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Abstract 

Due to future markets shifts as well as current 
market dynamics industries like the automotive 
industry OEMs have to be able to handle both 
exploration and exploitation simultaneously, a 
capability which is called ‘organizational 
ambidexterity’. Using data from German and Austrian 
premium OEMs as well as leading-edge suppliers of 
the automotive industry present work sheds light on the 
questions what important drivers like external and 
internal ties of an unit may enhance explorative or 
exploitative behavior? And does a balance of these 
drivers enhance organizational ambidexterity? The 
paper shows how important these drivers are and how 
absorptive capacity as context factor influences the 
relationship between the drivers and organizational 
ambidexterity.  
1. Introduction  

In the current turbulent business world, being able 
to handle both future market shifts as well as current 
market dynamics is of critical importance for 
organizations. Especially in industries like the 
automotive industry the necessity for this duality 
became evident with the revival of the electric 
drivetrain in the last years. Original Equipment 
Manufacturers (OEMs) have to be able to do both 
exploit their current knowledge with regards to 
combustion engines as well as develop new knowledge 
with regards to the electrification of the drivetrain. The 
increasing prices of fossil fuels, a growing demand for 
more sustainable means of transportation and recent 
successes of start-up firms force incumbent OEMs to 
leave their traditional path of innovation and acquire or 
develop entirely new knowledge. The topic of 
knowledge in organizations has received a great deal of 
attention in the literature for the last two decades [1]. 
For both researchers and practitioners much of this 
interest is driven by the recognition of knowledge as a 

critical factor for companies in creating competitive 
success over time [2, 3]. Recently the knowledge 
stocks of incumbent automotive manufacturers began 
to depreciate at a higher rate [4] and the knowledge 
environment around automobile manufacturers became 
more turbulent. The leading organizations need to not 
only exploit their current knowledge bases, but also 
participate in new knowledge flows if they want to 
continue to succeed [5]. As the knowledge necessary 
for radical innovation may lie outside a firm’s 
traditional core competencies, a common strategy for 
addressing this problem is to form alliances with other 
firms and external institutions. Inter-firm cooperation 
can be extremely effective in increasing the circulation 
of tacit knowledge, and in creating possibilities for 
firms or units to acquire knowledge outside their 
boundaries [6]. A key difference between the 
automotive industry’s more stable knowledge 
environment of the past and the current turbulent 
knowledge environment is related to the relative 
importance of explorative and exploitative learning 
processes [7]. In turbulent knowledge environments, 
exploration becomes more important. One can observe 
that incumbents in mature industries like the 
automotive industry have problems with the 
management of turbulent knowledge environments. 
Nevertheless, in order to outperform both other 
incumbents and also new competitors, OEMs have to 
learn to excel at both exploitation and exploration. As 
exploitation and exploration have completely different 
requirements concerning the network structure of an 
organizational unit OEMs oftentimes set up units 
dedicated solely to exploratory innovation. Still, the 
knowledge generated through those exploration units 
has to be integrated at some point into the existing 
knowledge stock of the company or unit. In the end, 
OEMs have to be able to handle both exploration and 
exploitation simultaneously, a capability which is 
called ‘organizational ambidexterity’. Past research on 
organizational ambidexterity has mainly focused on the 
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question of how organizations address exploitation and 
exploration internally [8]. Nevertheless, literature on 
exploration and explorative innovation emphasizes the 
importance of the external acquisition of new 
knowledge [9, 5]. Social network theory on the other 
hand has shown that social network characteristics 
affect knowledge transfer and integration [10, 11]. 
Atuahene-Gima and Murray [12] and Lin et al. [13] 
extended this work in order to include the notion of 
organizational ambidexterity. 

