic literature, innovation is defined in various ways but lacks one persistent 

definition (Adams, Bessant, & Phelps, 2006). These definitions range from rather broad 

descriptions such as “the successful exploitation of new ideas” which is proposed from the UK 

Department of Trade and Industry (Adams et al., 2006), to what Amabile (1988) describes 

innovation as “the successful implementation of creative ideas within an organization” (p. 

126). Damanpour and Schneider (2006) emphasizes in their definition of innovation “as the 

adoption of a new product, service, process, technology, policy, structure or administrative 

system” (p. 216) the newness of the innovation to the organization or an individual adopter. A 

more distinct definition of innovation is suggested by Baregheh, Rowley, and Sambrook (2009) 

in their literature review, where they define innovation as a “multi-stage process whereby 

organizations transform ideas into new/improved products, service or processes, in order to 

advance, compete and differentiate themselves successfully in their marketplace” (p. 1334). 

In this way, innovation is perceived as a source of competitive advantage and can provide an 

organization with economic growth (Damanpour & Schneider, 2006). Moreover, innovation is 

perceived in many industries as necessary for the survival of an organization (Damanpour & 

Schneider, 2006). Tushman (1997) points out the importance of continuous improvement 

within organizations. This continuous improvement is reflected in long periods of incremental 

change, where organizations improve their products or processes in small developing steps. 

These long periods of incremental change are interrupted by a revolutionary event that leads 

to a radical change in technology (Tushman, 1997). These patterns of innovation are found to 
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be similar in all industries and the successful management of this development process 

provides a long-term success to an organization (Tushman, 1997). 

As previously indicated, there are two different possibilities an innovation can develop. First, 

innovation develops evolutionary through small incremental steps that bring performance 

improvements to a technology by following the already existing trajectory of development of 

this specific technology (Dedehayir et al., 2014). Second, technological discontinuities are 

those changes in technology that do not follow the existing path and therefore lead to radical 

innovations that cause a paradigm shift in a specific area (Dedehayir et al., 2014). The non-

evolutionary characteristic of these radical innovations have the ability to endanger and shake 

up individual organizations and whole industries. 

2.1.1 RADICAL INNOVATION 

Many organizations in various industries have faced the problem of dealing with unexpected 

radical technology shifts that often challenge leading firms until they fail to stay on top of their 

industry (Bower & Christensen, 1995; Dedehayir et al., 2014). Scholars have widely discussed 

this failure of recognizing and adapting to radical innovations and analyzed why firms die 

because of radical innovations. However, for an organization to recognize a possible threat, it 

is necessary so understand and define where the threat comes from.  

In order to understand and define the threat that firms could face with radical technological 

shifts, scholars approached radical innovations in form of two perspectives, the market 

perspective and the innovation perspective. In the market perspective, radical innovations are 

distinguished from evolutionary technology shifts by their ability to impact and change a 

marketplace by performing significantly better in some performance trajectories that are 

highly valued by customers while performing lower on other trajectories (Bower & 

Christensen, 1995). In other words, from a market perspective, radical innovations change the 

customer preferences of a technology within an existing market (Bower & Christensen, 1995). 

On the other hand, the innovation perspective supplements this definition of radical 

innovations by functionality, technical standards, and ownership (Nagy, Schuessler, & 
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Dubinsky, 2016). This leads to a more thorough definition of radical innovation as Nagy et al. 

(2016) propose in their article: “an innovation with radical functionality, discontinuous 

technical standards, and/ or new forms of ownership that redefine marketplace expectations”.  

2.1.2 INNOVATION GENERATION 

The general path to an innovative technology requires creativity from individuals. This 

creativity leads to new creative ideas that are then shared within an organization. However, 

this creative influence of individuals on firms is not only one directional but reciprocal in the 

way that the firm provides the creative environment and stimulus for the individual employee, 

that in turn triggers the innovation process (Amabile, 1988). This indicates already, that 

innovation is more than a novel idea and thus can be characterized as a process that consists 

of several constructive steps (Amabile, 1988; Garud, Tuertscher, & Van de Ven, 2013). Various 

scholars elaborated on these the following widely accepted three steps, which Garud et al. 

(2013) summarized in their literature review. First, through the use of individual creativity and 

recombination the initial idea needs to be generated. This can be called the invention phase 

(Garud et al., 2013). Further, arrangements of manufacturing and corresponding supply chain 

activities need to be developed, just as well as marketing and service activities need to be 

established (Garud et al., 2013). These steps take place through transformation in the 

development phase of the innovation process and through institutionalization of the key 

mechanisms in the implementation phase of innovation (Garud et al., 2013). This last phase, 

the implementation of innovation can also be considered as a crucial step for firms, as 

innovations only generate value when they are in use (Garud et al., 2013).  

 

 

2.1.3 INNOVATION AND MANAGEMENT 
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Although innovation may derive from individual creative engagement from employees, the 

general orientation of innovation is set from higher management and highly influenced by how 

the motivation of innovation is communicated and directed by the middle management 

(Amabile, 1988). Klein and Sorra (1996) point out that especially the decision for the 

implementation of innovation is typically made by the senior management. This reflects also 

the strategic implications that come with this type of decisions, as the direction and 

implementation of innovation depends on the orientation of the firm.  

Firms might either aim towards maintaining the status quo, or plan in the contradictious 

direction with an offensive strategy of taking the lead towards the future (Amabile, 1988). A 

firm that aims at maintaining the status quo, applies a defensive strategy and implies a focus 

on evolutionary innovation (Amabile, 1988). On the other hand, a firm’s offensive strategy 

would imply a rather higher risk of radical innovations (Amabile, 1988). Further, Gao, Leichter, 

and Wei (2012) point out that the perceived risk in contrast to the perceived value of a certain 

radical innovation play a crucial role in the decision making process of which direction to follow 

for senior management. This is in line with the first alternative strategy mentioned by Tongur 

and Engwall (2014), who point out that a firm can either invest heavily in R&D in order to 

radically transform the firms core competences, or as a second and contradicting option 

transform the value proposition with the aim on a forward integration of the value chain to 

manage the decision dilemma. As both possibilities bring individual uncertainties and a high 

risk of taking a wrong decision, the concept of double ambidexterity proposes a possibility for 

survival during technology shifts (Tongur & Engwall, 2014). The concept of double 

ambidexterity is applied when a firm develops a business model innovation and a technological 

innovation simultaneously (Tongur & Engwall, 2014).  

2.1.4 INNOVATION ADOPTION AND IMPLEMENTATION 

The general need for adopting innovation in order to grow and change is clear, but what about 

innovation implementation? Klein and Knight (2005) discuss the difference of implementing 

and adopting innovation. While adoption of an innovation is considered easier than an 

appropriate implementation, the implementation requires a high commitment to fully 
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understand the innovation (Klein & Knight, 2005). Since often firms adopt but fail to fully 

master an innovation, the adoption can be more expensive for a firm than skillful and fully 

committed use of an implemented innovation (Klein & Knight, 2005). Moreover, the fact that 

decisions for certain innovations are made in the senior management can lead to a lower 

commitment in the implementation of a certain innovation by employees that are lower in the 

hierarchy (Klein & Knight, 2005).  

Cohen and Levinthal (1990) highlight the ability of organizations to recognize the value of new 

innovations by assimilating it with the introduction of the concept of absorptive capacity. They 

describe that organizations need to be able not only to recognize new technologies but also 

find a way to apply or use this new knowledge themselves if they want to succeed in a changing 

business environment. This ability is described as the absorptive capacity, which also appears 

to influence the decision making process of allocating resources for innovation activities 

(Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). While the absorptive capacity of organizations comes often as a 

byproduct of known and mastered activities, such as routines in a development process, the 

concept is especially helpful for evolutionary innovation projects (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). In 

order to gain advantage through absorptive capacity outside this scope of frequent tasks and 

core competences in the area of radical innovation projects, firms need to invest specifically in 

such learning activities. This means that firms in radical innovations projects need to 

consciously learn, while in evolutionary innovation projects, the learnings occur as a byproduct. 

The decisions for such investments are often regarded as bad investment alternatives, since 

they bring the risk of amortization (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). This problem brings the question 

of how firms might detect disruptive technologies for which radical innovation projects are 

necessary to invest in?  

Nagy et al. (2016) discover this need to identify a disruptive technology in order to not miss 

the entrance to a radical innovation and develop a three-step method for predicting how an 

innovation may disrupt a firm. First, the method identifies the innovation and its 

characteristics. Second, it identifies the position of the individual firm’s value chain in which 

the innovation can be used. Third, the method compares the new innovation with the current 

technology used in a specific value chain segment (Nagy et al., 2016). With the focus on the 
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individual value chain characteristics of firms in this model, (Nagy et al., 2016) incorporate that 

new technologies can be disruptive to some firms while at the same time might trigger a radical 

innovation in another firm. This is due to the differences in the ownership and use of a 

technology that is challenged by the new technology in a distinguished value chain position 

(Nagy et al., 2016). An additional complicating factor for firms in the identification and decision 

process for radical innovation projects is that often in the early stages of a technology, there is 

a co-existence of similar but competing technologies, that make it difficult to identify the right 

one with most future potential (Dedehayir et al., 2014). This is also facilitated through the key 

mechanism of diffusion in this innovation phase (Garud et al., 2013).  

Many scholars argue in line with the Schumpeterian perspective of creative destruction. 

Technological discontinuities open up an industry for new entrants and at the same time 

represent the most lethal threat for established manufacturing firms (Bergek et al., 2013; 

Tongur & Engwall, 2014). Although, this may apply to many industries, Bergek et al. (2013) 

show in their case study that there are exceptions to this general rule. They show that in capital 

expensive goods industries, the intense competition can lead to established industry leaders 

drive technological discontinuities with their existing capabilities (Bergek et al., 2013). This so 

called creative accumulation means that the competition within the industry does not change 

through new entrants, although radical innovations are introduced to the industry (Bergek et 

al., 2013). Another important industry specific influence is examined by Dedehayir et al. (2014) 

who note that especially in Complex Product Systems industries,  regulators such as 

governments have a high influence on the direction of new disruptive technologies and thus 

on radical innovations. 

2.2 EXPLORATION AND EXPLOITATION  

March (1991a) introduced the concept of exploration and exploitation and explains the terms 

as follows: “Exploration includes things captured by terms such as search, variation, risk taking, 

experimentation, play, flexibility, discovery, innovation. Exploitation includes such things as 

refinement, choice, production, efficiency, selection, implementation, execution” (March, 

1991a, p. 71). Further, several investment opportunities exist, yet the expected payoff of these 
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are unknown (March, 1991a). Yang and Li (2011) note that taking on explorative actions would 

mean to expect uncertain, distant and often negative returns, whereas exploitation according 

to Levinthal and March (1993) utilizes and develops what is already known. Having that said, 

identifying a balance between the two forces is key in firm survival (March, 1991a).  

The challenge for an organization is ensuring that it will sustain into the future. In doing so, 

both explorative and exploitative investments are required, yet without knowing where the 

balance between the two lies. A too heavy focus on exploration inhibits organizations from 

fully capitalizing on its knowledge. On the other hand, too much focus on exploitation will 

render an organization obsolete (Levinthal & March, 1993). Yet some scholars have found that 

organizations that steer their attention towards either exploration or exploitation do better 

than their competitors (Lavie, Stettner, & Tushman, 2010). However, Lavie et al. (2010) note 

that these findings are a result of differences in the definitions of exploration and exploitation, 

and how it is measured.  

2.2.1 THE EXPLORATION AND EXPLOITATION TRADE-OFF  

There exists a debate as to how the tension between exploration and exploitation should be 

analyzed. Lavie et al. (2010) argue that exploration and exploitation lie on each end of a 

continuum. This is displayed in Figure 2 below. This viewpoint argues that the choice between 

exploration and exploitation involves a direct trade-off, and thereby links to the proposition 

made by March (1991a). 

 

FIGURE 2 EXPLORATION AND EXPLOITATION ILLUSTRATED AS A CONTINUUM (AUTHOR’S 

ILLUSTRATION) 
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The opposing view, Birkinshaw and Gupta (2013) argue that the balance should be expressed 

along a curve, with exploration and exploitation on either axis as displayed below in Figure 3. 

A curvilinear function is thereby formed, whereby firms will place themselves on any point 

along the curve. A curvilinear function allows for a firm to develop capabilities within both 

areas and move the function outwards. A balance must still be achieved between the two, 

however, the reasoning behind is more nuanced. An organization must then make a decision 

as to where on the curve to direct its resources.  

 

FIGURE 3 EXPLORATION AND EXPLOITATION ILLUSTRATED ALONG A CURVE (BIRKINSHAW & GUPTA, 

2013)BIRKINSHAW & GUPTA, 2013) 

 

The distinction between exploration and exploitation is not always clear cut. Viewing 

exploration and exploitation as separate activities may not always be fair since some activities 

involve a combination of the two (Lavie et al., 2010). Cohen and Levinthal (1990) argue that 

the means at which an organization can explore, depends on its existing knowledge base, and 

thereby previous exploitation activities.  According to Faems, Van Looy, and Debackere (2005) 

exploration creates radical innovation, whereas exploitation rather leads to evolutionary 

innovation. Yet Li, Vanhaverbeke, and Schoenmakers (2008) argue that it may very well occur 

that exploitation could unexpectedly generate radical innovations and vice versa. Lavie et al. 

(2010) claim that an action is only explorative in its first stage. Whenever an experiment is 
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revisited, even if it is in its initial stages, it takes an exploitative form. Hence, all explorative 

actions take a natural transition into exploitation. A continuum therefore best describes the 

balance between exploration and exploitation according to Lavie et al. (2010). 

Environmental factors come to influence the exploration, exploitation balance. As argued by 

Uotila et al. (2009), the technological dynamism varies greatly in different environments and 

the organizations acing within. A high speed in technological advancements will place greater 

pressure on organizations to take on explorative actions. The balance between exploration and 

exploitation that is most beneficial for a given organization will therefore be impacted by the 

technological landscape in which it is acting (Uotila et al., 2009).  

2.3 THE AMBIDEXTROUS ORGANIZATION 

An ambidextrous organization is one that has the ability to carry incremental as well as radical 

innovation within a firm that holds numerous structures, processes and cultures (Tushman & 

O'Reilly III, 1996). As March (1991a) argues, there exists a trade off in a firm’s choice between 

explorative and exploitative actions. Hence, a decision needs to be made, in terms of where to 

assign resources. O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) consider an organization that is able to handle 

this balance between exploration and exploitation to be ambidextrous. Furthermore, Tushman 

and O'Reilly III (1996) argue that in order for firms to stay successful in the long run, managers, 

as well as organizations need to be ambidextrous. March (1991a) notes that firms will often 

see greater benefit in pursuing explorative measures, with the purpose of generating short-

term gains. Exploration is not as immediate in its success and does not always produce ideas 

that are worth pursuing. However, March (1991a) further points out that if firms do not take 

on explorative actions, changes in the market and technology will likely cause businesses to 

fail. A long run survival, therefore motivates the necessity for firms to be able to handle 

evolutionary, as well as radical change (Tushman & O'Reilly III, 1996). 

O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) conclude that there has been some debate discussing the 

empirical evidence regarding an ambidextrous organization and whether it is beneficial to firm 

performance. However, it seems that when there is market and technological uncertainty, 
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organizational ambidexterity has a positive effect on firm performance. In addition, larger, as 

opposed to smaller firms will benefit from an ambidextrous organization when functioning in 

an uncertain environment and have access to necessary resources. Under uncertain 

conditions, empirical evidence concludes that ambidexterity is linked to increased firm 

innovation, better financial performance, and increased survival rates (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 

2013).  

Since it is evident that firms benefit from ambidexterity, a natural question that arises is, how 

does a firm achieve this state? There are three different forms of ambidexterity within the 

prevailing research, and as presented by O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) these are sequential, 

structural and contextual ambidexterity.     

2.3.1 SEQUENTIAL AMBIDEXTERITY 

Sequential ambidexterity is the process of aligning a firm’s structure to fit the environmental 

situation or strategies. In this view, changes within an organization are made on a sequential 

basis according to recorded changes in the environment (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). 

Sequential ambidexterity is based on temporal separation, where firms shift the focus of their 

attention from exploitation in one period of time to a focus on exploration in the next period 

of time (Chen, 2017). Kortmann (2012) further points out that a firm using sequential 

ambidexterity needs to have two temporal orientations, as it is the case with the present and 

the future, when balancing out short term performance and long-term survival. This means 

that firms use ‘semistructures’ and rhythmic switching from a state of exploration to a state of 

exploitation (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). During this switching between exploration and 

exploitation, firms take advantage of the fact that they can relatively easy change the formal 

structures of the organization compared to the relatively complicated to change informal and 

cultural structures of the organization (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). Therefore, sequential 

ambidexterity enables firms to achieve ambidexterity over time, although the firm focuses its 

resources in one specific direction at a very specific point in time (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). 

