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The Interdependence of Firms’ Ambidexterity and Dynamic Capabilities 
 

Summary 

Over the past decade, the concept of dynamic capabilities has reached the tops of scholarly 

interest. This interest can be explained by dynamic capabilities’ impact to competitiveness, 

effective organizational processes, environmental dynamism, and networking. Notably less is 

researched the concept of ambidexterity. It is also connected to change management, strategic 

renewal, adaptation, and growth and gaining competitiveness by combining quite contrary, 

radical and incremental innovations. Modern literature emphasizes that dynamic capabilities and 

ambidexterity have related issues. The aim of this paper is to analyze the concepts of dynamic 

capability and ambidexterity and to set a clear framework for their interdependence. 
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Introduction 

 Competitiveness, knowledge sharing, networking, clustering, and innovations became key 

development factors and essential guidelines for satisfying customers’ and environments’ 

demands. In last century innovation management has been oriented to the topic of strengthening 

competitiveness and productivity. It follows the creation of new innovation development models, 

concentrating to networks or joining clusters. Permanent implementation and realization of 

novelties ensures high competitive advantage of whole country or its particular segments. 

Therefore in todays’ global markets innovations are considered to be the basis of inevitable 

changes. Balanced innovation management helps to manage social and strategic challenges 

(Vanhaverbeke et al., 2007; Bekkers et al., 2011; Baregheh et al., 2012). 

 The essential challenge for modern enterprises is the necessity to combine different types 

of innovation in order to get competitive advantage. This context raises the question, how to 

balance innovative activity properly on purpose to achieve the highest level of ambidexterity. 

Authors hypothesize that organizational ambidexterity relates directly to organizations’ 

innovativeness level. Still there is the lack of an explanation for how and why some firms 

develop competitive advantage in rapidly changing environments while others fail. In scientific 

literature scholars (Eisenhardt, Martin, 2000; Porter, 1990; Teece et al., 1997; Zollo, Winter, 

2003; etc.) recognize dynamic capabilities as a key factor stimulating firms’ innovativeness and 

competitiveness. In such view dynamic capabilities also are considered to be the essential 

substance for matching explorative and exploitative activities. 

 The main purpose of this paper is to identify the interrelation between organizational 

ambidexterity and dynamic concepts. The authors in the first section provide a brief review of 

current ambidexterity concept including basic innovation typology and the main differences 

between radical and incremental innovations as well as exploratory and exploitative innovations. 

In the second section authors briefly discuss the importance of dynamic capabilities. In the third 

section authors seek to disclose the interralation between ambidexterity and dynamic capabilities 

concepts. The paper is closed with conclusions and further recommendations. 

Review of the ambidexterity knowledge domain 

 In general innovation process is perceived as aiming various novelties in different 

activities: by making products, creating services, producing new brands, installing new 

management systems, establishing new economic or public value, etc. New value can be created 

in two different ways – an organization can produce it by itself during creative process or copy 

ideas, technologies or work methods, which already exist (Damanpour, Schneider, 2006). In a 

broad sense innovation is inevitably closely related with appearing of certain novelty in social-

economical system. The purpose of innovation is to use recent conditions and opportunities, 

which have formed in environment, in order to frame new value and gain competitive advantage 

(Porter, 1990; Nonaka, Kenney, 1991; Damanpour, Schneider, 2006; Dobni, 2008; G. Jucevičius 

et al., 2008, etc.). Dynamic and volatile environment determines the imperative balancing 

between different types of innovation for getting permanent competitive advantage. 

Innovation concept and typology 

  In the scientific literature, the innovation concept dates back to the beginning of the 

twentieth century, with J. Shumpeter considered to be its father. Shumpeter (1934) defined 

innovation as ‘the process of creative destruction’ which generates new forms of existing 

resources. Shumpeters’ statements that innovative activities are drivers for the business 



4 
 

enterprises and whole society development are commonly accepted until today (Ottosson, 2006; 

Jucevičius, Uus, 2008; Inauen, Schenker-Wicki, 2012). 

Drucker (1986) considered the relationship between innovation and new products, 

services, and ways of management. Porter (1990) opened the discussion on innovation’s 

influence on competitiveness and business success. Nonaka, Kenney (1991) looked at the 

innovation concept in the different perspective considering innovations not as an object, but as 

process by which new information emerges. Subsequently Ahmed (1998) suggested perceiving 

innovations as entire that implies range of processes and activities necessary to achieve 

competitive advantage. Rogers (2003) noticed that innovation doesn’t have to be totally new 

invention – if individual perceive something as new, it may still be an innovation for him.  

Later on, dynamic environments and globalization encourage wider perspectives on 

innovation and the innovation concept has consequently been modified (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Definitions of innovation concept 

Definition Authors 

Innovation implies new ideas, information and 

knowledge and the ability to use these knowledge 

purposefully in particular activities. 

Nonaka, Kenney, 1991; Rogers, 2003; Damanpour, 

Schneider, 2006; Dobni, 2008, etc. 