OEMs in the automotive industry need to pursue a 
two-pronged innovation approach. While they need to 
continue to incrementally improve and exploit current 
technology they also need to tap into new forms of 
knowledge and use it in order to come up with radical 
innovations in new fields (e.g. electric mobility) to 
prepare for the challenges of the long-term future. This 
need for both exploitation as well as exploration forces 
organizations and their units to become ambidextrous. 
Recently, one can also observe manifestations of this 
duality in practice with regards to exploration in the 
field of battery technology: Almost all OEMs try to 
gain new knowledge by setting up horizontal and 
vertical cooperation and generally source for new 
knowledge outside their firm’s boundaries, because 
they do not have enough knowledge with regards to 
battery technology inside their company. This is one 
indication that exploration may require a company to 
move beyond its boundaries. The problem is that 
having access to this knowledge is not enough, but 
there is also the need for integration of this knowledge 
into the organization. Obstfeld [11] described that 
having a network rich in structural holes, which OEMs 
try to create right now with means of cooperation, 
generates an ‘action problem’, as a network rich in 
structural holes has greater capacity to generate new 
ideas, but has a lower capacity to implement them. 

The present work aims to shed light on the 
following questions: First, how do external and internal 
ties influence the processes of exploitation and 
exploration? Second, does absorptive capacity as 
context factor moderate the relationship of external and 
internal ties on the processes of exploitation and 
exploration? Third, does a balance of internal and 
external ties support ambidexterity? And fourth, does 
absorptive capacity moderates the relationship of the 
balance of internal and external ties on ambidexterity? 
Present study contributes to research on organizational 
ambidexterity by investigating the influence of the 
social network structure on enabling exploitative and 
explorative knowledge processes leading to 
organizational ambidexterity. Moreover, the data was 
derived from organizational units involved in 
technological innovation in the automotive industry. 

2. Theoretical Foundations and Hypotheses 
2.1. Research Context: Organizational Units of 
the Automotive Industry Involved in 
Technological Innovation 
Abernathy’s [87] study of the auto industry indicated 
that sustained performance was rooted in a firm’s 
ability to (1) move down a particular learning curve as 
well as (2) create new learning curves. More recently 
the automotive industry was challenged by the revival 
of the electric car and was forced to create new 
learning curves. New knowledge and competencies 
have become necessary and a shift from mainly 
incremental to radical innovation was induced. The 
leading German automotive manufacturers excel at 
incremental innovation since decades, but seem to have 
problems with radical innovation in the field of electric 
drivetrains. Understandably, the transition from 
combustion engines to electric drivetrains is a huge 
challenge for automotive manufacturers as well as for 
their suppliers. The question arises why it is 
problematic for the incumbent automotive 
manufacturers to innovate in radically new fields and 
what the causes are that make leaving the current path 
of innovation so difficult. In general, with regards to 
the development of new products, firms face an 
important strategic dilemma as exploiting existing 
competencies may provide short-term success, but 
competence exploitation can become a hindrance to the 
firm’s long-term viability by stifling the exploration of 
new competencies and the development of radical 
innovations [7]. The two types of learning processes 
that affect New Product Development (NPD) are 
exploitation and exploration. March [7] defines 
exploitation as the refinement and extension of existing 
competencies, technologies, and paradigms and 
exploration as experimentation with new alternatives 
that have returns that are uncertain, distant, and often 
negative. Although many firms are adept at exploiting 
existing capabilities, they appear to falter in 
simultaneously developing new ones [72]. Leonard-
Barton [81] aptly terms this phenomenon the 
‘capability-rigidity paradox’, while the essence of the 
capability-rigidity paradox is that competence 
exploitation tends to crowd out competence 
exploration. Past research finds exploitation to drive 
out exploration [75], path dependencies to strengthen 
either exploration or exploitation, and the simultaneity 
of exploration and exploitation (i.e. ambidexterity) to 
result in higher performance for firms. Thus, the key to 
resolving the capability-rigidity paradox may be 
organizational factors and designs that can ensure 
simultaneous investments in both the exploitation of 
existing product innovation capabilities and the 
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exploration of new ones. Furthermore, it is known 
since a few decades that outside sources of knowledge 
are oftentimes a critical factor in the innovation 
process [55: 128]. Research has shown the vital 
importance of extra-organizational ties for innovation. 
Chesbrough [9], through his open innovation 
paradigm, also refers to the importance of external 
ideas for the innovation process and even suggests that 
the traditional internal Research and Development 
(R&D) is no longer the strategic asset, it once was. On 
the contrary, some researchers have warned about the 
risk of overestimating the role played by external 
knowledge sources arguing that in many industries, 
innovation efforts are not only made by firms 
themselves but are also generated in-house. The study 
of Freel [82] shows that a firm’s internal resources are 
the main determinants of their innovation performance, 
and that the creation of external networks has only a 
limited impact. From a more integrative perspective, 
some works point out that external and internal 
knowledge acquisition can be complementary activities 
in an organization’s innovation strategy. These authors 
make clear that the effect of external knowledge 
sources on innovation performance, although 
important, depends on internal capabilities of the firm. 
Rothwell [83], for example, highlights that links to 
external scientific and technical knowledge sources are 
effective only if the organization is well prepared and 
open to external ideas, and has skilled scientific and 
technical staff. In line with this thoughts, Cohen and 
Levinthal’s [55] concept of ‘absorptive capacity’ has 
gained evermore influence in recent years. This 
concept places special emphasis on an organization’s 
pre-existing knowledge in the tasks of identifying, 
assimilating, and exploiting external knowledge. On 
the basis of this concept, it has been argued that not 
only do the organization’s internal efforts to create new 
knowledge encourage the use of external knowledge 
sources but they also increase the firm’s ability to 
exploit these sources efficiently in the development of 
new products and processes [84]. Thus, the greater the 
internal capabilities of the firm, the greater are the 
effect of external knowledge on innovation 
performance. However, Vega-Jurado [84] state that the 
above argument lacks sound empirical foundation as 
only few empirical analyses of these relationships have 
produced mixed findings. For instance, Cassiman and 
Veugelers [85] found that internal R&D and external 
knowledge acquisition were complementary with 
respect to influencing innovation performance, 
whereas Laursen and Salter [86] found evidence of a 
substitution effect between internal R&D and external 
knowledge search activities. The innovation networks 
within the automotive industry may be streamlined for 
incremental innovation and therefore hinder radical 