An advantage of sequential ambidexterity is, that it allows project based firms to apply 

different managerial approaches to projects that are in different stages (Chen, 2017). 
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However, this implies that a sequential ambidextrous firm can not only rely on the 

transformational capability to switch between exploitation and exploration states but also 

needs to effectively incorporate an implementation capability to be able to achieve the best 

results in each state (Kortmann, 2012). Additionally, the switch from one state to the other can 

be highly disruptive to the organization since, it involves the reconfiguration of strategies, 

structures and processes and therefore can take a long period and cause dislocations within 

organizations and have the potential to diminish core capabilities of the firm (Chen, 2017; 

O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) conclude that sequential 

ambidexterity is generally most beneficial for smaller firms that do not have the resources to 

pursue simultaneous ambidexterity and are active in a slower moving environment.  

2.3.2 STRUCTURAL AMBIDEXTERITY 

In times of rapid change sequential ambidexterity will not suffice, instead a structural approach 

is preferred. Within structural ambidexterity, the balance between exploration and 

exploitation is achieved through directing simultaneous efforts towards both areas (O'Reilly III 

& Tushman, 2013). Within structural ambidexterity exploration activities and exploitation 

activities are separated into different business areas within one firm (Chen, 2017). This allows 

the different business units to adopt different strategies and structures to appropriately fit the 

business unit focus on either exploration or exploitation (Chen, 2017). Kortmann (2012) points 

out that firms create dual structures that separate the contradictious tasks and functions 

within one organization. This structural separation creates the necessary flexibility to react to 

the conflicting task environments and creates ownership of the individual tasks (Kortmann, 

2012). The organization of exploration and exploitation in two completely different and 

independent subunits, structural ambidexterity leads to an increased demand on top 

management skills, as the top management needs to internally align and coordinate the 

completely different subunits with their individual strategies, structures, competencies, 

cultures and systems in order to create ambidexterity for the firm (Chen, 2017; O'Reilly III & 

Tushman, 2013). However, structural ambidexterity is widely regarded as the most practical 

and very promising form of creating an ambidextrous organization (Chen, 2017; O'Reilly III & 

Tushman, 2013). 



   
 

 
   
 

20 

 

2.3.3 CONTEXTUAL AMBIDEXTERITY 

Finally, contextual ambidexterity places its emphasis on the individual rather than the 

organization (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) coined the term and 

define it as “the behavioral capacity to simultaneously demonstrate alignment and adaptability 

across an entire business unit” (p. 209). Alignment, the coherence across dedicated efforts and 

adaptability, the ability to change according to the needs of the environment work together to 

achieve contextual ambidexterity. It works by applying a set of procedures to motivate 

individuals to act in ways that support contextual ambidexterity. Firms applying contextual 

ambidexterity enable and motivate their employees to get active in exploration activities 

although their formal tasks relate more to exploitation activities (Chen, 2017). Exploration 

therefore is not limited to specialized business units or time periods but can emerge at any 

time without special organizational intention for it (Chen, 2017). This reflects also a 

shortcoming of contextual ambidexterity, as it does not enable a firm to simultaneously involve 

strong forms of exploration or exploitation, but contextual ambidextrous firms assume that 

exploration will just occur somewhere in the organization (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). Chen 

(2017) notes that contextual ambidexterity is not able to facilitate exploration activities that 

are radically different from the organizational core, as radically different ideas need a different 

context to prosper. Therefore, a firm might not achieve full ambidexterity by only pursuing 

contextual ambidexterity (Chen, 2017; O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). 

Ultimately, findings show that in the long run, a combination of these three forms of 

ambidexterity can be applied to handle the tension between exploitation and exploration 

(Raisch, 2008). However, how ambidexterity is achieved often depends on the business 

environment in which it functions (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). Yet, Kauppila (2010) notes 

that firms will generally reach ambidexterity through a combination of structural and 

contextual efforts but not with just a single form of it. Chen (2017) therefore, summarizes the 

three different forms of ambidexterity, sequential, structural and contextual, to the term 

dynamic ambidexterity. Dynamic ambidexterity utilizes all three forms at different 

organizational levels and therefore enables firms to successfully handle the contradiction 

between exploration and exploitation (Chen, 2017). 
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2.4 MANAGING THE TENSION BETWEEN EXPLORATION AND EXPLOITATION  

There is a wide acceptance promoting the need for organizations to take on explorative, as 

well as exploitative actions (Gupta, Smith, & Shalley, 2006; Levinthal & March, 1993; March, 

1991a). As argued by Uotila (2017) the method for achieving this balance is yet to be 

uncovered. However, Uotila (2017) suggest a number of viewpoints presented in research that 

can be applied to manage the tension between exploration and exploitation in an environment 

characterized as dynamic ambidexterity.     

According to Benner and Tushman (2003) exploration and exploitation innovation should be 

carried out in separate business units. The exploitative business unit would then add to the 

existing knowledge, products and services. Whereas the explorative business unit would focus 

on developing new knowledge, products and services (Jansen, Van Den Bosch, & Volberda, 

2006). In order for this type of division to be effective, senior management must be 

strategically involved, and connected through a set of goals and core values (Benner & 

Tushman, 2003). McGrath (1997) argues that while the exploitative unit provides an 

organization with short term profits, the explorative unit allows senior management to learn 

and make decisions about the future. Nonetheless, Jansen et al. (2006) argues that there is 

limited research supporting the claim that separate business units are the key to managing the 

exploration, exploitation trade-off. The reason for this, Jansen et al. (2006) argues is twofold. 

Firstly, it is argued that informal social relations together with the formal hierarchical structure 

influence the degree to which explorative and exploitative innovation can rise. Secondly, 

competitive environment in which the organization is acting will have an effect on the 

effectiveness of the strategic choices.  

O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) argue that while there are numerous perspectives used to 

analyze organizational ambidexterity, observing it as a dynamic capability is the suitable 

approach to take. Dynamic capabilities are defined by (Winter, 2003) as the ability of a firm to 

maintain and adapt the capabilities that are the basis for the firm’s competitive advantage. 

Furthermore, a sustained competitive advantage is made up of valuable and inimitable 

capabilities (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2011). Benner and Tushman (2003) argue that when it 
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comes to technological innovation, an organization’s dynamic capabilities are a result of its 

ability to exploit existing technologies, while simultaneously securing the future through 

exploring innovation. 

2.5 DECISION MAKING 

The term “decision making” has been imported into the business world from the lexicon of 

public administration in the midst of the last century by Chester Barnard (Buchanan & 

O'Connell, 2006). Beshears and Gino (2015) suggest that the environment in which decisions 

are made needs to be altered in order for people to make choices that lead to good outcomes. 

Alternating the environment happens when leaders act as architects (Beshears & Gino, 2015), 

where work has to be structured in a way that encourages good decision making.  

 

2.5.1 SYSTEM 1 AND SYSTEM 2 THINKING 

A person has two modes of processing information and making decisions (Beshears & Gino, 

2015). Kahneman (2011) established the differentiation between two forms of processing 

information’s, System 1 and System 2 thinking. System 1 thinking, the first mode, is automatic, 

emotional and instinctive, whereas System 2 thinking, the second mode, is slow, deliberate 

and logical (Beshears & Gino, 2015; Kahneman, 2011). System 1 thinking focuses on immediate 

and concrete payoffs and therefore distracts from the long-term consequences of the decision 

(Beshears & Gino, 2015). In order to improve decision making, choice architecture should be 

applied by leaders (Beshears & Gino, 2015; Kahneman, 2011). Choice architecture mitigates 

the effects of bias and motivate employees to make choices in the organization’s and 

individuals’ best interest by following these five steps (Beshears & Gino, 2015): 

1. Understand how decisions are made 

2. Define the problem (Human behavior)  
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3. Diagnose the underlying causes 

4. Design the solution 

5. Test the solution  

Therefore, in order to make good decisions within an organization, a leader has to apply both, 

System 1 thinking and System 2 thinking in order to combine short- and long-term goals within 

an organization.  

2.5.2 RATIONAL AND NONRATIONAL CHOICE 

Rational choice involves two guesses (March, 1978). The first guess being about uncertain 

future consequences and the second guess about uncertain future preferences, where the first 

guess became organized into the concept of bounded rationality. March (1978) further states 

that anticipating future consequences of present decisions is often prone to large errors and 

anticipating future preferences is often confusing. Both choices though, are prompt to two 

kinds of theories of human behavior; the descriptive, behavioral theories and the prescriptive, 

normative theories March (1978). It is the behavioral theory that describes the actual behavior 

of an individual or a social institution. The normative theory, on the other hand, prescribes 

optimal behavior. Both behavioral theories of choice, however, displayed in the past 20 years 

that there is not a single, widely-accepted and precise theory of choice (March, 1978). 

A part of a manager’s work is decision making is communicating them to others and monitor 

how they are executed (Simon, 1987). In order to make decisions, mangers have a high need 

to know about the industry and social environment in which it operates (Simon, 1987). 

Therefore, Simon (1987) further discusses rationality. This study already discussed the System 

1 thinking and System 2 thinking. Simon (1987), on the other hand, calls them nonrational for 

the intuitive, irrational for the emotion and rational for the consciously analytical modes of 

processing information and decision making. Nonrational and irrational would be regarded as 

System 1 thinking and rational as System 2 thinking. Barnard (1938) argues that executives do 

not often enjoy making decisions on the basis of rational analysis but depend on intuitive or 

judgmental response to the decision-demanding situation. Additionally, Barnard (1938) 
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underlines that the nonrational process of decision making was grounded in knowledge and 

experience. Often, uncertainty is the source of difficulty when making a decision (Simon, 1987), 

which often also leads to postponement of these decisions.  

Novel organizations and new markets embody the production of valuable surprises through 

the technology of foolishness (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005), where Sarasvathy and Dew (2005) 

discuss the logic of identity, the logic of action and the logic of commitment. These three logics 

should be engaged by managers in the production of new value (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005). 

Therefore, the technology of foolishness has to consist of strategies to make decisions in the 

presence of goal ambiguity (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005), thus March (1978) second guess of 

rational choice. When goals are ambiguous, managers regularly explain the actions and 

decisions taken in terms of their identities rather than their preferences, therefore a certain 

type of preference ordering (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005). Especially when outcomes are 

unpredictable or preferences are ambiguous, a strong sense of identity and process serves well 

(Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005). Contrary, predictable outcomes call for preference orderings for 

particular outcomes in our decision criteria (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005).  

An organization needs to find a balance between rational and nonrational (System 1 and 

System 2) in order to make good decisions. The alternative logics (logic of identity, action and 

commitment) that have been analyzed by (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005) turned out to be genres 

of fiction that complement and counterbalance the already existing ones based on fact and 

forecast. Thus, without fiction, fact cannot help us figure out what has already happened. As 

of forecast, it cannot tell what will happen, but what may happen if things are done differently 

from the way they were done in the past (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005).  

Decisions often stem from the logic of appropriateness rather than the logic of 

consequentiality, but the process of decision making might be better understood in terms of 

other consequences than their outcomes (March, 1991b). March (1991b) underlines that 

decisions within an organization happen instead of being made. This suggests that the 

organizational processes that conclude in decisions may be ill comprehended by a conception 

of intentional, future-oriented choice. Thus, March (1991b) suggests a classic-control system 
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that keeps performance and goals nearest. This classic-control system first adapts its goals to 

its performance and second it adapts its performance to its goals. Decision making in 

organizations often involves finding the appropriate rules to pursue, therefore the logic of 

appropriateness differs from the logic of consequences, as the logic of appropriateness 

matches situations and identities (March, 1991b). Decision making is a ritual exercise closely 

linked central Western ideologies of rationality (March, 1991b).  

That being said, symbolic and ritual aspects are often considerate factors in decision making. 

March (1991b) further explains that the concept of decisions and decision making share 

overlapping networks of linkages within and among organizations instead of coherent 

hierarchies, temporal orders instead of causal orders and loose coupling instead of tight 

coupling between decisions and decision making. Moreover, March (1991b) writes that 

decision makers as well as organizations gather information but do not use it, ask for more and 

then ignore it, make decisions first and afterwards look for more relevant information and 

lastly, gather and process a huge amount of information that has limited or no relevance to 

the decision that has to be made.  

2.5.3 DECISIONS IN ORGANIZATIONS 

Although decisions on an organizational level differ from the mainly discussed individual level, 

the previously discussed concepts have an important role. When it comes to decision making 

within organizations it is people in the organization who make decisions individually or 

collectively in the form of board decisions, elections, or similar (Laroche, 1995; March, 1991b). 

Therefore, it does not surprise that decisions within organizations take similar steps as they 

are described in general decision making theory. As Brunsson (1990) points it out, 

organizations similar to individuals look for alternative future actions, predict the 

consequences and compare the future consequences to their preferences in order to then 

make a decision on one option. However, Laroche (1995) argues that it is not only the single 

decision maker, often a manager, that is important for the organizational decision making but 

also the organizational structure, culture and bureaucratic that have an impact on decisions. 

Many decisions are in this way heavily influenced or substituted by organizational processes 
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and routines that do not need an individual influence or action (Laroche, 1995). This 

argumentation is in line with March (1991b) who argues that decisions within organizations, 

similar to individual decision making processes, result from intendedly rational choices that 

consider uncertainties, ambiguities and risk preferences. However, that is not the only way 

how organizations perceive decisions, as organizations often also establish rules and processes 

which influence decisions in the way that they follow a rule of appropriateness (March, 1991b). 

This means that decision makers within an organization adapt and base their decision not only 

on rational arguments but also on rules and norms that surround them and thus possibly frame 

a potential conflict (March, 1991b). This becomes clearer when looking into the purpose and 

roles that decision making fulfills in an organizational context.  

The first and most obvious purpose of decision making is to make a choice between options 

(Brunsson, 1990). However, there are more roles to consider in an organizational context. First, 

there is to name the role to mobilize organizational action (Brunsson, 1990). Decisions enable 

organizations to get active in a coordinated and collective way by setting a direction and giving 

a clear signal to everyone involved. However, in order to actually mobilize actions, the decision 

needs to have commitment from all actors involved (Brunsson, 1990). Additionally, decisions 

have the ability to allocate responsibilities within the organization, which reduces the 

uncertainty within organizational structures and tasks and thereby simplifies the work 

(Brunsson, 1990). In the opposite direction, responsibility allocation also affects decisions as it 

specifies who is in charge for a specific task and thus enables a monitoring and evaluation on 

performance (Brunsson, 1990). Lastly, decision making provides people and actions with 

legitimacy to take a certain action within the boundaries of the organization or to the large 

outside environment (Brunsson, 1990). This legitimacy provision depends highly on the norms 

and rules when a decision is made, as it becomes especially viable when inconsistent norms 

apply. In that case, organizations can base and therefore legitimate certain decisions with a 

specific norm or rule while, not having to reveal other decision criteria’s (Brunsson, 1990).  
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2.5.4 DECISION MAKING AND RISK 

Risk is an inevitable part of every decision that is made (Buchanan & O'Connell, 2006). A few 

hundred years ago, the risk management tool kit was made up of faith, hope and guesswork, 

as risk is a numbers game and human understanding of numbers was not up to the task 

(Buchanan & O'Connell, 2006). In everyday choices people make, the risks are rather small, but 

on corporate scale the risks can be enormous (Buchanan & O'Connell, 2006). March (1991b) 

analyses that risk taking is a major concern in decision making and that certain organizations 

suffer due to too little risk taking while others suffer from taking too great risks. Buchanan and 

O'Connell (2006) state that the implications are both upside and downside, and even the 

banally expressed win-win situation involves opportunity costs in the form of paths not taken. 

Nowadays, organizations try to know as much as possible about modern techniques such as 

derivatives, scenario planning, business forecasting and real options, as humanly possible 

(Buchanan & O'Connell, 2006) in order to make good decisions. On the other hand, Buchanan 

and O'Connell (2006) say that decisions are not only made based on numbers but also straight 

from the gut, especially in times where there is no time to calculate the probability of the 

outcome. Timing, strategic positioning, pricing policies and lead-time and therefore strategic 

choices can also be driven by lucky coincidence rather than by long-term planning and specific 

theories of decision making (Alvisi, Narduzzo, & Zamarian, 2003).  

2.5.5 BALANCE BETWEEN EXPLORATION AND EXPLOITATION WHEN MAKING DECISIONS 

There is reason to seek to attain a balance between the two forces; exploration and 

exploitation. As March (1991b) shows, focusing too much of an organization’s efforts towards 

either exploration or exploitation can have detrimental effects on the performance of an 

organization, as the risks and costs of such an action rise above the potential benefits. Yang 

and Li (2011) point out that in light of fragile balance, a prominent issue in finding the optimal 

division between exploration and exploitation lies in deciding how resources should be 

allocated. Organizational ambidexterity, regardless of its form, constitutes of an intricate set 

of decision and routines which are applied within organizations with the purpose of grasping 

new opportunities, through the reallocation of organizational assets (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 
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2013). Hence, a managerial implication from leading an ambidextrous organization is the 

necessity to make decisions regarding how scarce resources should be divided between 

exploration and exploitation.   

There exists limited research on the decision making within ambidextrous organizations 

(Carmeli & Halevi, 2009; Chou & Kimbrough, 2016). Thus far, ambidexterity research has 

usually described organizational mechanisms that empower organizations to simultaneously 

address exploitation and exploration (Raisch, Birkinshaw, Probst, & Tushman, 2009). The 

tension that ambidexterity creates are cleared up at the next organizational level down (Raisch 

& Birkinshaw, 2008). An example of that could be displayed in a manufacturing plant that may 

become ambidextrous by creating two functions or subdivisions with a different target (Adler, 

Goldoftas, & Levine, 1999). Structural mechanisms are used to facilitate ambidexterity, but 

individuals are focused either on exploration or exploitation activities (Raisch et al., 2009). 

However, a few people at the top need to act ambidextrously by combining exploitative and 

explorative activities (Smith & Tushman, 2005), the individual dimension of ambidexterity is 

not further explored. Some studies, such as Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) describe business 

unit contexts that promote employees to handle exploration and exploitation activities. This 

study, however, assumes that ambidexterity is established in an individual’s ability to explore 

and exploit. Further, Mom, Van Den Bosch, and Volberda (2007) states that some managers 

concurrently engage in high levels of exploitation and exploration activities. Challenges that 

arise for individuals in taking up exploitative and explorative tasks are as follows: 

- Ambidextrous managers must handle contradicting and conflicting goals (Smith & 

Tushman, 2005) 

- Ambidextrous managers must engage in paradoxical thinking (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 

2004) 

- Ambidextrous managers must fulfill multiple roles (Floyd & Lane, 2000) 

However, Gupta et al. (2006) underlines the challenges for an individual to shine at both, 

exploitation and exploration. Now, what causes an individual to be ambidextrous? Basically, 

the more a manager top-down and bottom-up knowledge flows it collects, the higher the level 
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of exploitation and exploration activities this manager may undertake (Mom et al., 2007). 

Additionally, ambidextrous managers own both a short-term and a long-term orientation 

(Probst & Raisch, 2005). Nonetheless, these authors fail to explain why these managers are 

able to be ambidextrous (Raisch et al., 2009). Not only is it important to note that personal 

characteristics play an important role in ambidexterity, but also organizational factors that 

affects the individual (Raisch et al., 2009). Organizational factors such as socialization, 

recognition and team-building are suggested to benefit individuals to think and act 

ambidextrously (Goshal & Bartlett, 1997). Raisch et al. (2009) suggests that these 

organizational factors may be closely interrelated with the personal factors. Thus, in an 

organizational context that equips an individual with decision making authority is likely to 

stimulate richer sense-making and cognitive processes at the personal level (Raisch et al., 

2009). On the other hand, an individual’s ability to act ambidextrously will have increasing 

effect on the entire organization’s ambidexterity (Raisch et al., 2009). It is important to note 

that, organizational ambidexterity is different from its members’ personal ambidexterity 

(Raisch et al., 2009).  

2.6 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK   

The visualizations below are based on the theory in this chapter and are aimed at explaining 

the concept of decision making in regard of exploration and exploitation within an 

ambidextrous organization. Figure 4 aims at visually simplifying Lavie et al. (2010) argument 

that exploration and exploitation lie on each end of a continuum. This visualization acts as the 

base of the conceptual model.  

 

Figure 4 Exploration and Exploitation illustrated as a continuum (Author’s own illustration) 
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In order to analyze the research question, the authors identified a conceptual framework, as 

seen in Figure 5. The purpose of this framework is to expand on current research, as research 

on ambidextrous organizations and decision making is very limited. The framework highlights 

the relationship between the three different methods of ambidexterity when making individual 

and organizational decisions for an organization that has to consider the balance between 

exploration and exploitation.  

 

FIGURE 5 DECISION MAKING IN AMBIDEXTROUS ORGANIZATION MODEL (AUTHOR'S ILLUSTRATION) 

Analyzing the conceptual framework more in depth, Figure 4 is the base of the framework. In 

order to find a balance between exploitation and exploration, a decision has to be made. 

Decisions are highly dependent on the three different organizational ambidexterity methods; 

structural, sequential and contextual but also on what levels decisions are made. Decisions are 

made on the individual level as well as on organizational level. On the organizational level, 

decisions are made within boards and committees, where the aim is to achieve a consensus 

among the members of the board or committee. Further, organizational processes that are 

put in place are supporting the organizational decision making as well. 
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Although, the decisions are made on an organizational level, there are multiple individual 

members on these boards and committees that make a decision to achieve consensus. Thus, 

in order to analyze decision making on an organizational level in an ambidextrous organization, 

one has to consider the individual and therefore, System 1 & 2 thinking, rational and 

nonrational choice as well as risk.  

The ambidextrous organization part of the conceptual framework is based on O'Reilly III and 

Tushman (2013) theory that states that an organization that is able to handle this balance 

between exploration and exploitation is ambidextrous. Within an ambidextrous organization, 

one has to look at the three different forms of ambidexterity; structural, sequential and 

contextual. Raisch (2008) states that findings show that in the long run, a combination of 

structural, sequential and contextual forms of ambidexterity can be applied to handle the 

tension between exploration and exploitation. Also, Tushman and O'Reilly III (1996) say that in 

order for firms to stay successful in the long run, managers, as well as organizations need to 

be ambidextrous. Ambidextrous organizations could therefore be linked to the tension 

between exploration and exploitation but also to the decision making, on organizational as well 

as individual level, due to the influence of managers decision making within an organization.  

To summarize, the decision making in ambidextrous organization model aims at achieving to 

help an organization the right balance between exploration and exploitation. Within that aim, 

one has to consider the three different forms of ambidextrous organizations. In order to 

become an ambidextrous organization, decisions have to be made. Decisions are made on 

organizational levels as well as individual levels, although on organizational level, one has to 

consider the individual member within a decision making group.   
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3 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter outlines the chosen methodology and reasons governing this choice. The research 

strategy is outlined as well as the procedure for data analysis. Factors affecting the validity and 

reliability of the study are discussed as well as the ethics of the study.  

3.1 RESEARCH STRATEGY 

3.1.1 RESEARCH APPROACH 

The relationship between theory and data may take three different approaches, deductive 

reasoning, inductive reasoning and abductive reasoning (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Van de Ven, 

2007). Van de Ven (2007) argues that all three approaches are closely related and need to be 

considered in an iterative process. While abductive reasoning is used to create a theory, an 

inductive approach whereby the research gathers empirical data is used to then analyzed and 

fed back to theory. The findings can be used to either modify existing theories or alternatively, 

create entirely new theories (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Van de Ven, 2007). The third approach, 

deductive reasoning uses theory to generate hypothesis which then are tested on the empirical 

data collected (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

An abductive approach was taken to conceive the underlying theory of this research. Further, 

to construct the conceptual framework the authors used deductive reasoning. Since the 

theoretical area of the organizational ambidexterity forms, decision making and how these 

influence each other within an organization is a fairly uncovered research topic, there was 

limited theory to use to allow for a deductive approach. Since this research is carried out in an 

explorative manner with the purpose of uncovering the “how” of a process, inductive 

reasoning is mostly used in order to answer the research question (Saunders & Lewis, 2012; 

Van de Ven, 2007). 

Once the empirical data was collected we found a need to return to the research and collect 

further data to analyze the findings. This process of revisiting the theory is known as an 

iterative approach, which is the research approach this study has followed.  
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3.1.2 RESEARCH METHOD 

Bryman and Bell (2011) discuss two different forms of research methods within business 

research, quantitative as well as qualitative. According to Trost (2010) the purpose of the study 

should guide the chosen research method. A quantitative method emphasizes the value in 

quantifying data whereas a qualitative method aims to understand a certain phenomenon. A 

qualitative study is carried out with the intent of creating a description of how a person or 

group of people interpret a given situation (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Hence, the viewpoints of the 

participants are what primarily guides the research. The findings of the study are not meant to 

provide a generalizable solution to a given population, but rather create an understanding of 

the situation at hand. Since the purpose of the study is to uncover how sequential and 

contextual ambidexterity influence decision making within an organization, a qualitative study 

was deemed fit. 

3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN   

3.2.1 SINGLE CASE STUDY 

Bryman and Bell (2011) discuss several forms of research designs that can be applied within a 

qualitative study. A case study is used to provide a thorough and in-depth understanding of a 

single matter, such as an organization, location, person or event. A case study answers the 

question of “How” in a study (Yin, 2009), and is thus applicable to the research question for 

this study. A case study using an inductive approach is relevant when there exists inadequate 

theory within a given topic, and the data collection process can be applied to add to this 

theoretical area (Siggelkow, 2007). Since there is limited research concerning organizational 

ambidexterity, decision making and the influence of each other, this approach was deemed 

appropriate.  

With a case study, various methods for data collection can be applied (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

A case study as a method for theory gathering closely mimics the truth of the case which has 
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a positive effect on the theory development (Eisenhardt, 1989). However, Eisenhardt (1989) 

also notes that this type of theory creation can be quite complex as a case study encompasses 

such vast aspects of an issue. Hence, the generalizability of the findings come into question. 

Yin (2009) argues that case studies can be generalized to theories, but not to populations. Yin 

(2009) further differs between analytical generalizability that aims to develop and improve 

theories, and statistical generalizability which has the purpose of describing frequencies. Since 

the purpose of this study is to add to the theory of organizational ambidexterity and decision 

making within an organization, the study seeks to create an analytical generalizability.  

The authors have selected Saab AB as the case to study in order to answer the research 

question. Multiple mangers within the firm have been interviewed. Yin (2009) reasons that a 

single case study is an appropriate research design when the case represents an extreme or 

unique case. The study is considered to fall into this category of extremeness and uniqueness 

since it explores an industry comparable small sized company that deals with lengthy product 

development cycles and product longevity. Within Saab, ten employees have been interviewed 

and is therefore according to Yin (2009) considered to be an embedded single case design. This 

is because several managers are interviewed all of which are encompassed by the same case. 

Through the embedded subunits opportunities for analysis is added, and the insights of the 

case are heightened (Yin, 2009). The respondents all held different forms of management 

positions, with the purpose of attaining knowledgeable subjects whom could provide different 

perspectives, an appropriate technique according to Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007).     
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3.3 DATA COLLECTION  

The data used for the study has been collected from interviews with the management at Saab 

and from the Saab annual report with the purpose of gaining an in-depth understanding of 

Saab as an organization.  

3.3.1 SAMPLE SELECTION  

From an early start, innovation was chosen as a relevant as well as interesting area of study. In 

today’s fast-moving environment there’s a great deal of pressure for companies to stay ahead 

in order to remain competitive, an action that requires innovation. The interest of how 

companies deal with innovation on an organizational level is what lead us to Saab. Since Saab 

is a company with a heavy focus on innovation it was believed to be a suitable company to 

study. Additionally, the topic of technological intensive products with lengthy product 

development cycles and product longevity, to which Saab aeronautics adheres to, was 

considered especially interesting. Furthermore, it was necessary that the authors would be 

able to get in contact with several managers in order to carry out this study, which was feasible 

at Saab aeronautics.  

Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) argue that by using respondents from several different levels 

of an organization, different groups or areas of business a nuances description of the 

phenomenon can be uncovered. Hence, when choosing respondents, we aimed to reach 

managers at several hierarchical levels with a broad spectrum of functional tasks and 

responsibilities. However, due to locational restrictions the most respondents were located in 

the aeronautics business area. Further interviews were conducted on the group level. In order 

to make sure that all relevant perspectives within the company are reflected in the sample 

selection, all respondents were asked to suggest further possible respondents that might 

provide valuable insights or are involved in any kind of innovation or decision making 

processes. This procedure worked at the case company Saab very well, as the degree of 

personal acquaintanceship between employees is very high. This sample selection can be 

described as a purposive sampling technique according to Saunders and Lewis (2012), and is 
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appropriate for case studies. It allows the authors to choose respondents that are likely to 

answer the research question and fulfill the purpose of the study (Saunders & Lewis, 2012).  

At Saab, there are seven different business areas (BA), Aeronautics, Dynamics, Surveillance, 

Support and Services, Industrial Products and Services and Kockums (Saab AB, 2018). To the 

authors, the aeronautics BA seemed the most interesting area to study in order to answer the 

research question, since these products are indeed very technology intensive, have lengthy 

product development cycles and product longevity. Furthermore, the author’s first respondent 

was an employee of the aeronautics BA and of whom the authors wanted to get this theory 

confirmed. Therefore, the author’s awaited the initial meeting before setting the boundaries 

solely on the aeronautics BA for the research.   

3.3.2 INITIAL MEETING 

In order to gain an understanding of the current problems Saab was dealing with, the authors 

conducted an initial interview with a BA level Manager at Saab. The interview took a semi-

structured form and laid ground for the specification of the interview questions. The authors 

created an interview guideline for the initial meeting (Appendix 1) in order to gain a bigger 

understanding of current problems at Saab. 

In addition to the interview guideline the authors followed, questions about the aeronautics 

BA were asked in order to confirm the author’s assumption that the aeronautics BA does have 

technological intensive products that have lengthy product development cycles and product 

longevity. Towards the end of the meeting, the authors also took the opportunity to make sure 

that further interviews would be set up with different level of management at Saab. This study 

required empirical data to be collected from interviews and was thus a necessary requirement 

in order for the continuation of the research.  

After, based on the interview, the authors decided to set the boundaries of this research solely 

on the aeronautics BA and exclude the six other BA at Saab.  
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3.3.3 DESIGNING THE INTERVIEWS 

Since the purpose of the study is to gain an in-depth understand of a fairly uncovered area of 

research, semi-structured interviews were chosen as an appropriate method for primary data 

collection. Since the concept of innovation within an ambidextrous organization is yet a narrow 

research subject, it was important that the method for data collection permitted a flexible 

approach. According to Bryman and Bell (2011) as well as Saunders and Lewis (2012), using 

semi-structured interviews allows for the interview questions to be adapted according to 

findings that arise during the interview process. Furthermore, this form of interviewing 

technique is appropriate for qualitative, inductive studies (Saunders & Lewis, 2012), and hence 

a relevant approach for this study. Interviews are characterized on various levels in terms of 

degree of standardization and degree of structure (Trost, 2010). A semi-structured approach 

allows for a structured approach, but flexible in terms of how the respondents may answer. As 

the interviews aimed at exploring the structures and processes within the case company, this 

rather flexible approach was rated as suitable. Further, this technique allows the interviewer 

to center the questions around predefined themes and open questions, yet gain an in depth 

understanding of the social setting in which the respondent is acting (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

The open discussion that evokes during a semi- structured interview may disclose the 

individual backgrounds and experiences of the respondents that are part of complex concepts 

like decision making.  

After the initial meeting, the semi-structured interview guideline was adapted according to the 

findings that rise during that interview. The new interview guideline that is displayed in 

appendix 2, built the fundament of the interviews and provided the interviewers with a range 

of broad and open questions. Table 1 shows the structure of the interview guideline and also 

the primary focus of the questions in each section of the interview guideline. In order to ensure 

that the respondent understands all interview questions as intended by the interviewers, 

Bryman and Bell (2011) suggest to avoid complicated theoretical concepts. This approach was 

followed during all interviews and the interview guideline was developed by using common 

terminology without the naming of complex theoretical phrasing. 
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Part Question Topic Primarily Focus of Questions 

A 

A1 Experience 
Questions are not directly related to the research 
question, more aimed at building up background 
understanding for the context of the case. 

A1 Current Position 

A2 
Responsibilities within 
current position 

B 
B1 Previous Projects Questions are not directly related to the research 

question, more aimed at building up the background 
of the case study. B2 Project Teams 

C 
C1 Innovation Processes Questions aimed to understand how Saab is engaged 

in Innovation and how innovation is controlled. C2 Innovation Handling 

D1 D1 
Exploration     

& Exploitation 

Questions aimed to understand how the balance of 
exploration and exploitation is structured at Saab. 

D2 
D2a 

Ambidextrous 
Organization 

Questions related to understand the current solution 
Saab applies to the dilemma of balancing exploration 
and exploitation. D2b Tension Management 

E E1 
Decision  

Making Behavior 
Questions related to understand the decision making 
process behind the balance of exploration and 
exploitation.  E2 

Ambidextrous 
Individual 

TABLE 1 STRUCTURE OF THE INTERVIEW GUIDELINE 

Additionally, when preparing the interview guideline, the authors took ethical considerations 

into account that focused on the rights of the respondents. This was especially important as 

the interviews were conducted at Saab, who acts in the aerospace and defense industry, where 

much of the information is classified. Therefore, a consent form for participating in the 

interview research (see appendix 3) was designed and send to the respondents one day in 

advance to the interviews. Besides a general description of the topic of the research and a 

rough overview about the outline of the upcoming interview the respondents were informed 

about their rights to decline to answer questions or to end the interview at any time. 