innovation in new fields. Especially in the area of 
drivetrains research in the automobile industry 
concentrated on continuous improvement of the 
combustion engine and not on radically changing the 
powertrain of the car. Of course, there was exploration 
of new technologies, but this explorative research 
seems to have been too detached from the core 
business of the OEMs in order to be integrated 
effectively. The creation of ambidextrous 
organizational units being able to handle both 
exploration and exploitation simultaneously represents 
one possible solution to this problem. These units 
would be able to move down particular learning curves 
as well as generate new ones, while making sure that 
the explorative innovation results can be effectively 
integrated in the knowledge stock of the organization. 

2.2. The Effects of Internal and External Ties 
on Exploration and Exploitation 

On the one hand, internal ties comprise all ties 
within a company or organization. This includes intra-
unit and inter-unit ties. Internal ties are personal 
linkages between people and comprise both formal and 
informal modes [28]. Although research has shown 
inter-firm or inter-unit relations to affect knowledge 
transfer and learning [29, 30, 31], the impact of social 
network relations among individuals within units on 
exploratory and exploitative innovation remains rather 
unclear [32]. Connectedness increases opportunities for 
informal hall talk and the accessibility of knowledge 
sources within an organization [33]. It helps a range of 
individuals to combine knowledge and develop new 
knowledge underlying exploratory innovation [34, 35]. 
In addition, Subramaniam and Youndt [36] argue that 
social relations assist in establishing legitimacy and in 
enabling adoption of exploratory innovation. Beyond a 
moderate level, however, a social network focused on 
internal ties may limit access to divergent perspectives 
and to alternative ways of doing things [37]. As well 
developed internal networks diffuse strong norms 
within the company and establish shared behavioral 
expectations, they reduce deviant behavior, limit 
search scope, and increase selective perception of 
alternatives [16]. Knowledge accumulation tends to be 
path-dependent, companies that have well-developed 
knowledge bases in a certain research trajectory, 
perceive it difficult adapting to new knowledge or 
using knowledge seemingly unrelated to their current 
knowledge, which limits the flexibility of those 
companies. The concentration on relations within the 
unit and within the company, therefore, will eventually 
constrain the departure from existing knowledge and 
decrease a unit’s exploratory innovation [32]. For 
exploitative innovation, on the other hand, 
organizational units need to efficiently draw on and 
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refine prevailing knowledge within the company [36]. 
Internal ties permit individuals to develop a deep 
understanding to further refine and improve existing 
products, processes, and markets [38]. Moreover, 
internal relations enable unit members to share 
experiences with regard to how to implement certain 
improvements [39]. Therefore, internal ties facilitate 
improving existing knowledge resources and increase a 
unit’s exploitative innovation.  