Furthermore, the respondents were informed that the interview will be recorded for 

transcribing and analyzing purposes, but the authors will not identify the respondents by name 

in any report in order to secure confidentiality (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Additional the 
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respondents were informed about the possibility to give feedback on the information’s 

obtained from the interview prior to publication and the respondent confirmed with their 

signature that they voluntarily participate in the interview (Saunders & Lewis, 2012). 

3.3.4 CONDUCTING THE INTERVIEWS  

The interviews were all individually conducted based on the interview guideline. Table 2 

summarizes the details about the ten interviews that were conducted, including the position 

where the respondents are employed in, the detailed position, the number of years at Saab as 

well as the date and length of the interviews. To ensure anonymity, the respondents were 

categorized into several general positions, BA Level Manager, Group Level Manager, Group 

Level Consultant and Engineer.   

Most interviews were held face to face, but three interviews were conducted over the video 

chat platform Skype due to the unavailability of some respondents in Linköping. From the 

authors’ side, two authors conducted the interview. In order to create a nice flow of 

conversation during the interview, the authors predefined two roles before every interview. 

One role was to guide the conversation based on the interview guideline, the other author was 

responsible for taking notes and could focus on questions that remained unclear or were 

unstated during the interview. This procedure made sure to get the necessary information 

from the respondent and reduced the risk of missing out valuable data while not confusing the 

respondent.  

All interviews were held in English, as English is the main working language at Saab and also 

the most fluently spoken by the authors. This ensured that all involved individuals were capable 

to fully understand and follow the conversation. Trost (2010) emphasizes the importance of 

recording interviews so that crucial data is documented. Therefore, the authors recorded all 

interviews and thereafter transcribed word by word. The interviews were transcribed 

immediately after the interview was conducted in order to ensure that the authors got the 

most important information and everything that was said was clear. Also, the transcribing 

helped the authors prepare for the next interview and adapt the questions from interview to 
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interview. Additionally, the transcribing gives the possibility to use the transcriptions for the 

data analysis and direct quotes from the interviews in later stages of this thesis.  
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Position Date of 
interview 

Detailed Position # of years at 
Saab 

Length of 
interview 

BA level Manager 07.03.2018 Project Manager in Future 
Combat Air System 

20 1:12:37 

Group level Manager 12.3.2018 Vice President Group 
Strategy 

30 0:54:33 

Group level Manager 15.3.2018 Investment Manager  8 0:26:12 

Engineer 16.3.2018 Principal engineer in 
conceptual design 

12 1:12:08 

BA level Manager 16.3.2018 Chief engineer and 
product manager of future 
military air systems 

 

28 01:12:09 

BA level Manager 21.3.2018 Director of Business 
development for future air 
systems 

 

32 0:53:31 

Group level 
Consultant 

22.3.2018 Innovation Manager and 
Coach at Combitech AB 
previous R&T Manager at 
Saab Surveillance 

Combitech: 2 

Saab: 18 

1:32:28 

BA level Manager 23.3.2018 Chief Technology Officer in 
BA Aeronautics 

5,5 0:44:36 

BA level Manager 04.04.2018 Product Manager 14 0:51:19 

BA level Manager 05.04.2018 Head of R&D Aeronautics 20 0:41:52 

TABLE 2 INTERVIEW RESPONDENTS 

3.4 DATA ANALYSIS  

The data analysis will follow a grounded theory method. Grounded theory was initially 

presented by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as a method for theory building by analyzing data that 

has been systematically collected throughout the research process. The definition of grounded 
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theory has since the introduction by Glaser and Strauss (1967) been modified by authors who 

have followed (Bryman & Bell, 2015).  

Bryman and Bell (2015) discuss four types of tools used within grounded theory; these include 

theory selection, coding, theoretical saturation and constant comparison. Theory selection 

entails the selection of theory and how it guides the analysis. Ideas and concepts that have 

been identified as relevant in the theory then come to guide the selection. Coding is the 

process of breaking down data into smaller segments. The coding occurs before the data has 

been collected. The data interpretation influences the developments of codes. Theoretical 

saturation means that the theory research comes to a point whereby collecting more theory 

would no longer provide value to the study. Finally, constant comparison means that 

categories are generated through a constant comparison between indications and concepts. 

The purpose is to make sure that a theoretical understanding of a given category can be 

developed.  

Once all the interviews have been conducted, the interpretation of the gathered data was 

tackled. As semi-structured interviews were conducted with open end answers, the volume of 

the data is large and complex. After the interviews had been conducted, the authors 

transcribed the remaining interviews, which could be considered as a first step in the data 

analysis. After all the interviews were transcribed, a document was created with every single 

interview and all authors read through all the interviews once and highlighted the most 

important information.  

3.4.1 NVIVO 11 

As a continuation of the data analysis, the NVivo 11 software had been downloaded. In order 

to work with the software, the authors had to identify nodes as seen in Table 3. The nodes 

were based on our conceptual framework in Figure 5, and were then used to analyze all the 

data in the ten interviews. 
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Node Name 

Ambidexterity 

Contextual 

Sequential 

Decision Making 

Individual Level 

System 1 

System 2 

Organizational Level 

Exploration & Exploitation 

Exploitation 

Exploration 

Finance 

General 

Risk 

TABLE 3 NVIVO 11 NODES OVERVIEW 

Since the respondents did not answer in that specific terminology like the authors identified in 

the nodes in Table 3, further explanation is required. The following paragraphs aim at 

explaining the specific terminology within the nodes and how the authors interpreted the 

respondents’ answers to categorize them. 

Ambidexterity 

When evaluating the ambidexterity node, the authors investigated the several different cues 

within the respondents’ statements. Trigger words for ambidexterity in general would indicate 

more or less equal focus on execution of current contracts and innovation. For sequential 

ambidexterity on the other hand, cues would be anything that would relate to a change in the 

focus due to environmental change. Lastly, the contextual ambidexterity node includes 

statements that indicate that employees get active in exploration activities although their 

formal tasks relate more to exploitation activities. 
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Decision Making 

When analyzing decision making, the authors were looking for cues like making a choice and 

act a certain way to achieve a certain outcome. Further, when respondents would talk about 

a change that needs to take place, this would be categorized into decision making and 

sometimes the respondents would even explicitly talk about the decision making process.  

Within decision making, there are four different categories, organizational decision making and 

individual decision making, whereas in individual decision making the System 1 and System 2 

thinking would be analyzed. As of the System 1 thinking, the authors would categorize 

everything that has been said about gut feeling and experience into this category. For System 

2 thinking, statements that would go into this category entail terms like rational, formal and 

calculated. Furthermore, statements that would fall under the category of individual decision 

making would be when respondents talk about their freedom to make own decisions. On the 

organizational level however, cues would be anything that was said about boards, processes 

and tollgates. 

Exploration and Exploitation  

The categories of exploration and exploitation were analyzed as follows. Within the exploration 

node, everything that was said about new ideas, new ways of doing things and innovation 

would be classified into this category.  Contrary, in the exploitation node, everything that has 

to do with current contract execution and focus on the here and now would be put into this 

node. Within the exploration and exploitation node, every statement that would include the 

two would be added.   

Finance 

Within the finance node, everything that was talking explicitly about finance was included in 

this category. Further, when respondents stated anything about budget, money, investment, 
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funding, sales and any other specific terms to financial statements, it would be categorized in 

this node.  

Risk 

As of the risk, since the authors explicitly asked a question about risk taking at Saab, the 

answers from the respondents to this question was added to this node of risk.  

General 

In the general node, everything that was interesting for the case was categorized there. This 

category does not have a specific meaning but rather statements that the authors found 

interesting and could have been used for the case.  

In Table 4, the number of sources and reference we used to each node can be seen. Once the 

interview coding was concluded, the authors begun to analyze the different references within 

a node and found similarities and differences on the specific topic. Based on these findings, 

the authors were able to write the case.  
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Name Sources References 

Ambidexterity 4 6 

Contextual 1 3 

Sequential 6 11 

Decision Making 8 30 

Individual Level 9 19 

System 1 3 3 

System 2 3 3 

Organizational Level 9 30 

Exploration & Exploitation 8 52 

Exploitation 7 14 

Exploration 10 35 

Finance 9 15 

General 5 20 

Risk 11 21 
TABLE 4 NVIVO 11 NODES, NUMBER OF SOURCES AND REFERENCES 

 

3.5 QUALITY OF RESEARCH  

The terms reliability and validity are essential components in measuring the quality of 

quantitative research. There is some debate as to how qualitative research should be assessed, 

and whether the same criteria can be applied. Since qualitative research is not measured in 

the same way as quantitative, authors have concluded that the terms validity and reliability 

need to be altered to fit a qualitative method. Trustworthiness and authenticity is used instead 

to assess the quality (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  
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3.5.1 TRUSTWORTHINESS 

3.5.1.1 CREDIBILITY  

Credibility assesses whether the findings from the study reflect the true perspective of the 

participants. The criteria analyses whether the authors have fully understood the social world 

of those whom they have researched (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The authors have submitted the 

findings to the participants and allowed them to give feedback in case the authors in any way 

have misunderstood their responses. Bryman and Bell (2011) further argue that triangulation 

is a method that can be used to increase the credibility of a study. In order to increase the 

chances that the social reality of the participants have been correctly understood, two authors  

were always present during each interview. Furthermore, the authors have applied the 

interviews and Saabs’ latest annual reports to describe the case. This has been done to achieve 

a fair and nuanced picture of Saab.   

3.5.1.2 TRANSFERABILITY 

Qualitative research tends to focus on understanding the particulars of the specific social world 

that is being studied. The in-depth findings of a qualitative research should provide others with 

sufficient description to assess for themselves whether the findings are transferable to another 

situation or not (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The findings of the study are not deemed generalizable 

to another situation. It is a single case study that is used to provide an in depth understanding 

of Saab. The findings however contribute to the general understanding of the research area, 

that being an ambidextrous organization operating with lengthy product development cycles 

and product longevity.   

3.5.1.3 DEPENDABILITY 

Bryman and Bell (2011) suggest that to achieve dependability, a sort of audit process should 

be taken, whereby complete records of all phases of the research process are kept. All the 
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processes of the research have been documented, thus fulfilling the requirement suggested 

by Bryman and Bell (2011). Tobin and Begley (2004) argue that to reach dependable results, 

the authors need to take a critical approach when evaluating the data. Hence, when assessing 

the results of the obtained data collection, the authors have taken caution to interpret the 

results in a reflective manner. The three authors have studied every transcription and the 

results have been discussed thoroughly between them.   

3.5.1.4 CONFIRMABILITY  

Confirmability means to carry out the research in an objective manner (Bryman & Bell, 2011; 

Tobin & Begley, 2004). The authors should make sure that personal values or theoretical 

opinions do not come to impact the research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Saunders and Lewis (2012) 

note the importance of avoiding asking leading questions within interviews. Throughout the 

interview, the authors avoided asking leading questions where the response would be of 

personal value or a theoretical opinion. This was done by asking very specific questions where 

the respondents had to state facts instead of opinions.  

3.5.2 AUTHENTICITY  

Fairness is a component within the criteria of authenticity and is used to assess whether 

authors are able to provide a nuanced image of the members within the social setting that is 

being studied. The criteria authenticity also questions whether the authors have aided the 

members of a social setting in understanding their situation, how other members view it and 

how they can act to change it (Bryman & Bell, 2011). By sharing the findings of our study within 

Saab, but more specifically with the respondents, the authors hope to achieve authenticity. 

Bryman and Bell (2011) note that while the criterion provides an interesting viewpoint, it has 

gained little force within business research.  
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3.6 ETHICS 

Bryman and Bell (2011) discuss the importance of maintaining a certain standard of ethics 

when conducting research. There are four points to take into consideration; whether there is 

harm to participants, lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy or if there is deception 

involved. All participants within the study were free to decline participation if they were 

unwilling to take part. Furthermore, before the interview the respondents were informed 

about their right to end the interview at any point in time. All the respondents were explicitly 

informed about the purpose of the study and the process it followed, a requirement according 

to Bryman and Bell (2011). The respondents were informed about the specifics of the study in 

advance via email, information which again was repeated before the interview took place. All 

the data collected was handled solely by the authors and handled with precaution to maintain 

its confidentiality. The study does not use names to protect the anonymity of respondents. The 

data that has been collected for this study has been applied only for this purpose, which is in 

line with the guidelines by Bryman and Bell (2011). Respondents were informed of this in an 

informing email, as well as before the actual interview.  
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4 FINDINGS 

This chapter introduces the explored company, Saab AB. It is divided into two sections, the case 

study at Saab AB and the Case Analysis. Within the case study, the authors researched the 

company and its background and then went into exploring the aerospace and defense industry. 

The aerospace and defense industry is the industry that Saab AB acts in and has very specific 

characteristics, namely the one of having lengthy product development cycles and product 

longevity. Saab AB has to continuously adapt to these specific characteristics. Further, one part 

of Saab AB is the contract work that they have to execute and on the other hand they have to 

create innovation to stay competitive in the future. Both topics are explained below. Within the 

case analysis, the authors analyzed the interviews that have been conducted and put these into 

three different contexts; exploration and exploitation, ambidexterity and decision making. The 

case of Saab AB helps to understand how sequential and contextual ambidexterity influence 

decision making within an organization.  

4.1 CASE STUDY AT SAAB AB 

4.1.1 INTRODUCING THE COMPANY 

Saab AB is a Swedish defense and aerospace company which was founded in 1937 in Linköping 

in Sweden. Saab AB is owned by 41, 557 shareholders, of whom the major owners include 

Investor AB, the Wallenberg foundation and Swedbank Robur funds. It was due to the fact that 

Europe was on the verge of a major conflict that Saab AB was founded in order to secure the 

nation’s supply of military aircrafts to maintain national security and sovereignty. In 1941, Saab 

AB delivered its’ first aircraft, the B-17 followed by entering the civil aircraft market in 1944 

and two years later launched their first Saab car. 1952 seems to be a very interesting date in 

Saab AB’s history, since it was then, that Saab AB entered the electronic age. Ever since 1952, 

aircrafts became more complex in terms of their systems such as control systems, autopilots, 

navigation and sighting equipment (Saab AB, 2018, 2018, May 11).  
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As seen in Figure 6, Saab AB operates in five different market areas; Asia Pacific, Europe, Latin 

America, North America, the Middle East and Africa, in order to create a stronger local 

presence and create a stronger focus on the customer. Further, Saab AB has six business areas 

in which they act, the aeronautics, dynamics, surveillance, support and services, industrial 

products and services and Kockums. Within those different market areas and business area, 

Saab AB has five different business operations; air, land, naval, civil security and commercial 

aeronautics (Saab AB, 2017, 2018, May 11).  

 

FIGURE 6 SAAB'S ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 

Saab AB has around 16’000 employees who aim to continuously develop, adapt and improve 

new technology. The corporate mission at Saab AB is “to make people safe by pushing 

intellectual and technological boundaries” (Saab AB, 2018). The intent is to invest within 

technology in order to develop innovative and cost-efficient systems that can protect societies 

as well as individuals. This is achieved by delivering products such as the world’s most modern 

jet fighter – Gripen E, Corvettes, and combat air systems to name a few. Saab AB seeks to stay 

competitive by focusing heavily on the newest technology and following a business strategy 

that aims to meet the challenges of the future (Saab AB, 2018). This is also emphasized by a 

BA level Manager: "It goes to the culture in the company, where we have been really innovative 

over the years. We are still being innovative".  
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Saab AB has seen a continued strong development in the demand for products, as well as 

service of existing products. The volatile environment that is seen in the world today influences 

the demand for Saab AB’s products and services. War, terrorism, political threats and 

cyberattacks are factors that influence demand. Furthermore, Saab AB emphasizes the 

difficulties in maintaining strict borders as the world is becoming more and more globalized. 

Increased internationalization is therefore a part of the Saab AB’s strategy; understanding the 

market needs around the world combined with the innovative power at Saab AB is a key factor 

in responding to the needs of the future (Saab AB, 2018).  

4.1.2 THE AEROSPACE AND DEFENSE INDUSTRY 

The aerospace and defense industry is huge and complex. This industry serves military and 

commercial markets and designs, manufactures and services commercial planes to jet fighters, 

but also mission control software, radar systems and guidance systems. The biggest players in 

this industry are Boeing, Lockheed Martin and Raytheon ("Aerospace and Defense Industry 

Profile," n.d.). In comparison to those big players in the industry, Saab with only around 16’000 

employees and a revenue of around 31’000 MSEK is a comparable small firm. In 2016, the 

global aerospace and defense market saw an increase in spending for the second year in a row. 

The top spenders in the world was the US, China, Russia, Saudi Arabia and India. The lower oil 

prices are expected to influence the abilities of certain countries to spend on defense related 

products and services (Saab AB, 2018).  

A growing share of the population can afford to spend more money on flying services, which 

has benefited the market for commercial aeronautics. Another factor to influence the 

commercial aeronautics is the product developments and improvements that has led to a 

reduced need for fuel. These are two main drivers that have contributed to a yearly growth of 

roughly five percent within the market for commercial aeronautics (Saab AB, 2018). 

Traffic management systems are a central aspect of Saab’s business focus and include systems 

for air, land and sea. Saab AB also provides security systems for areas such as prisons and 

emergency services categorized as critical infrastructure. The increasing demand for security 
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has driven the annual growth in traffic management to increase by five percent, and critical 

infrastructure by eight percent (Saab AB, 2018). 

Saab AB follows the trend of digitization closely as it is expected to have a considerable impact 

on the aerospace and defense industry. The cost to store and distribute large quantities of 

information are lessened with digitization. In addition, the means for processing data is 

available at any place and time. The effect of digitization has already appeared in the Gripen 

for instance, where the safety-critical part has been separated entirely which has allowed for 

shorter development times and increased flexibility in the development of new tactical 

functions. It is believed, that in the future, digitization and more specifically artificial 

intelligence (AI) will allow for a better handling of sensitive data (Saab AB, 2018).  

4.1.3 INNOVATION AT SAAB AB 

Saab AB needs to balance strong competition together with a need for low product lifecycle 

costs, while at the same time delivering competitive products. Furthermore, Saab AB needs to 

deliver products far into the future, and must therefore make predictions of what the future 

will hold. This time frame puts a great deal of pressure on how to deal with innovation at Saab 

(Saab AB, 2018). However, Saab is very used to handle innovation, as one BA level Manager 

phrases it, "we have a history of innovations, we have very brave management". 

Nevertheless, Saab faces the challenge that some of their products have lengthy product 

development cycles of up to 20 years, which means that the products being sold today, go back 

to ideas from the late 1990’s and 2000’s. The work that is done today paves ways for what will 

be sold 10-20 years from now. Moreover, once a product is launched, customers often expect 

to use the product for several decades, thus creating a product longevity of over 40 years. This 

is also emphasized by a Group level Consultant who states that "the defense industry is very 

long term oriented compared to other industries and the products within the defense industry 

have a very long lead time. […] Typically, our customers use our systems for over 40 years". 
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When looking into the future, Saab takes several perspectives into account, including 

technology advancements, and the potential customer demands. The research focus today is 

placed within algorithms, software development and AI. In 2017, 23% of sales was invested in 

R&D. Partnerships and collaborations with other companies, as well as universities are key in 

developing valuable and innovative products for the future (Saab AB, 2018). 

Within Saab’s six different BA’s: aeronautics, dynamics, surveillance, support and service, 

industrial products and services and Kockums, Saab is required to develop a great deal of 

innovation. This is due to rapid technological advancements as well as changing threats in the 

environment (Saab AB, 2018). 

4.2 CASE ANALYSIS 

Saab AB has a long-term perspective and therefore they will always make sustainable choices 

and perform in accordance with the company’s values, code of conduct, regulations and 

processes (Saab AB, 2018). Saab also stresses the process refining at various levels and to 

operate more efficiently (Saab AB, 2018). Due to that, in 2017, Saab standardized several 

processes to create a more consistent way of working (Saab AB, 2018). This more consistent 

way of working should require less resources and should produce faster and more beneficial 

decision making flows (Saab AB, 2018). Moreover, what is not needed, should be eliminated 

and performance and listening to others and learning from others should be improved (Saab 

AB, 2018).  

In the aerospace and defense industry, it is difficult to know how fast the technology changes. 

Companies like Saab have to comply with the Swedish authority and also with the European 

Union regulations. Therefore, courageous decisions have to be made in such an environment 

as a BA level Manager says, “some of the things we use do not exist yet, but we count on that 

they will mature so we can use them in products later on.” Further, in the aerospace and 

defense industry, nothing makes technology evolve as fast as a new conflict of War. During 

times of conflict, new leaps in technology occur. A BA level Manager notes “we have had 
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several decades of peaceful time, so investment in military systems has calmed down. However, 

commercial opportunities have grown rapidly.” 

4.2.1 EXPLORATION AND EXPLOITATION 

As previously stated, product development at Saab takes up to two decades and the products 

have a lifespan of over 40 years. So, Saab has project lifecycles of one to two decades and aim 

at supplying the market far into the future. It is essential for Saab to have the relevant 

competence in place in order to create new technologies and innovations for the next project 

lifecycle. This has been voiced by a BA level Manager, “the lifecycle of a project of this 

magnitude is 20 years, so we are looking at starting the next project in 10 years' time, so the 

question is how do we survive in 10 years.” Saab must take a long-term perspective, while at 

the same time create value from servicing and selling existing products that are available. The 

responsibilities of Saab are to “Secure deliveries in existing contracts, secure that we are 

compatible in existing contracts, and to be competitive in the future,” states a BA level 

Manager. Hence, Saab needs to balance the trade-off in delivering high value to the present, 

i.e. exploitation while simultaneously making sure they deliver competitive products in the 

future, i.e. exploration. The exploration, exploitation trade-off is expressed in the annual report 

(2018) as it is stated that long-term performance and continued growth will depend on 

investments in new product development, but also in delivering customer benefit and 

continuously improving performance. A BA level Manager says, "It depends on how much 

money and effort you put, it is always a trade-off." An Engineer notes the following “It’s two 

opposites. One is long term and the other today.” 

Saab understands the high technology environment they are functioning in, as well as the need 

to adapt to it in order to stay competitive. So, although Saab has those project lifecycles, 

sometimes disruptive technology comes to the market to which they have to react much 

faster. In order to avoid surprises with disruptive technology, Saab has to harden their systems 

in order to withstand the volatile environment. Furthermore, it is recognized that exploration 

and exploitation require different methods of working, “If we do something on short-term, then 
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we must take the methods that we already have proven that are working. But if we are looking 

at long-term scale, we can do braver steps in the development,” highlights a BA level Manager. 

Providing competitive products that will be of high value in the future requires innovation. 

Innovation, requires exploration. However, when carrying out exploration, there is no promise 

that a certain target will be achieved, an issue that was emphasized by an Engineer "the 

problem is that people are expecting to create something innovative within a certain time 

frame, you might get some brilliant things, but you will also get a lot of crap that you have to 

accept."  

Exploration involves exploring uncovered waters, which involves some risk taking. Risk taking 

within innovation is a topic that has a divided view within Saab. "There is always a risk involved 

in innovation, so you need to believe, and you need to believe in the employees where the great 

ideas grow" says a BA level Manager. However, a few other BA level Managers expressed a 

concern that Saab was not innovative enough and did not take on a sufficient amount of risk. 

Moreover, as noted by an Engineer, risk is essential for Saabs viability into the future, "risk is 

not only necessary, it is essential because if you don't take any risks it means that you're being 

too conservative, and your product will not be competitive". Evidently, risk taking should only 

be taken to a certain level to avoid potential consequences. The exploration, exploitation 

trade-off is closely linked to the risk of given projects, here voiced by a Group level Consultant 

“If you have something radical new compared to something incremental new, it is less risk in 

the incremental part which means that it usually has a better success frame to continue in the 

process than radical things have.”  

At Saab innovation is sought after, however the path there is not a simple one. Innovation does 

not only require the development of a new product, but also a new way of doing something. A 

BA level Manager says "If you would ask top management if they would like disruptive 

innovation within Saab, they would of course say yes. But it is much more difficult to come to 

disruptive innovation." Additionally, a Group level Consultant names four factors necessary for 

innovative performance at Saab, “direction, capabilities, commitment and actions. You need to 
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have all these 4 factors in place because innovation performance depends on the optimization 

of these.”  

Taking the commercial perspective at Saab is a way of growing the business outside of the 

aerospace and defense industry, while also exploiting existing products in different areas of 

use. Moreover, another BA level Manager was expressing the need for Saab to be more 

innovative in regards of growing the business with a commercial view, "we should be more 

innovative to understand how these new commercial advances should be applied in the best 

matter into our products." Another area of responsibility for Saab is to apply an exploitative 

eye to innovation by "trying to see if there is commercial potential in ideas that we have and 

trying to find the cheapest way forward," as stated by a Group level Manager. The products 

produced today need to be structured so that they can be exploited in the future. A BA level 

Manager adds, “today, we have no idea what the technology looks like in the future, but the 

aircraft today has to be of a type so that it can actually be modified and updated with the new 

technology that comes up through the product’s lifespan.”   

4.2.2 AMBIDEXTERITY 

Saab needs to take action today that will generate value to them in the future, yet also deliver 

value in their work today. The balance between exploration and exploitation becomes 

especially necessary as the annual report (Saab AB, 2018) shows, the growing geopolitical 

concerns around the world demand new technological solutions and systems from the 

aerospace and defense industry in the future. At the same time, the increasing orders of 

current technologies need to be served. Saab has a heavy focus on fulfilling current projects 

rather than looking much into the future. “We have very much a focus on the here and now, 

on fulfilling the current contracts and not so much about securing the future in terms of 

innovation” states a BA level Manager. That leaves the question of how Saab is actually able to 

integrate a combination of performing both tasks. 

Achieving organizational ambidexterity becomes more and more important but also 

increasingly difficult. Since technology is moving at a high speed it is important to keep up with 
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the developments in regards to a company’s’ long-term competitiveness. However, the pace 

of technological advancements also makes it difficult to make predictions of what the future 

will hold. The problematic situation is evident within Saab, as a group level Consultant states 

“The pace is now higher than ever, which means it will never be as slow as it is today in the 

future.” This makes it clear that the future for Saab is not getting easier to handle but it is 

expected that predicting the future needs of customers and the development of technologies 

will become more difficult. In order to be able to manage this increasingly important 

development of technology and to keep up with the pace of the environment, Saab needs to 

work ambidextrous by running the existing projects and businesses and at the same time 

developing and changing their technological capabilities. The group level Consultant further 

continues that at “Saab the allocation of investments to renew our business and develop new 

technologies has decreased over the years which makes an unbalance, but we also have been 

able to renew our current portfolio which means that we have an attractive portfolio today.”  

Additionally, the complexity and length of Saab’s product development activities have an 

impact on the firm’s ambidexterity.  This is evident in the aeronautics sector as the 

development of a new fighter jet has an actual development phase of up to 20 years. The long 

product development cycles bring an interaction between exploration and exploitation. A BA 

level Manager pointed out: “Instead of only talking about the short term and the long term 

separated, there is also a quite strong interaction between the short term and the long term. 

For example, the Gripen which is a platform that can be adapted to technological changes.” 

This enables Saab to deliver products that are of use to the customer even after several 

decades after the initial development. 

Saab as an organization is very much structured in various projects of various sizes; from only 

a few employees concerned with a certain project, up to large projects that can involve whole 

business units with several hundreds or thousands of employees. This project focus implies 

that employees tend to distribute all their time between the different projects and struggle to 

justify time on tasks that are not formally organized as projects. Saab is an organization that 

knows how to run projects.  A Group level Consultant stresses the importance of making 

everything a project: “In order to get resources for personal budgets, we need to run innovation 
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as a project, because otherwise it will not be prioritized in the allocation of budgets for the next 

year.”  

This strong focus on projects creates problems with the innovation capability at Saab, as the 

vision to look forward into the future requires different leadership and management styles. 

Currently, Saab has a traditional project management leadership style, whereas visionary 

leaders are required when innovation is the goal. A BA level Manager supports that claim, “You 

cannot have the same type of leadership within the same area that has to do with innovation, 

you have to have the correct management who are more into future visions, who can actually 

see things in an idea and take it into the broader context and see possibilities.” An Engineer 

indicates a change in the management structure to rather fit the environment and the current 

challenges better, “during a certain period of time we separated management and the 

technical side, but a lot of what we do is very technical, so you need to understand it in order 

to manage the people. But now we are changing this to a more technical management.”  

In the same way as to adapting to the managerial structures, Saab is changing and 

implementing processes to enable the organization to focus more on innovation while still 

maintaining good results on the exploitative side. Before looking at the process changes, it is 

worth to look into what Saab has in place right now. Saab has a union agreement for its 

engineers, so whenever an engineer comes up with a new idea, they have to report it to the 

employer. Once the invention report is done, Saab then has to classify the invention. A Group 

level Manager went on to explain the three different levels of invention classification: 

- A Inventions: an engineer is employed to perform those inventions, therefore the 

inventions belong to the company and the employee gets a remuneration.  

- B Inventions: an engineer is not employed to this, but it has some connection to the 

job. In those cases, an agreement between the engineer and Saab on who will own the 

intellectual property (IP) would have to be set up, as well as an agreement on the 

remuneration.  
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- C Inventions: these inventions have no affiliation to the engineer’s job, yet they still 

have to be reported but the engineers would own this invention and could do whatever 

they want to with it.  

This shows that there is a system in place at Saab for new ideas and that employees are 

motivated to create inventions. This system of capturing ideas is not so successful and 

therefore creates a need for change in the process. As a Group level Consultant mentions: 

“What we are trying now is to find a more efficient way of working with developing new 

technologies by introducing systematic innovation.” Systematic innovation at Saab means that 

they are developing and introducing processes on how to handle and report innovation ideas. 

The aim of systematic innovation is that ideas that arise within the organization, can be used 

at Saab. The introduction of systematic innovation is an important implementation, as a BA 

level Manager underlines the current lack of the idea capturing at Saab: “we are not that good 

at actually encouraging and taking care of ideas when they arise.”  

A continuation of the innovation capture at Saab takes place through a Dragon’s Den. At the 

Dragon’s Den, the inventor would try and pitch the idea to Managers within Saab in order to 

secure more financing for the project. These Dragon’s Den however, do not take place often, 

so the last one was organized in December 2017. The procedure for an inventor to pitch their 

idea at the Dragon’s Den starts earlier. Once the invention has been filed, the engineer has to 

create a power point slide with the most important information on and present it to its 

supervisor. The supervisor then takes it further and see if there is a suitable business area for 

such an innovation and whether it has the potential to grow and provide value for Saab. There 

is an evaluation group in place, that will pick the best ideas out of all the collected ideas. The 

best four projects get to pitch their ideas at the Dragon’s Den. The wining projects of the 

Dragon’s Den then get relocated to fitting business units within Saab in order to provide the 

best resources to continue the development. Moreover, this helps with the integration of the 

idea into an existing product or wherever the innovation can be of use.  

While the technological developments in the aerospace and defense industry change and shift 

towards more effective solutions to improve the ability of governments to protect their 
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societies, the development and especially the times of the life cycle of Saab’s products develop 

as well (Saab AB, 2018). As previously mentioned, the development of certain products can 

take up to 20 years while the expected lifetime can exceed several decades. That puts Saab to 

the problem of creating phases of increased exploration and phases of increased exploitation. 

A Group level Consultant puts it in these words: “So the phase where Saab is today, is that we 

are more in a delivery phase than in a discovery phase. We have developed a lot of new things 

that we need to deliver. Which means that priority now is to execute the delivery and 

development projects as efficient as possible rather than focusing on how we should renew it. 

Our mission is to get innovation and innovation management on Saabs agenda. There is a great 

need for reestablishing a working innovation system like that we had before. Due to different 

reasons that innovation system has disoriented.” The shift within Saab’s balance is also 

summarized by an Engineer “now everyone is working with deliver, deliver, deliver. That is when 

you start losing radical Innovation from people.” 

A potential influence on this balance is explained by the difficulty in prioritizing amongst 

contracts and internal projects. Larger external contracts that are demanded by customers are 

given more resources than internal innovation projects. “You have internal innovation and 

other internal projects. But you have to prioritize. Big contracts, like the current Gripen contract, 

always have priority when it comes to a resource conflict,” says a BA level Manager. It shows 

that Saab is still very focused on the relationship with their customers that often demand a 

very specific product and are involved in in all steps from the development to the 

manufacturing of this product. Moreover, the contracts generate value to Saab today and are 

necessary to secure the funding for innovation projects. However, resources directed towards 

internal innovation is still necessary in order to achieve a good balance between exploration 

and exploitation within Saab.  

Although, Saab provides world-leading high-tech products and operates at the forefront of 

technology the overall shift within the balance lead in some parts of the organization to the 

feeling that innovation does take place at Saab, but not sufficiently. An Engineer explains: “we 

have been innovating lately but maybe not as much as we should, I think we could do more.” 

This perception is in line with the problem of monetary funding of innovation projects at Saab. 
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Budgets are planned for one year at a time and when an innovation projects goes beyond 

budget, the project has to wait for next years’ budget in order to be able to continue, if the 

additional funds are even granted. A BA level Manager underlines that claim “at Saab, we 

secure funding only for one year.” This challenge in achieving a good balance is summarized by 

another BA level Manager: “We are a little bit late, but we need to think about what happens 

next year or tomorrow, we are so focused on what happens today. When you have an 

organization that is so heavily tilted towards execution of one project, at least a few people 

need to have a strategy for what is to come next, to balance this out. Also, because we are 

about to be done with this [the Gripen E] huge mega project.” These statements show that 

although Saab is in a rather comfortable situation regarding the used technologies within the 

market and also heavily focused on the execution of projects, there are many employees who 

perceive innovation as a very important factor for Saab. 