On the other hand, the role of external ties as a 
driver of information exchange can be significant in 
the technological context [40]. Direct ties to other 
firms can have three substantial benefits: knowledge 
sharing, complementarity and scale [21].  

A tie between two organizations can also constitute 
a communication channel between the focal 
organization and many indirect contacts [41, 42, 43]. 
The organization’s partners bring the knowledge and 
the expertise from their interaction with other partners 
to the relationship with the focal organization and vice 
versa [44, 45]. Research has shown that the extent to 
which organizations are indirectly tied to external 
sources is positively correlated with innovativeness 
[21, 46]. In most cases, innovation is an information-
intensive activity both with regards to the collection of 
information and the processing of information [21]. 
Single organizations can only pursue a limited amount 
of technologies and research trajectories, but the 
network can increase the scope of information for a 
single firm.  

On the one hand, external ties can be used as a 
mechanism to gain information. Firms can gain 
information on the success or failure of other research 
initiatives and profit from a ‘second-mover advantage’. 
Promising technological directions and technological 
dead ends can be identified at an early stage, when the 
company or unit is connected to its external 
environment. An external network can also be used as 
an information processing or screening mechanism 
[47]. Every additional node an organization or unit has 
access to, can process, absorb, filter and classify new 
technological developments and information. Though 
external ties, a company’s or organizational unit’s 
attention can be directed towards relevant 
developments in different technology areas. 
Alternatively, units can activate their external network 
to identify sources of information about a problem at 
hand. Units with more external ties are exposed to 
more information than units having fewer connections 
to external sources of knowledge [21]. Traditionally, 
firms in the automotive industry also closely cooperate 
with their suppliers, in order to jointly develop 
products and to innovate [48]. Von Hippel [49, 50] 
found that customers improve innovations oftentimes 
on their own and identify new ideas, so ties to 

customers also are an important source of innovation. 
Furthermore, researchers observe that firms with ties to 
universities produce more patents and have lower R&D 
costs than those lacking such ties [46]. New knowledge 
flows out of universities much more readily than it 
does from commercial organizations. On the one hand, 
universities transfer knowledge to the organizations 
through research within the faculty. On the other hand 
through students, bringing knowledge with them to the 
organizations through human capital. Therefore, the 
following is hypothesized: 

H1: A unit’s internal ties are positively related to 
exploitation. 

H2: A unit’s external ties are positively related to 
exploration. 

2.3. Absorptive Capacity as a Moderator of the 
External Tie—Exploration Relationship and 
the Internal Tie—Exploitation Relationship 

The concept of ‘absorptive capacity’, introduced by 
Cohen and Levinthal [55], places special emphasis on 
an organization’s pre-existing knowledge in the tasks 
of identifying, assimilating, and exploiting external 
knowledge. On the basis of this concept, it has been 
argued that not only do the organization’s internal 
efforts to create new knowledge encourage the use of 
external knowledge sources but they also increase the 
firm’s ability to exploit these sources efficiently in the 
development of new products and processes [84]. 
Thus, the greater the internal capabilities of the firm, 
the greater are the effect of external knowledge on 
innovation performance. This insight shows why a 
balance between internal and external ties might be 
beneficial. Those firms with higher levels of absorptive 
capacity can manage external knowledge flows more 
efficiently, and stimulate innovative outcomes [5]. At 
the same time, access to external know-how may 
leverage the efficiency of internal R&D activities, at 
least if a firm is willing to accept external ideas and 
knowledge, overcoming the ‘not invented here’ (NIH) 
syndrome [56]. Logically, establishing ties to external 
information and knowledge sources is not enough. As 
strict structuralist position assumes that specification of 
a network implies that organizational units 
automatically take advantage of the opportunities 
afforded by such a network. This structuralist view is 
evident in a large portion of the literature on social and 
knowledge networks. Taking this problem into 
account, past research has found that external 
knowledge needs to be absorbed and integrated, in 
order to realize its full potential [55, 2, 57]. The 
capability to integrate external knowledge depends on 
a combination of external ties and internal absorptive 
capacity [8]. Researchers of different fields point out 
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the area of conflict between the acquisition and the 
integration of external knowledge. Research in the 
field of absorptive capacity for example says that even 
though both internal knowledge processing and 
external knowledge acquisition are necessary, the 
extreme dominance of one of the two is debilitating 
[55, 58]. The logic behind absorptive capacity is the 
question of how much new external knowledge an 
organization can process at all [59]. Even though an 
organization or unit is perfectly integrated in a network 
and therefore exposed to ample external knowledge, 
this does not mean that the organization or unit can 
also absorb the multifarious external knowledge. 
Exposure to external knowledge creates a real option 
value or an opportunity structure. Whether the external 
knowledge can be integrated, depends on the unit’s 
absorptive capacity. Cohen and Levinthal [55] describe 
absorptive capacity as the capability of an organization 
or unit to recognize the value of novel, external 
information, absorb it and use it for commercial ends. 
Therefore it is hypothesized: 