4.2.3 DECISION MAKING 

Decisions at Saab are made on an organizational level as well as an individual level. On the 

organizational level, decisions are made through boards and committees and given processes. 

On the individual level however, decisions are made based on a gut feeling and experiences, 

but also by applying rational thinking.  

An important aspect when making decisions at Saab is the organizational structure. A BA level 

Manager states “we are a very flat organization and we have the Swedish culture in our 

organization, we have almost no hierarchy. Although managers and employees have a 

hierarchy, we work very flat, which brings both, advantages and disadvantages. The advantage 

is that it is a short way to a decision, but if it would be more hierarchal, it would bring some 

more structure. At Saab, we depend and trust to a very high degree our employees.”  In line 

with that, an Engineer adds “communication ways are quite short at Saab.” However, there 

are also some downsides to the approach taken by Saab. An Engineer adds that it is sometimes 

difficult to reach a decision as he says, “decisions at Saab are made too slow.” This shows that 

the hierarchy heavily influence the organizational structure and the organizational functioning 

at Saab and therefore also affect how decisions are made within Saab.  
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As an organization with over 16’000 employees and several business units and business areas 

within its structure and the fragmentation of work into countless projects, Saab faces the 

challenge of coordinating the work and distributing the knowledge across the whole firm. This 

becomes especially challenging to Saab when it comes to innovation since the execution of the 

big contracts is always preferred over innovation when it comes to the distribution of 

resources, which also affects the sharing of information and knowledge. To tackle this problem, 

Saab applies the method of organizing work related to innovation also in projects in order to 

be able to use the overall employed working channels within the firm. A Group level Manager 

puts it in the following words: “innovation has to be made into a real project, even though it 

might only be a couple of hours, because then it is easier to prioritize” and a BA level Manager 

adds to this “it is all about prioritizing whether we can afford these ideas.” 

Additionally, to the formation of projects Saab uses established processes to effectively 

operate their business in the projects. As a group level Consultant explains it, “we are very 

much a process-oriented company, so we have processes that run everything.” The first process 

a project usually undergo is the so called ‘winning business process’. During this process the 

goals of the project are set and the relationship with the customer is tied into a contract that 

defines the final outcome which is to be achieved. After establishing a contract with a 

customer, the so called ‘execute business process’ starts. A group level Manager explains this 

as “we have an execute business process where you have different gateways. In that process, 

you have a list of what you should do and where to start until delivery. There are also some 

gateways that can be used from a managerial perspective to steer a project as the way of 

working depends on the technology you are working with. Some gateways can be visited several 

times to make sure that you are following the project, as projects can be quite long.” Within 

the process there are several decisions to make which a project needs to successfully pass in 

order to further develop. “Within the process, we have different decision points, a total of five 

points. The first tollgate is about market need and then it goes more and more into the technical 

feasibility.” says a group level Consultant. 

Additionally, to the execute business process projects at Saab follow the nine different 

Technology Readiness Levels (TRL) in order to estimate the technological maturity of the 
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project’s product, as seen in Figure 7. TRL 1 through 3 are the basic levels where the basic 

concept / innovation idea is developed, the technology concept and application is further 

analyzed and lastly a proof of concept has to be shown. TRL 1 – 3 are the cheapest levels, once 

TRL 3 is passed, the financing of the system will play a big role. TRL 4 – 5 are more advanced, 

as a detailed design considering the system has to be defined and the first simulation test 

would take place. Lastly, TRL 6 – 9 are applied, where the system would be tested in the real 

environment, followed by a field test, pre-production and the final system launch. A Group 

level Manager states: “In some technological areas it could take 10 to 15 years from TRL1 to 

TRL 9. Then you need quite a lot of investment in the early stages to be able to take those small 

steps and make it all the way to TRL 9.” 

 

FIGURE 7 TECHNOLOGY READINESS LEVELS AT SAAB 

In order for a project to move onwards in the TR levels, it needs to pass through the tollgates 

of the process. This involves decisions that are depending on the level made by the contract 

TRL 1 • Basic Concept / Innovation Idea

TRL 2 • Technology Concept / Application 

TRL 3 • Proof of Concept

TRL 4 • Detailed Design considering Systems

TRL 5 • Simulation Testing

TRL 6 • Demonstration in real Environment

TRL 7 • Field Test

TRL 8 • Pre-Production

TRL 9 • System Launch
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owner, which is most often the project manager or business unit manager, or a decision making 

board. Within the first TRL stages where the development is often quite easy and presented in 

the forms of simple PowerPoint presentations, decisions are often made by individuals. 

However, in the later stages when the development includes the use of simulators or even the 

expensive field testing, where for example new developments are built into test planes and 

decisions have expensive consequences, it is usually boards of several managers who make 

those decisions. This is also emphasized by a BA level Manager when asked whether decisions 

within the tollgates are made by the boards, but outside the tollgates, is it the managers that 

make the decisions freely: “Sometimes yes, sometimes no. It all depends on the available 

budget, available time and available technology.” Further, a BA level Manager explains “The 

board consists of people that are both from the product side of the market and from the 

technology side. There is also a portfolio board that decides which candidates should be moving 

on. In order for the board to make such a decision, they look at the proposal that entails 

different perspectives on business, financial and technological aspects.”  Hand in hand with 

that, a Group level Manager (2) says “within the mandates they [the managers] are free to 

make decisions. Outside of the mandate, it depends. We do not have that hierarchical way of 

doing things. If an engineer has an idea, they don’t have to go to the top manager to approve 

it. They have much more possibilities to decide in which way to go. They might just have one 

hierarchical step, which is quite important for us.”  

This flat way of working becomes also clear through the way employees present their project 

in order to make decisions. This is also done through a presentation that an Engineer describes 

as “you make a sleek presentation, call people to the meeting and just present. It is 

straightforward. It could be inviting simple engineer’s and some of their managers and maybe 

one or two top managers within the area of interest.” However, there is also a downside of this 

flat way of working. Since at Saab most ideas come from the bottom, employees often face the 

challenge to convince the management from their ideas and concepts. An Engineer notes that 

“You need higher management if you want to create a change in technology at Saab.” 

Therefore, at Saab it is very important that decisions that are taken are communicated 

effectively in the whole organization. Especially, when a decision is not taken by the upper 
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management it is considered as crucial to spread the word on the reasoning why a certain 

decision was taken in order that everybody understands it. 

As mentioned earlier, another important factor in the decision making within Saab is the 

freedom individual employees, either on the engineering or management level, have. Due to 

the organizational structure and culture, Saab has a high emphasize to enable every employee 

to get involved in decisions and to be rather free in their own working responsibility. However, 

the amount of resources in terms of financing and time is an important factor that always 

needs to be considered in decisions. As a decision involves more resources and exceeds the 

budgets from individual employees, the decision responsibility moves from the individual 

engineer to the individual manager up to decision boards that are located higher in the 

hierarchy. As a BA level Manager (8) adds, “Saab has a culture where when you have a 

mandate, you define quite a lot at all levels. Also, in the Swedish culture, engineers are allowed 

to take quite a lot of decisions themselves. However, we do not have that much freedom, we 

need to fulfill the contracts and especially money and time run our decisions.”  

Additionally, Saab’s management tries to delegate decisions to the level where the necessary 

knowledge, to make this decision, is located. That means, in specific decisions engineers who 

have expertise in the area are often involved. This is emphasized by a BA level Manager as he 

states, “we are trying to delegate decisions to the level where the knowledge is, but you still 

need to have a strategic context so that you know what you are making a decision for.” As many 

decisions are made from individuals, the applied decision making methods differ quite a lot 

within the organization. From decisions that are made based on gut feeling and experience in 

the rather early stages of a technology, to logical reasoning and more rational thinking in the 

later stages, the applied method can vary. However, a group level Consultant explains the 

guidelines on which employees who participate in decision boards are trained: “When making 

decisions, we have some criteria for rational or logical thinking and some emotional criteria in 

order to say whether it is a go or a no-go.” 

Another important part of decisions within Saabs business is the evaluation of risks. As Saab 

states in the annual report (2018), Saab faces risks due to long development cycles and possible 
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changes in the market that can influence the demand during the development of a product or 

technology. As a Group level Manager points out “the majority of what we are doing could still 

be risky even though we have contracts in place for our products.” Additionally, to the customer 

contracts that partly help securing risks, Saab places processes and structures to manage the 

involved risk. This is necessary, as a Group level Consultant says, “you need to take the 

necessary risk. And you also need to find a way to reduce the risk as quickly as possible by 

validating your assumptions. But usually when you came to a decision gate you are supposed 

to state your facts and figures to convince the board that your proposal continues. But those 

projects that have perhaps more reward and also more risk and uncertainties they tend to have 

it harder to continue than less risky proposals.” A BA level Manager agrees with this and states: 

“When you work with low TRL projects you can allow yourself to take much higher risks, you 

can test ideas and money is not that much when you are on those levels, then you can allow for 

much more wild and crazy ideas. The closer you come or the higher you get in the TRL levels 

you need to take less risk.” Although Saab is prepared to deal with risk, in order to decide for 

projects that provide value to the firm, risky projects have a much harder time to continue 

through the process. This is due to the sorting with tools like Product Life Cycle Matrixes and 

the processes like the TRL stages and the execute business process.  
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5 DISCUSSION 

 

In the discussion, the findings of the case are interpreted together with the theoretical research. 

The conceptual framework is adapted to suit the findings of the study and serve as lead in 

answering the research question. Lastly, the practical implications of the study are presented.  

5.1 COMPARING FINDINGS TO THEORY  

5.1.1 INNOVATION AND EXPLORATION / EXPLOITATION  

5.1.1.1 INNOVATION 

The findings show that several respondents highlighted that innovation is a very important 

topic at Saab, but since product development could take up to two decades and they have such 

long project lifecycle, they continuously need to pay attention to unexpected radical 

technology shifts. When Saab launches a new system, they change customer preferences with 

the new technology that is in place. Due to the long project lifecycle, these customer 

preference changes occur rather slow, whereas within the innovation itself, Saab is at the 

forefront since they keep redefining the market expectations of systems. According to 

literature, many organizations have the problem of dealing with unexpected radical technology 

shifts (Bower & Christensen, 1995; Dedehayir et al., 2014). There are two perspectives to 

radical innovations, market perspective and innovation perspective (Bower & Christensen, 

1995). In regards of the two perspectives to radical innovation, the market perspective changes 

customer preferences of a technology within the same market, however since Saab’s product 

development takes up to two decades, this market perspective on radical innovation is rather 

slow. On the innovation perspective, Saab is in the forefront, as they keep redefining 

marketplace expectations. The findings show that Saab is very well aware of unexpected 

technology shifts and display that by hardening their system so that it is independent from any 

volatile environment. In order to harden their system to meet unexpected technology shifts, 

Saab designs their products in the way that technology adaption is easily possible. The Gripen 

fighter jet for example, is built as a base platform that can easily be equipped with new 

emerging technologies without the need for major changes in in parts that are not affected by 

the technology shift. This helps Saab to maintain their products over the expected long lifetime 
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while significantly reducing the risk of unforeseen changes in the technology. Moreover, this 

approach enables Saab to handle exploration at the same time as exploitation as it reduces the 

pressure to stay ahead of competitors with the used technologies as it enables Saab to 

integrate new emerging technologies quickly into marketable products.  

In addition to the above mentioned two radical innovation perspectives, Nagy et al. (2016) 

discovers a need to identify a disruptive technology. In order to not miss the entrance to a 

radical innovation, a three-step method for predicting how an innovation may disrupt a firm, 

has been developed (Nagy et al., 2016). First, the method identifies the innovation and its 

characteristics. Second, it identifies the position of the individual firm’s value chain in which 

the innovation can be used. Third, the method compares the new innovation with the current 

technology used in a specific value chain segment (Nagy et al., 2016). The findings show that 

these three steps are applied at Saab. Firstly, due to the union agreement, all the inventions at 

Saab are reported and categorized into either A, B or C inventions. Once the invention has 

been categorized, the quest for funding begins and therefore the inventor has to create a 

power point presentation where they would identify the most important characteristics of this 

new innovation. Secondly, Saab has an Investment Manager that is continuously on the lookout 

for new ideas and would help in locating an area where this new innovation could be used, this 

however, can be challenging. Lastly, the comparison between the new innovation and the 

current technology solution is extremely difficult at Saab since product development times can 

last up to two decades and are very costly. Therefore, comparisons have to be made at an early 

stage and that is where new ideas usually fail. The findings therefore display that it is difficult 

to convey the greatness of an idea to the people that handle the funding through a power 

point presentation.  

Although innovation may derive from individual creative engagement from employees, the 

general orientation of innovation is set from higher management and highly influenced by the 

way of how the motivation of innovation is communicated and directed by the middle 

management (Amabile, 1988). Further, Amabile (1988) explains that a firm that aims at 

maintaining the status quo, applies a defensive strategy and implies a focus on evolutionary 

innovation, whereas a firm’s offensive strategy would imply a rather high risk of radical 
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innovations. The findings show that at Saab, innovation comes from the bottom up and not all 

ideas are necessarily captured by management. Also, management at Saab has a traditional 

project management style and not everyone is a visionary.  Therefore, findings display that 

engineers that come up with a new idea have to ensure that they present their ideas to 

managers with an open mind in order to hopefully receive more funding for a continuation of 

an innovation project. Saab does not per se aim at maintaining the status quo, but they 

currently do have a strong focus on evolutionary innovation rather than radical innovation due 

to the heavy focus on fulfilling the current contracts, as the findings show. Therefore, valuable 

innovations at Saab could get lost due to a too defensive management strategy.  

5.1.1.2 EXPLORATION AND EXPLOITATION 

A too heavy focus on exploration inhibits organizations from fully capitalizing on its knowledge. 

On the other hand, too much focus on exploitation will render an organization obsolete 

(Levinthal & March, 1993). Yet some scholars have found that organizations that steer their 

attention towards either exploration or exploitation do better than their competitors (Lavie et 

al., 2010). The case shows that Saab battles with the balance between exploitation and 

exploration. Additionally, Saab recognizes the need to invest in current capabilities through 

fulfilling current contracts, while simultaneously plan for the future through Dragon’s Den for 

example. Saab takes a long-term perspective of as far as two decades into the future and 

products are made to last over 40 years.  

Findings indicate the need in these products are to secure three primary aspects. The first is 

to develop a project today, that will be considered technologically advanced in the coming 

project cycles. The second is to ensure that these products can be adapted, to include the 

technological advancements that will arise even after the product has been released. Lastly, 

the third aspect to consider is how these future products can be capitalized on further, and 

whether the technology can be exploited and geared towards other buyers than what was 

originally intended. As the findings show, the Gripen fighter jet is an example that secures 

these three primary aspects. The development of the Gripen fighter jet started over three 

decades ago and still continues with the planned launch of the Gripen E in the near future. The 
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Gripen fighter jet is a platform that can continuously be adapted to technological changes and 

although already released in several versions will be further developed. The authors agree with 

Levinthal and March (1993) on a too heavy focus on exploration or exploitation, however, Saab 

displays that even though they have a heavy focus on exploitation by fulfilling the current 

contracts, they are still very successful in the aerospace and defense industry. On the other 

hand, Saab does not only steer their attention to exploitation since they do encourage 

exploration through Dragon’s Den for example. This shows that at Saab, there is some sort of 

balance between exploration and exploitation, but it is a very uneven balance.  

The findings indicate that the main drivers impacting the choice between exploration and 

exploitation is the technological environment, and the riskiness of a project. According to 

Uotila et al. (2009) an environment that is characterized by high-speed technological 

advancements is one that puts greater emphasis on explorative actions. Saab recognizes the 

particularities of the environment in which they are functioning, and thereby the need to take 

on explorative actions in order to stay competitive. While employees at Saab consider Saab to 

be innovative, and have a strong history of being innovative, many found that this could be 

taken a step further. Hence, the technological environment pushes Saab into an innovative 

direction, however not far enough.  

As suggested by Yang and Li (2011), the choice between exploration and exploitation is decided 

based on how resources should be allocated. The riskiness of a project comes in to play here 

as it influences whether resources will be allocated towards it or not. Additionally, risk taking 

is a major concern when taking decisions and some organizations suffer from too little risk 

taking while others suffer from too great risk taking (March, 1991a). Due to the long 

development cycles and future uncertainties Saab faces risks. Even though contracts are in 

place, these could be risky. However, risks have to be taken, but the involved risks have to be 

managed. Looking at the innovation projects at Saab, they have high future uncertainty. Within 

the technology of foolishness, Sarasvathy and Dew (2005) discuss the logic of identity, logic of 

action and logic of commitment that are needed by managers when producing new value. They 

further evaluate that the technology of foolishness should consist of strategies to make 

decisions in the presence of goal ambiguity. An example that could support the technology of 
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foolishness at Saab is a companywide innovation process. However, the findings display that 

Saab currently does not have such an innovation process in place. Processes are established to 

help managers in the decision making process. Financial resources are limited within an 

organization, and thus need to be spent on projects that are predicted to have the most 

favorable outcome. The choice between exploration and exploitation at Saab therefore 

depends heavily on the risk of an investment, as well as the technological environment.  

5.1.2 AMBIDEXTROUS ORGANIZATION  

In order to successfully achieve a balance between exploration and exploitation and thus to be 

able to survive in a competitive market in the long run organizations need to achieve 

ambidexterity (O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). At Saab, the management and the organizational 

structure emphasize this approach in different ways. O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) suggest 

that in technological and market uncertainty, organizational ambidexterity has a positive effect 

on the firm performance. This is confirmed through Saabs success as one of the currently most 

successful companies in the aerospace and defense industry (Saab AB, 2018). As it becomes 

clear in the case analysis, Saab struggles not only in finding the balance between exploration 

and exploitation, but also in how to adapt the business in terms of leadership and project work 

to support organizational ambidexterity. However, O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) further 

argue that in an uncertain environment, as the case describes it for the aerospace and defense 

industry, large organizations opposed to smaller organizations can have the ability to benefit 

from the increased resources and thus profit from ambidexterity. Although Saab reflects a 

rather small company in its industry with comparable few resources available to carry out their 

business, Saab still found a way to execute and profit from ambidexterity.  

The first important action Saab undertakes is the organization of all activities into projects. As 

the case describes it, Saabs exploitative activities are structured in projects with various sizes. 

In order to enable the organization and the employees to also perform explorative actions such 

as the development of a new technology, Saab needs to organize these activities also in the 

form of projects. This enables the firm to use already established methods and processes that 

are familiar to all employees and thus can easily be applied and be justified in the organization. 
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By transforming both ends of the activity continuum, exploitative actions as well as explorative 

actions, into projects, Saab uses one of their organizational key strength, the ability to organize 

and execute projects, to manage both exploitation and exploration in one organizational 

structure and thus creating ambidexterity.  

In order to further discuss how Saab is able to profit from ambidexterity, the two different 

forms of ambidexterity that Saab applies need to be reviewed. 

5.1.2.1 SEQUENTIAL AMBIDEXTERITY 

When it comes to sequential ambidexterity within Saab the case indicates that Saab is shifting 

its balance of exploitation and exploration depending on the phase the company operates in. 

Saab focused in the past years heavily on the execution of their currently biggest project, the 

Gripen E. This caused that the whole organizational structure moved away from explorative 

tasks in order to focus on the execution of their contract with the final goal of delivering the 

finished system and reflects the exploitative side of Saab. The switching between the different 

phases of the organization is explained in the literature as sequential ambidexterity. Chen 

(2017) emphasizes on the temporal separation of exploitation and exploration within this form 

of ambidexterity, which is clearly recognizable at Saab with the shifting focus on the 

contradictious tasks. O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) argue that firms, while applying sequential 

ambidexterity take advantage of a relatively easy change of the formal structures. The case of 

Saab shows clearly that the change from a structure that is exploitation focused to an 

exploration focus is complicated to achieve as several respondents expressed their worries. 

This might also be influenced by the very long development cycles in the aerospace and 

defense industry that reduces the transformation and implementation capability, due to which 

it becomes harder to remember the effective exploration focus of the firm.  

Thus, it can be argued that there is a tradeoff between a time-bound switch between the focus 

on exploitative actions and the focus on explorative actions, as it is described in sequential 

ambidexterity, and the transformation capabilities to successfully adapt to one phase at Saab. 

Further, it is argued in the literature that sequential ambidexterity provides the advantage to 
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apply different kinds of management approaches to projects that are in different stages (Chen, 

2017). This can not be observed at Saab, as it becomes clear in the case that Saab’s 

management has a strong focus on traditional project management and struggles with the 

management of innovations during the exploitation focused phase. A reason for that might be 

the organizational structure, where Saab is organized in big projects, that can involve a whole 

business area, which is then divided into smaller projects again. Although the smaller 

subprojects might be in several different phases, the overall structure and mode of thinking of 

managers and employees is aligned with the phase of the big overall project. There emerges 

the strong identification with the overall product projects that is employed by Saab employees 

which routes in the organizational culture of providing technology intensive high-tech 

products.  

Besides the implications of sequential ambidexterity on the organizational structure and the 

management style applied by Saab’s management, the influence on decision making processes 

need to be considered. The case shows that due to the adjustments within the organizational 

structure and processes to one side of the exploration and exploitation continuum, Saab’s 

organizational decision making processes are affected. As it is described in the case, more risky 

projects are often sorted out at the various decision points such a project needs to pass. This 

shows that due to the shift to an exploitation focus, the applied processes clearly favor 

decisions that direct the organization further to exploitation activities. 

 

5.1.2.2 CONTEXTUAL AMBIDEXTERITY 

Another way to expedite ambidexterity at Saab is focusing on the individual employees. Saab 

established the possibility for all employees to work on own ideas and therefore contribute to 

the innovativeness of the firm. For this matter, Saab established a union contract that classifies 

inventions and regulates the ownership of technology ideas. Ideas that are of value to Saab 

have the possibility to follow the process of the so-called Dragon’s Den, where employees can 

present their ideas to Saab managers of various areas. For the Dragon’s Den, ideas within the 
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company are reported by the individual inventor (employee) and then passed through an 

evaluation and development process at which in the end the idea might be chosen for the final 

Dragon’s Den event. During this event, managers have the opportunity to invest to further 

develop the specific idea. Moreover, ideas are matched with suitable business areas in which 

they have a potential to grow and provide value to Saab. This approach is meant to enable 

Saab to benefit from explorative driven engineers to also have ideas in times of an exploitation 

focus. In the theory, this approach is called contextual ambidexterity and described by Chen 

(2017) as procedure to motivate and enable employees to follow radical ideas that lead to 

innovation while having a formally exploitation focused position. This approach to handle the 

dilemma of balancing explorative and exploitative tasks is met by the concept of enabling 

employees to work on and develop their individual ideas during work time.  

Although, the established process of the Dragon’s Den enables employees to present their 

ideas in order to contribute to Saab’s innovativeness, in the case it becomes clear that there is 

a downside on how ideas from employees can be used on an organizational level. As it is 

explained, the development of ideas from Saab employees often depend heavily on the 

personal effort managers take in order to push the idea forward. Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) 

mention the behavioral capacity that is required to drive contextual ambidexterity. As the 

findings show, this behavioral capacity might be present with many employees who propose 

innovation ideas, but since there is a large effort necessary from managers in order to drive 

this idea proposals forward, the behavioral capacity might not be fully reflected in the 

organizational structure on which the management depends.  

Albeit, the literature states the downsides of contextual ambidexterity as not only sufficient 

for radical innovations within a firm, Saab shows that there exists a tradeoff between 

sequential and contextual ambidexterity. Through the strong focus on exploitation in the 

recent years, Saab also affected the occurrence of explorative actions in form of the success 

rate of ideas from individual employees. Chen (2017) and O'Reilly III and Tushman (2013) 

mention that with contextual ambidexterity it is difficult to facilitate radical different ideas as 

employees are not used to a different context. As Saab shows, this is not the only limitation, 

since it appears that the strong focus on exploitation, conditioned by the adoption of 
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sequential ambidexterity, influences the structural ability to apply contextual ambidexterity as 

well. This means that Saabs ability to balance exploration and exploitation activities gets 

influenced by the structural changes that come with the application of sequential 

ambidexterity.  

By looking at the decision making process applied at Saab, it becomes clear that the use of 

contextual ambidexterity heavily depends on individual decision making from managers that 

need to evaluate ideas and innovation proposals in order for them to get further developed. 

As the organization, with all its structures and processes, is trimmed towards the execution of 

exploitation activities due to the applied sequential ambidexterity, individual managers adopt 

this state of mind as well and tend to focus themselves on exploitative actions as well. This 

influences also their individual decision making by creating a more risk averse and exploitation 

focused setting. In later stages of the innovation process, when the innovation proposals are 

presented at the Dragon’s Den or when they face expensive budget decisions, they are 

additionally exposed to organizational decision making, due to processes and guidelines for 

the decision boards. There, it becomes clear that these organizational decision making 

processes also influence the successful application of contextual ambidexterity. As it is shown 

in the case, the process for developing an innovation idea is designed in a way that risk adverse 

projects are favored and decisions within the decision boards and stage gates are leaned in the 

direction of exploitative tasks. This shows that there is an influence of individual and 

organizational decision making on the application of contextual ambidexterity. Moreover, the 

decision making processes are influenced by the application of sequential ambidexterity. 

5.1.3 DECISION MAKING 

5.1.3.1 INDIVIDUAL DECISION MAKING 

According to Beshears and Gino (2015), an individual can rely on two primary approaches when 

processing information and making decisions. There are two ways of processing information, 

and it is through System 1 and System 2 thinking (Kahneman, 2011). Kahneman (2011) further 

explains that System 1 thinking is automatic, emotional and instinctive, System 2 on the other 
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hand is slow, deliberate and logical. Based on theory both systems should be applied in order 

to make good decisions. Buchanan and O'Connell (2006) add by saying that organizations try 

to know as much as humanly possible in order to make a decision but that decisions are not 

only made based on numbers but also straight from the gut. Analyzing how decisions are made 

at Saab, it is very different from person to person. Some use only System 1 thinking, while 

others rely heavily on System 2 thinking, and an outlier respondent states that both systems 

are used when making a decision. Barnard (1938) argues that executives do not often enjoy 

making decisions based on rational analysis but count on their intuition or judgement to a 

decision-demanding situation. This was clearly highlighted by a BA level Manager within Saab.  

From the findings, it is clear that the organizational hierarchy is a main influencer of the 

individual decision making process. The flat hierarchy at Saab impacts decision making in the 

sense that employees are allowed to make decisions on their own, without always asking their 

manager. At Saab,ö individuals are free in making their own decisions within the projects they 

are working on, as long as they stay within budget. Furthermore, the flat hierarchy influences 

the speed at which decisions are made. A respondent said that the flat hierarchy gave room 

for a short decision making path, yet pointed out that due to the flat hierarchy, Saab lacked 

structure in the decision making process. Another respondent highlighted that the flat 

hierarchy hindered managers from making quick decisions as the lack of authority resulted in 

the need for consensus amongst employees which in turn hinders the speed at which decisions 

can be made. However, as the case shows, Saab has an exceptionally long-term focus as some 

projects aim to deliver to a market up to 20 years into the future. This could minimize the need 

for Saab to make quick decisions, and rather support their way of a flat hierarchy with slower 

decisions based on consensus.  

As the findings show, Saab lacks a structured approach to individual decision making within the 

organization. Beshears and Gino (2015) discuss that in order to adapt to the environment, 

leaders have to act as architects and therefore choice architecture should be applied by 

leaders. Within choice architecture there are the 5 steps, of which at Saab, only the first one 

(understanding of how decisions are made) is applied and further evaluated. It is one 

respondent that highlighted the importance of spreading the word about why a certain 
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decision has been done, so that everyone understands why they do what they do. Since 

decisions often are made on an individual level at Saab, it can be argued that decisions are 

influenced by a degree of bias. In order to mitigate this potential bias, choice architecture 

argues that a number of steps should be followed to avoid this. Since Saab is only applying the 

first step, it could potentially benefit them to apply all steps in order to avoid a bias in the 

decision making. 

The case shows that Saab delegates decisions to the people whom have the relevant 

knowledge in place to make decisions regarding a certain task. Hence, Saab has already taken 

an organizational decision to give certain people freedom to choose over an outcome. Hence, 

it can be argued that regardless of whether the decision is based on System 1 or System 2 

thinking, it has passed through an organizational checkpoint ensuring that the decision will be 

given the appropriate attention.   

5.1.3.2 ORGANIZATIONAL DECISION MAKING 

Laroche (1995) writes that many organizational decisions are influenced or substituted by 

processes and routines that do not need an individual action. Since Saab has a high focus on 

process refining in order to operate more efficiently and also the standardization of several 

processes to increase consistency is very much in line with Laroche (1995) theory. However, 

when it comes to decision making in an organization, it is the people within the organization 

who make the decisions, individually, together in a board or through elections (Laroche, 1995; 

March, 1991b). At Saab, there are different boards where decisions are made but individuals 

can make many decisions themselves as long as they stay within their budget. Once an 

individual is expected to go beyond budget, the board will have to be consulted for a decision 

on whether more funds will be granted. Hence, the organizational structure and functioning 

influence how decisions are made within the organization.  

Saab must make decisions far into the future and work with long development cycles. An 

example of this is the TRL that Saab works with. The TRL have nine different stages, with the 

initial stage involving the development of the basic concept, and the final stage being a system 
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launch. Moving from stage 1 to stage 9 can take 10-20 years. In order to pass through the 

different stages, decisions have to be made along the way to determine whether it passes 

onwards or not. This decision is made by a project manager, business unit manager, or a 

decision making board and hence is a decision that is made by the organization rather than on 

an individual level. The later stages can involve several managers or boards. This structured 

way of making decisions regarding investments of future products is likely a good compliment 

to the otherwise free and unstructured decision making process. Saab offers two contrasting 

approaches to decision making. While the organizational decisions take a highly structured 

approach, the individual decision making path does not. The structured organizational decision 

making could be a way to allow for more freedom on the individual level.   

5.2 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK COMPARED WITH THE CASE 

In the theory section, a conceptual framework was introduced that visualized the interplay of 

decision making with the balancing of the dilemma of exploitation and exploration within an 

ambidextrous organization. As the empirical findings from the case are discussed, it is now 

possible to reframe this framework, as shown in Figure 8. The framework summarizes the 

relationship of sequential and contextual ambidexterity and individual and organizational 

decision making in the context of lengthy product development cycles and product longevity. 

Therefore, the proposed framework adds to the existing literature as it attempts to show 
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interrelations in the balance of exploration and exploitation that are not described in current 

literature. 

The findings show that in the explored case of Saab, ambidexterity is achieved through a 

sequential approach mixed with a conceptual approach. Through the use of sequential 

ambidexterity, Saab adapts the organizational structures and process to fit the current phase 

of the firm. These modifications in the organizational structures and processes lead to changes 

in the organizational as well as the individual decision making processes. This is mainly due to 

the adaption of the organizational structures and processes to fit one side of the exploration 

and exploitation continuum. In the case, it becomes clear that because of the organizational 

structure and the influence on the decisions made, the balance at Saab is shifted towards 

exploitation, and explorative actions occur less. Additionally, the change in the decision making 

practices influences the contextual ambidexterity that is applied at Saab. This can be noticed 

as contextual ambidexterity relies heavily on the structures and processes in place, as it 

influences the work processes of employees. Further, the decision making practices applied 

from managers in the organization influence whether contextual ambidexterity can develop to 

its full potential, since ideas need to pass upwards and spread in the organization to be further 

developed successfully. Therefore, it becomes clear that there is a relationship that influences 

the contextual ambidexterity through the organizational shifts that evoke due to the sequential 

ambidextrous approach applied at Saab. The conceptual framework shows that sequential 

ambidexterity influences organizational decision making as well as individual decision making. 

FIGURE 8 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK REDEFINED 
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This in turn has an impact on the contextual ambidexterity. The impacting forces on 

ambidexterity and decision making is the balance between exploration and exploitation.  

In the case of Saab, it is considered more important to place focus on providing value today, 

and delivering according to contracts, rather than speculating about potential new possibilities 

in the future. A reason for this may be the technological environment in which Saab is 

functioning, the longevity of the products sold and the lengthy product development cycles. 

The difficulty in making predictions far into the future, in terms of what the market will look 

like, and what products will be demanded, make it difficult to take on far too many explorative 

actions. Saab needs to support their business today in order to be able to spend on explorative 

actions, and thus need to generate revenue from exploitation.   

5.3 ANSWERING THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

The aim of this study is to explore how sequential and contextual ambidexterity influences 

decision making within an organization. For this purpose, the study raises the research 

question: How does sequential and contextual ambidexterity influence decision making within 

an organization? In order to answer this, first the three sub questions will be answered, which 

will help answer the primary research question. 

The first sub question is, how does sequential ambidexterity influence decision making within 

an organization? Sequential ambidexterity argues that a firm's structure should fit to the 

environmental situation the firm faces. Therefore, firms need to adapt and shift their 

structures in order to optimally use their resources. The empirical findings show that this 

shifting of structures and processes within an organization also includes the decision making. 