H3: Absorptive capacity moderates the relationship 
between external ties and exploration such that the 
positive impact of external ties will be stronger for 
units with absorptive capacity.

H4: Absorptive capacity moderates the relationship 
between internal ties and exploitation such that the 
positive impact of internal ties will be stronger for 
units with absorptive capacity. 

2.4. Supporting Ambidexterity by Balancing 
Internal and External 

Following March [7] organizational adaptation 
requires both exploitation and exploration to achieve 
persistent success therefor companies need to balance 
exploration and exploitation. Notwithstanding their 
radically different dynamics, companies must learn to 
excel at both tasks. Adaptive systems that engage in 
exploration to the exclusion of exploitation are likely 
to find that they suffer the costs of experimentation 
without gaining many of the benefits. They exhibit too 
many undeveloped new ideas and too little distinctive 
competence [7]. Conversely, systems that engage in 
exploitation to the exclusion of exploration are likely 
to find themselves trapped in suboptimal stable 
equilibriums [7].  

Raisch et al. [8] stated that ambidexterity may be 
supported by social networks that contrast internal and 
external ties. Cummings [60] found out that effective 
work groups engage in external knowledge sharing—
the exchange of information, know-how, and feedback 
with customers, organizational experts, and others 
outside of the group. In his paper, Cummings [60] 
argues that the value of external knowledge sharing 

increases when work groups are more structurally 
diverse. A structurally diverse work group is one in 
which the members, by virtue of their different 
organizational affiliations, roles, or positions, can 
expose the group to unique sources of knowledge. This 
would be equivalent with the definition of structural 
holes. Accordingly, external ties are more valuable 
when there are also structural holes. Therefore, it is 
hypothesized that there is a positive effect of the 
balance between internal and external ties on 
organizational ambidexterity. That is, because if 
members of structurally diverse organizational units 
engage in external knowledge sharing, the 
ambidexterity of the organizational unit will improve 
because of this active exchange of knowledge through 
unique external sources [60]. External ties are 
especially valuable when people within an 
organizational unit are structurally diverse (i.e. the 
organizational unit has a lot of structural holes), 
because the information from external sources is non-
redundant. Furthermore, internal ties create value as 
effective sharing of tacit knowledge and goal-oriented 
collaboration can take place. 

H5: The balance of external and internal ties is 
positive related to ambidexterity.

H6: Absorptive capacity moderates the 
relationship between the balance of internal and 
external ties and ambidexterity such the positive 
impact of balance of internal and external ties will be 
stronger for units with absorptive capacity. 

H7: Absorptive capacity is positive related to 
ambidexterity. 

 
 

Figure 1. The research model 
3. Method 
3.1. Sample and Procedure 

Because of the simultaneous necessity of both 
radical and incremental innovations as well as the 
significant transition and change the industry is going 
through currently, the automotive industry was chosen 
as context for this study. The data was obtained from 
an online survey sent out to experts of the automotive 
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industry working in innovative organizational units in 
Germany and Austria that are responsible for 
innovation tasks. The recipients mostly work for big 
premium OEMs as well as leading-edge suppliers of 
the automotive industry and were identified either 
through personal contact or through a targeted search 
using social networking platforms. The sample 
comprised 231 participants of which N = 130 qualified 
for statistical analysis due to completeness. 52% (N = 
67) of the respondents work for an organizational unit 
that exists for more than 10 years. 6% (N = 8) worked 
in a unit that is 8-10 years old. 9% (N = 12) in a unit 
that is 6-8 years old, 14% (N = 18) in a unit that is 4-6 
years old, 10% (N = 13) in a unit that is 2-4 years old, 
and 9% (N = 12) in a unit that is 0-2 years old. 
Concerning the number of employees working in the 
organizational unit of the participants, 60% (N = 77) of 
the units have more than 50 employees. 9% (N = 12) 
have 41-50 employees, 6% (N = 8) have 31-40 
employees, 9% (N = 12) have 21-30 employees, 6% (N 
= 8) have 11-20 employees, and 10% (N = 13) have 
less than 10 employees. With regards to the size of the 
company, 72% (N = 94) of the participants work for a 
company with more than 10,000 employees. 6% (N = 
8) of the participants work for a company with 1,001-
10,000 employees, 12% (N = 15) work for a company 
with 101-1,000 employees and 10% (N = 13) work in a 
company with less than 100 employees. 

3.3. Measures 
Dependent Variables. The exploitation items were 

adapted from Zahra et al. [61] and adjusted to the 
context. The items were rates on a seven-point Likert-
type scale accounting for Cronbach’s α of .95. The 
exploration items were also adapted from Zahra et al. 
[61] and adjusted to the context. The items were rates 

on a seven-point Likert-type scale accounting for a 
Cronbach’s α of .93. 
Independent Variables. The items for external ties 
were derived from Escribano [5]. Survey participants 
were asked if the employees in their organizational unit 
were well connected to external sources of knowledge 
(suppliers, clients or customers, competitors, 
universities, other research institutes, specialized 
journals or meetings). This question referred to formal 
as well as to informal connections. The items for 
internal ties were derived from Jaworski and Kohli 
[33]. Survey participants were asked e.g. if there is 
ample opportunity for informal ‘hall talk’ among 
employees or employees feel comfortable calling other 
organizational units within the company to gain 
information and knowledge each other when the need 
arises. All items were rated on a seven-point Likert-
type scale with anchors of “fully disagree” and “fully 
agree”. The measures showed very good reliabilities 
with Cronbach’s α = .94 and α = .89 respectively. The 
items for absorptive capacity were derived from Zahra 
and George [58]. Items were measured on a seven-
point disagree/agree scale. The measures showed good 
reliabilities with Cronbach’s α = .94 
 

Control Variables. Data on age of the 
organizational unit, size of the organizational unit, and 
size of the company was obtained from the online 
survey. 
4. Results 

Table 1 shows means, standard deviations and 
correlations for study variables. Table 2 shows the 
results of the regression analysis on exploitation. 

 
Table 1. Means, standard deviations and correlations for study variables 
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Table 2. Regression for Exploitation  

 
 

Hypotheses 1, regarding the positive effect of a unit’s 
internal ties and exploitation could be supported (β = 
.32, p < .05) and hypothesis 2, regarding the positive 
effect of a unit’s external ties and exploration could be 
supported (β = .42, p < .001). Hypothesis 3 predicted a 
moderating effect of absorptive capacity on the 

positive relationship between external ties and 
exploration. Table 2 reveals that there is no significant 
moderation effect of absorptive capacity (β = .02, n.s.) 
on the relationship between external ties and 
exploration. 

 
Table 3. Regression for Exploration 

        Exploration     

  Model 1   Model 2   Model 3 

  β SE β SE β SE 

Intercept 1.94 .39 -.17 .36 .80 .37 

Unit Age -.02 .10 -.13 .07 -.13 .05 

Unite Size .22 .13 * .10 .09 .11 .07 

Company Size .38 .19 ** .08 .12 .11 .10 

External Ties .42 .11 **** .21 .44 

Internal Ties .11 .13 -.37 .41 

External*Absorptive .02 .10 

Internal*Absorptive             .07 .08 

N=130                 

*p < .1, **p < .05, ***p < .01, ****p < .001; 

 