However, it is important to distinguish between organizational decision making and individual 

decision making. Organizational decision making is influenced by the changes initiated by 

sequential ambidexterity in the way that the more formal and structured processes in 

organizational decision making are adapted to the side of the exploration and exploitation 

continuum that fit the firm best at the current phase. This results in decision guidelines that 

prioritize decisions in favor of the respective direction. As the findings from the case showed, 
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the current exploitation focus of Saab leads to a situation where more explorative projects are 

often sorted out at the various decision points such a project needs to pass. This shows that 

due to the shift to an exploitation focus, the applied processes clearly favor decisions that 

direct the organization further to exploitation activities. Individual decision making, in contrast, 

reflects the firms structure that follows a flat hierarchy, which as discussed, influences 

decisions in that it allows for much freedom but may also slow down the decision making 

process due to seeking for consensus. However, given the time it takes to construct a product, 

and the number of years into the future that Saab works, it may not be necessary for them to 

make speedy decisions.  

The second sub question aims to explore how contextual ambidexterity influences decision 

making within an organization. Contextual ambidexterity, with its focus on motivating 

employees to engage in explorative activities although their formal tasks relate more to 

exploitation, sets the individual decision making in focus over the organizational level, which 

for the case of Saab is highly applicable. When dealing with projects, managers are given a 

great deal of freedom to make decisions. Furthermore, the interviews showed that if a person 

wanted to give a new idea a try, they were free to make a decision to do so, as long as they 

stayed within the pre-assigned budget. A great deal of freedom to make decisions on an 

individual level is therefore given to employees, respondents met only organizational 

restriction if they needed to increase the budget. Therefore, the empirical findings indicate 

that rather than contextual ambidexterity influences decision making, contextual 

ambidexterity is influenced by the way decision making is framed in an organization. 

The third sub question has the purpose to uncover how contextual and sequential 

ambidexterity are interrelated through decision making. The case shows that both sequential 

and contextual ambidexterity influence decision making. Moreover, the empirical findings 

indicate that sequential ambidexterity influences contextual ambidexterity through adaptions 

in the decision making. How managers make decisions within an ambidextrous organization, 

can thus be answered. While many decisions still rely on individual managers, the complex 

structures that come along with the development of large complex products in the aerospace 

and defense industry lead to a decision process that is often steered by a given process. 
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Therefore, it can be argued that the overall balance of exploration and exploitation is handled 

by a complex organizational structure that heavily relies on the knowledge and skill of the 

employees and ultimately relies on the shifting phases of product development. 

As the sub questions are discussed, it is now also possible to answer the research question of 

the study: How does sequential and contextual ambidexterity influence decision making within 

an organization? As the previous discussion outlined, the analyzed case from the aerospace 

and defense industry operates in the dilemma of the balance between exploration and 

exploitation with the help of sequential and contextual ambidexterity. One reason for this is 

the very lengthy development cycles, which the rather complex products in the aerospace and 

defense industry underlie. Additionally, long life cycles of the products lead to the sequential 

shift within the balance of exploration and exploitation. This is evident, not only within the 

analyzed case of Saab, but also within organizations with lengthy product development cycles 

and product longevity.  The empirical findings indicate that ambidexterity influences decision 

making and decision making influences ambidexterity. By analyzing the different forms of 

ambidexterity, it is found that sequential ambidexterity has an impact on decision making. 

Decision making in turn then influences contextual ambidexterity. 

5.4 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS  

This study is beneficial for practitioners as it describes the relationship between ambidexterity 

and decision making. The explored case of Saab helps to understand this relationship as it 

stresses ambidexterity through lengthy product development cycles and product longevity 

that increases the timespan of which a look into future technologies is necessary. The study 

shows that the application of sequential ambidexterity influences the decision making 

practices within Saab. Additionally, it affects the use of contextual ambidexterity due to 

adaptions in the organizational structures and processes. Therefore, this study shows that 

practitioners need to consider the implications that arise from the use of sequential 

ambidexterity on other business areas within their organizations. Furthermore, the study 

shows that due to long cycles between phases of exploration and exploitation, not only the 

formal organizational structures are influenced, but also the behavior of employees and 
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managers is influenced. Consequently, practitioners need to pay attention that due to long 

sequential ambidextrous cycles, the focus does not fall in one of the directions and the 

organization neglect the other.  

Further, management openness is essential in order for an organization to create a balance 

between exploration and exploitation. It is especially important to have visionary management 

when dealing with organizational ambidexterity, as it is the visionaries that will ensure that a 

path will be created for innovative ideas.   
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6 CONCLUSION  

How sequential and contextual ambidexterity influences decision making within an 

organization has been studied through a single case study of Saab. Studying the case of Saab 

provides insights as to how decisions are made regarding investments directed towards either 

explorative or exploitative activities. Saab functions in a highly technological environment and 

deals with lengthy product development cycles and product longevity, characteristics which 

influence the form of ambidexterity at Saab, and by extension how decisions are made.  

At Saab evidence of sequential and contextual ambidexterity are found. Saab shifts the 

structure to either side of exploration and exploitation, a finding that supports a sequential 

approach of ambidexterity. This in turn impacts decision making due to its effects on the 

organizational structure. Both sequential and contextual forms of ambidexterity take place at 

Saab, however the study has identified that there exists a trade-off between the two, since 

sequential ambidexterity influences contextual ambidexterity due to the implied changes in 

formal organizational structures and processes. Additionally, the extent of contextual 

ambidexterity is found to depend on the different managers and their respective capabilities 

in driving ideas forward that are expressed by employees. While the thesis aimed to explore 

the effect of ambidexterity on decision making, the study detected that there exists a 

relationship in both directions. Although, sequential ambidexterity impacts decision making in 

an organization by the adaption of organizational structures and process to fit the current 

phase of the firm, the reverse is discovered in regard to contextual ambidexterity, as decision 

making impacts contextual ambidexterity.  

Decision making has been analyzed from two perspectives; individual and organizational 

decision making. It is found that organizational decisions follow a rather rigid path, whereas on 

an individual level, decisions are made more freely. Saab employs a flat hierarchy which gives 

freedom for employees to make decisions on their own, however this flat hierarchy slows down 

the decision making process as consensus needs to be reached amongst several employees. 

No clear way of making decisions on an individual level has been identified, it varies from 

person to person.  
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The main drivers of the decision made between exploration and exploitation are found to be 

the technological environment, and the riskiness of a project. While Saab recognizes the need 

to have a focus on innovation, the traditional management style at Saab lacks a focus on 

innovation, leading to ideas being scrapped. The case has found that there is a difficulty for 

employees in presenting potentially good ideas to management. Due to a defensive 

management strategy, Saab runs the risk of missing out on valuable innovations.  

6.1 LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

When evaluating the findings of this study, several limitations have to be taken into 

consideration. Though, these limitations also provide directions for future research in order to 

gain more holistic insights into the relationship of ambidexterity and decision making. 

First, as this study was designed as a single case study, a limitation is the fact that only one 

case, namely the aeronautics business area within Saab, has been studied. Although this case 

represents the context of lengthy product development cycles and product longevity, it is not 

possible to gain a holistic view on the complicated problem by just observing one case. 

Therefore, it would be relevant to consider other business areas within Saab, as well as other 

organizations within Sweden and outside of Sweden that deal with lengthy product 

development cycles and product longevity in a further study. Since it is a single case study the 

findings are not considered generalizable to another population but should rather be seen as 

a contribution the prevailing theory on ambidexterity and decision making, and an in-depth 

analysis of Saab. Moreover, as this study focused on the context of lengthy product 

development cycles and product longevity, the authors consider it as interesting to examine 

the relationship of ambidexterity and decision making in other contexts. This would further 

contribute to the understanding of the problem and verify the findings of this study in other 

settings.  

Second, this study mainly focused on the management on different levels within Saab and 

evaluated the processes and events in decision making based on statements of those 

employees and thus might be subjected to biases. The authors recognize that a more 
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comprehensive approach to this study could be achieved by following and observing the 

innovation process within the firm, based on several examples from the idea generation to a 

mature technology.  

Third, this study focused on a snapshot at one point in time in the development of Saab and is 

therefore limited in the way that it is able to explain the problem when organizations shift their 

focus in between exploration and exploitation. When evaluating the findings of this study, it is 

therefore necessary to consider that this study only reflects a current exploitation focus. 

Consequently, the authors suggest to replicate the study in times of exploration focus in order 

to examine the relationship of sequential and contextual ambidexterity and decision making 

when the organization actually shifts the focus. This would also contribute to the findings as it 

could point out differences between the two modes and thereby validate or revise the findings 

of this study. 

The findings from the case study at Saab indicate a need to carry out further research within 

organizations with lengthy product development cycles and product longevity, and more 

specifically what guides innovation in this context.  

The authors would find it very interesting to study a larger set of ambidextrous organizations 

that deal with long product development time and long product lifespan, in order to ensure 

that the findings of this study not only apply to Saab aerospace but also to other ambidextrous 

organizations with the same characteristics.  
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8 APPENDIXES 

APPENDIX 1: INITIAL MEETING INTERVIEW GUIDELINE 

Introduction 

• Framework: Recording, data use (selected quotes & feedback summary), rights 
(Consent for Participation in Interview Research) 

• Explaining main theme and research purpose: Companies need to find a balance 
between locating scarce resources between long- and short-term development. Not 
interested in the technology part of the project (focus on the managing of the projects). 
The goal of the interview is to create a storyboard to be able to identify a case for the 
base of the Master Thesis.  

• Interview themes: Background, Projects, Innovation, Long-term and Short-term and 
Decision Making 

A – Background 

A1 – Experience 

- How many years have you been working within your current field? 
- How many years have you been in a management position? 
- What were your previous positions within Saab?  

A2 – Current Position 

- What department do you work in?  
- What is your current position?  

A3 – Responsibilities within current Position 

- What are your functional tasks and responsibilities?  

B – Previous Projects and Project Teams 

B1 – Previous Projects 

- What past project could you tell us about that you were part of that focused on product 
development? 

o Focus to try narrow down projects until we can have a suitable sized study 
- What past projects could we receive more insights?  

B2 –  Project Teams 

- What positions / people are involved in such a project? 
- Which jobs are in there? 
- How many people work on one project? 
- How are people for project selected? 
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- Is there a maximum amount of projects an employee can work on? 
o Note: Higher / middle management and employees (project leaders) 

C – Innovation Processes and Innovation Handling 

C1 – Innovation Processes 

- How is product development carried out in your department?  
- What’s the process you use in your department to meet customer need?  
- When you have a new product idea, how do you set up the value chain to actually bring 

it to the market?  
- How many projects/ideas fail?  
- Are there new entrants within your market? 
- Which kind of regulations are you faced with within a new product development?  

C2 –  Innovation Handling 

- How do you support your employees to have creative ideas when creating a new 
product?  

- How do you handle uncommon ideas? Dark horse?  
- How do you notice if a new product is valued by customers?  
- How do you respond/react to competitor’s new and innovative products?   

D – Exploration and Exploitation & Ambidextrous Organizations & Tension Management 

- What are the most important factors to be sustainable in your market? 

D1 – Exploration & Exploitation 

- Are you working short term or long term? Where is your focus? 
- When you decide for a new project, do you abandon other possibilities to solve this 

specific problem?  
o If you work on a product development project, do you get synergy effects for 

other projects as well? 
- Does the continuous progress you make in one project help develop other projects?  
- How do you share the learnings from a project that you abandon on an ongoing 

project?  

D2a – Ambidextrous Organization 

- What kind of business environment are you working in?  
- How does your work space look like and how does that influence your work 

performance?  
- What kind of influences do you get from your industry and your competitors?  
- Do you get ideas from outside of the industry?  

D2b – Tension Management 

- How is senior management involved in the projects?  
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- How do you ensure that the projects generate value?  
o Long-term / Short-term 

- How do you get along with your coworkers?  
o Eg. Coffee Break 

E – Decision Making 

E1 – Decision Making Behavior 

- What are typical decisions you needed to make in the product development project? 
- On which information’s do you base these decisions?  

o Instinctive / Logical Reasoning? 
- How do you use your experience to make decisions?  
- What was the impact of your decisions? 
- How do you handle an uncertain future?  

o How does an uncertain future influence your decisions?  
- Do you like taking risks?  
- How much tolerance are you given by Saab to take risks?  
- Does Saab encourage you to take risks when making decisions?  
- Does Saab have a control systems in place that monitor risk taking?  

E2 –  Ambidextrous Individual 

- What was your focus on this specific project?  
- Did you focus on long-term or the short-term benefits?  

o If one, would you have liked to receive the opportunity to focus on the other 
one as well?  

- Are goals in a project contradicting or conflicting?  
- How much authority did you have in these/that project? 
- How free are you in taking your decisions?  
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APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW GUIDELINE: DECISION MAKING IN AN AMBIDEXTROUS 

ORGANIZATION 

Introduction 

• Framework: Recording, data use (selected quotes & feedback summary), rights 

(Consent for Participation in Interview Research) 

• Explaining main theme and research purpose: Companies need to find a balance 

between locating scarce resources between long- and short-term development. à 

ambidexterity 

Not interested in the technology part of the project (focus on the managing of the 

projects).  

• Interview themes: Background, Projects, Innovation, Long-term and Short-term and 

Decision Making 

A – Background 

A1 – Current position 

- What is your current position?  

- What department do you work in?  

A2 – Experience 

- How many years have you been working within your current field? 

- How many years have you been in a management position? 

- What were your previous positions within Saab (and other companies)?  

A3 – Responsibilities within current Position 

- What are your functional tasks and responsibilities?  

- Could you give us a bit of background information on how your department is 

structured?  

B – Previous Projects and Project Teams 

B1 – Previous Projects 
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- What kind of (innovation handling) projects are you involved in? 

- What past project could you tell us about that you were part of that focused on product 

development? 

B2 –  Project Teams 

- Can you tell us more about the employees (positions) that are involved in such a 

project? 

- How is higher / middle management involved in such a project? How is the Saabs 

hierarchy reflected in the project? 

C – Innovation Processes and Innovation Handling 

C1 – Innovation Processes 

- How does a typical product development process look like?  

o How do you generate ideas? 

o How do you implement ideas? 

o Do you face regulations or other outside limitations in an innovation process? 

C2 –  Innovation Handling 

- Can you tell us more about the handling of innovations? 

o How does the market/competitors react? 

o How are customers involved? 

D – Exploration and Exploitation & Ambidextrous Organizations & Tension Management 

- Why is Saab successful? 

D1 – Exploration & Exploitation 

- Where is Saab’s focus: 

o Product development process that are based on existing ones and aim to 

improve and further develop them? 

o Product development process that come up with a totally new product that has 

no or few relations to existing products?  
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- How do you integrate the various different projects?  

o Synergy effects? 

D2a – Ambidextrous Organization 

- What kind of business environment are you working in?  

D2b – Tension Management 

- How do projects generate value?  

o Long-term / Short-term 

E – Decision Making 

E1 – Decision Making Behavior 

- Can you explain us typical decisions in the product development project and how they 

are made? 

o On which information’s do you base these decisions?  

o How do you handle uncertainty within this process?  

o Does Saab encourage you to take risks when making decisions?  

- Does Saab have a control system in place that monitor decisions making / risk taking?  

E2 –  Ambidextrous Individual 

- How free are decision makers in taking a decision?  

o What do you focus on, long-term or the short-term benefits?  

o Are goals in a project contradicting or conflicting?  

 

  



   
 

 
   
 

103 

 

APPENDIX 3: CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN INTERVIEW RESEARCH 

Consent for Participation in Interview Research 

I volunteer to participate in a research project conducted by Florence Schelling, Josefine 
Jacobsson and Stephan Oesterbeck from Linköping University for their Master Thesis. I 
understand that the project is designed to gather information about innovation within an 
ambidextrous organization.  

In this research, there are no predictable risks for me as a participant. However, I am aware of 
the following: 

1. My participation in this project is voluntary. I understand that I will not be paid for my 
participation. I may withdraw and discontinue participation at any time without 
penalty. If I decline to participate or withdraw from the study, no one at my work will 
be told.  

2. I understand that most respondents will find the discussion interesting and thought-
provoking. If, however, I feel uncomfortable in any way during the interview session, I 
have the right to decline to answer any question or to end the interview.  

3. Participation involves being interviewed by authors from Linköping University. Notes 
will be written during the interview. The interview will be recorded, stored as an audio 
file and transcribed by the authors. If I don't want to be recorded, I will not be able to 
participate in the study. 

4. I understand that the author will not identify me by name in any reports using 
information obtained from this interview, and that my confidentiality as a participant 
in this study will remain secure. Subsequent uses of records and data will be subject to 
standard data use policies which protect the anonymity of individuals and institutions. 

5. I will be provided with a summary of the quotes that the authors intend to use in the 
study. Further, I will have the possibility give feedback on these quotes.  

6. I have read and understand the explanation provided to me. I have had all my questions 
answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 

7. I have been given a copy of this consent form.  

 

____________________________ ________________________    
   My Signature    Date  

 

____________________________  

My Printed Name   