Hypothesis 4 states that absorptive capacity 
positively moderates the relationship between 
internal ties and exploitation. Table 1 shows 
statistical support for this hypothesis. Absorptive 
capacity (β = .21, p < .10) indeed positively 
moderates the relationship between internal ties and 
exploitation. According to hypothesis 5, there is a 

positive effect of the balance between internal and 
external ties on ambidexterity. Table 3 reveals that 
there is no correlation between the balance of internal 
and external ties (β = -.12, n.s.) and ambidexterity. 
Hypothesis 6 states that the effect of the balance 
between internal and external ties on ambidexterity is 
positively moderated by absorptive capacity. Table 3 

β SE β SE β SE

Intercept 2.52 (.34) .59 (.37) 1.36 (.47)

Unit Age .13 (.09) .04 (.07) .06 (.07)

Unit Size .28 (.11) ** .16 (.09) .16 (.09)

Company Size .27 (.16) * .05 (.13) .01 (.12)

External Ties .04 (.12) ** .73 (.56)

Internal Ties .32 (.14) **** -.65 (.52)

External*Absorptive -.17 (.12)

Internal*Absorptive .21 (.11) *

N=130
* p < .1, ** p < .05, *** p < .01, *** p < .001;

Exploitation 

Model 1  Model 2  Model 3
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shows that there is no support (β = .01, n.s.). 
According to Hypothesis 7, there is a direct 
relationship between absorptive capacity and 
ambidexterity. Table 3 shows that absorptive capacity 
(β = 7.83, p < .001) is indeed significantly positively 
correlated with ambidexterity. 

Table 4. Regression for Ambidexterity 

 
5. Discussion 

Based on the suggestions from the reviews and 
articles cited above, as well as the literature on 
organizational ambidexterity, the findings of the 
present study lead to three main conclusions.  

First, ‘exploitation’ and ‘exploration’ are 
correlated with adverse social network structure 
elements of an organizational unit. This means that 
the social network structure indeed is important and 
necessarily different for the performance of diverse 
innovation tasks. For exploitative tasks the unit needs 
internal ties, whereas for explorative tasks external 
ties are seen to be decisive.  

Second, ‘absorptive capacity’ is positively 
moderating the effect of ‘internal ties’ on 
‘exploitation’. This means that the more absorptive 
capacity a unit develops, the better it can use the 
internal connections within the company and profit 
from the knowledge inside the company to exploit 
current technologies.  

Third, the balance of internal and external ties 
has no effect on ambidexterity. This may lead to the 
conclusion that ambidexterity may be too complex a 
concept to reach it by only combining the elements 
that lead to ‘exploitation’ and ‘exploration’ 
separately—the constituting factors of ambidexterity. 
One could also raise the critical argument that it is 
simply impossible to drive ambidexterity within one 
unit. However, the present study also identified 
‘absorptive capacity’ as directly and positively 
correlated to ‘ambidexterity’. This may point to one 

key to reaching ambidexterity on the unit level—the 
development of absorptive capacity. 

In the context of managerial practice, the 
findings discussed above have some clear 
implications. The goal was to show that those 
organizations that can effectively balance internal 
and external ties also have advantages in coping with 
evolutionary and revolutionary technological change, 
due to their capability of handling both exploitation 
and exploration. This would mean that the social 
network of an organizational unit is closely related to 
the successful application of an ambidextrous 
strategy with regards to innovation. The present study 
found support for that.  

Managers can influence the innovation strategy 
and direction of their unit by influencing whether the 
unit either forms internal or external ties. In more 
turbulent phases of the knowledge environment, 
managers should try to build a network with more 
external ties. It is rather intuitively understandable 
that a network needs to be extended beyond firm 
boundaries, especially in phases of change an when 
new knowledge is necessary. Indeed, if the network 
can create a strong identity and coordinating rules, 
then it will be superior to an approach relying on 
single firms’ capabilities at creating and recombining 
knowledge due to the diversity of knowledge that 
resides within a network [39]. In phases that are less 
turbulent and where more incremental innovation is 
important, managers should try to strengthen the ties 
between unit members and also make sure that the 
unit members are well connected within the 
company. Dense ties between network partners are 
also likely to help in curbing opportunism [15, 88, 
38]. In closed networks, in which ego’s partners are 
connected to each other, information about one 
actor’s opportunistic acts diffuses rapidly to other 
related actors, and sanctions for deviant behavior are 
more easily imposed [88]. This strengthening of ties 
can be done by team building events, unit meetings 
and group discussions. The connectedness within the 
company can be increased by cross-unit projects, 
presentations by other units and also informal 
meetings (company cafés and cafeterias).  

While it is necessary to be able to steer the 
innovation tasks within a unit, in today’s competitive 
context, organizational units may need to be able to 
simultaneously pursue exploration and exploitation to 
sustain long-term value creation. Managers need to 
recognize the potential benefits from juxtaposing 
opposing forces of short-run improvement and long-
run innovation. They should move away from the 
traditional either-or logic for improvement or 
innovation and manage the paradox to turn seemingly 
contradictory forces into synergies. ‘Absorptive 
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capacity’ was identified as a major key to 
ambidexterity. So, one major task for managers to 
reach organizational ambidexterity may be to develop 
absorptive capacity.  

It is important to mention that the optimal 
network structure for organizational ambidexterity 
does not guarantee that the organizational unit will 
become ambidextrous. This would be a strict 
structuralist view on how units might become 
ambidextrous. It is rather the case that the right 
structure is necessary, but not sufficient to reach 
organizational ambidexterity. Besides having the 
right structure, there are other factors in favor of 
organizational ambidexterity. Gibson and Birkinshaw 
[89] mention that the more a unit’s context is 
characterized by an interaction of stretch, discipline, 
support, and trust, the higher the level of 
ambidexterity.  

Managers should also motivate people to use 
external knowledge. The automotive industry is a 
conservative industry that hires bright engineers and 
business people. The manager’s major job is to 
integrate these available parts into effective solutions 
that deliver value. One needs to be trained to be able 
to do that, because with university education you get 
trained to making a new contribution to the field of 
your training. This encourages specialization at the 
expense of developing broader integrative skills [9]. 
Companies who compete to hire these specialists will 
need to invest in substantial training to cultivate and 
nurture T-shaped managers (Hansen and Oetinger, 
2001). The goal is to develop a culture that seeks out 
and rewards those managers with integration skills, to 
make the most out of both internal and external ideas. 
This is the key talent to fight for in a world of open 
innovation. Managers should also build their unit in a 
way that the employees taken together cover a broad 
knowledge field. Not only the single person should 
be T-shaped, but your unit taken together should be 
equipped with knowledge in very different fields. 
This is important, because the more different the 
knowledge bases of your employees are, the higher 
the chance that they can combine different but 
valuable pieces together to build something new. In a 
world of open innovation, where there are a wealth of 
useful ideas and smart people, the ability to integrate 
these available parts into effective solutions that 
deliver value is tremendously important [9].  
Managers should also think about the fact that most 
firms may be motivated solely by knowledge creation 
[6]. In their decision making, they pay no attention to 
effects on, or consequences of, network position or 
structure. This insight implicates that managers can 
also generate an advantage for their organizations, 
when they think about the network structure of their 

unit and force new beneficial connections or cut old 
unrewarding ones.  

Also companies have to go from structural 
differentiation to ambidexterity (Jansen et al. 2009). 
Companies cannot only rely on special units to 
pursue exploratory innovation. First of all, these units 
are oftentimes seen as alien elements within the 
organization. Second of all, the knowledge these 
units create may be of high value, but in order to 
incorporate this knowledge into the products and 
processes of the organization the executing units 
must fully understand the knowledge created in a 
detached unit. This often causes problems of 
integration and is seen as a major problem with 
regards to structural ambidexterity. 

Future research may build upon the results of 
this study in a number of ways. More research is 
needed to investigate the influence of the social 
network structure on ambidexterity. Future research 
should extend the findings of the present study by 
considering different industry contexts, different 
measurements of the social network structure and 
also include the geographic features of the social 
network structure. Some other factors might prevent 
units from becoming ambidextrous despite the 
balance of internal and external ties. There might be 
other factors besides absorptive capacity that are 
necessary for units to become ambidextrous. The 
assignment of future research is to find those 
influencing factors.  
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