Innovations may be considered as a process of different 

activities, i.e. responding to dynamic changes and 

improving existing products, services, competencies, 

business models, etc. Similarly innovations may be 

considered as an outcome, i.e. responding to high 

competition and developing new products, services, 

technologies, creating new business models, markets, 

etc. 

Porter, Stern, 2001; Li et al., 2008; Valentinavičius, 

2011, etc. 

„Innovation is a process through which the nation 

creates and transforms new knowledge  and technologies 

into useful products, services and processes for national 

and global markets – leading to both value creation for 

stakeholders and higher standards of living“ 

Milbergs, Vonortas, 2006 

Innovations are crucial in global markets because it 

enable enterprises to respond to all challenges faster and 

to exploit new products, services, technologies and 

strategies in more effective way. 

Porter, Stern, 2001; Jimenez-Jimenez, Sanz-Valle, 2010 

 

Mostly in scientific literature innovations are 

conceptualized as the adapter of new ideas, results or 

changed behavior. 

Jimenez-Jimenez, Sanz-Valle, 2010 

Despite different types of innovations the objectives 

remain the same: to compete successfully and effectively 

differentiate organization in the market. 

Baregheh et al., 2012 

Source: made by authors 

All researchers agree that innovations help enterprises to manage with the environments’ 

dynamics. Therefore innovations are broadly named as one of the key drivers of long term 

success in business. In dynamic markets knowledge can be reduced to innovative unit by using 

and sharing knowledge, transforming them to particular product, service, technology, 

management system, etc. Scientific literature emphasizes that the concept of innovation, despite 

number of different interpretations, are related to general context: innovations are the process in 

which knowledge are considered to be the outcome of mental and creative activities and the tool 

for implementing changes. It is important to retain the necessity of commercial adaptability when 

developing innovations (Nonaka, Kenney, 1991). 
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 In 1934 Shumpeter was the very first scholar who defined five following types of 

innovation: new products, new processes, new sources of supply, new markets, and new ways of 

organizing business. Spreading and developing innovation in practice is based on creativity and 

generation of new ideas. This is a process, which can be repeated continuously and can have 

plenty of different forms. Some innovations can cause considerable transformations and 

reconstructions that would change activities in substance and leave no former elements. Other 

innovations can be solitary, which help to carry out minor improvements or initiate the usage of 

new technologies in the same processes (Ahmed, 1998; Rogers, 2003; Damanpour, Schneider, 

2006; Dobni, 2008; Goffin., Mitchell, 2010; Norman, Verganti, 2012, etc.). Differentiating 

innovations to types according to their forms, contents, applicability helps to determine the area 

in which innovation would be successfully adapted (see Table 2). 

Table 2. Main types of innovations 

Types Authors 

The following basic types of innovation have been 

proposed: product innovation (including radical and 

incremental), process innovation (including 

administrative, service and production processes) and 

service innovation. 

Baregheh et al., 2012 

Two main types of innovation are important in business: 

product and process innovation. Product innovation is 

defined as inventions and commercialization of new 

products or services, and process innovation represent 

improvements that occur through the adoption of 

novelties. 

Inauen and Schenker-Wicki, 2012 

Both types of product or process innovation can be 

radical or incremental. Radical ( innovation can be 

called as breakthrough innovation that means 

fundamental changes in results. Incremental innovation 

means minor improvements that make changes on 

existing products, services or processes. 

Goffin, Mitchel, 2010; Inauen, Schenker-Wicki, 2012, 

etc. 

Exploratory (radical) innovations require focusing on 

new information, unexplored knowledge sources, and 

undeveloped skills and competencies. Exploitative 

(incremental) innovations build on existing knowledge, 

abilities, processes (Wei et al., 2011). 

Wei et al., 2011 

Innovations generally are divided to four types:  

product innovation include new (or significantly 

improved) goods or services; reflects significant changes 

in technical specifications, used components and 

materials, incorporated software, and other essential 

characteristics;  

process innovation mean significant changes in 

improving production, techniques, and equipment; 

marketing innovation include significant changes in 

marketing methods and implementation: product or its 

packaging design, placement, promotion and price; 

organizational innovation mean implementing new 

organizational practices and work methods, and new 

external relations. 

Tiwari, 2008 

Innovations are the multistage process with different 

variations subject to the environment they are created 

and developed. Similarly there are position innovations, 

that depends on the context in which novelties are 

Baregheh et al., 2012 
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introduced, and paradigm innovations, that refers to 

organizations mental models. 

Innovations are broadly divided to open and closed 

innovations. 

Lee et al., 2012 

 Source: made by authors   
 Chesbrough (2003) was the first who defined open innovation more properly. Open 

innovation remains extremely relevant for todays’ enterprises because they must form new 

organizational structures, which have to be more suitable for growing customers’ and markets’ 

demands (Chesbrough, 2003a,b). According to De Jong et al. (2008) open innovations mean that 

valuable ideas could be generated both, inside and outside the organizations. Open innovation 

can be distinguished to outside-in and inside-out (Gassmann, Enkel, 2004; Herzog, 2011; Inauen, 

Wicki, 2012, etc.). Outside-in open innovations focus on adoption of new information, ideas, 

technologies or systems from external organizations’ environment, while inside-out open 

innovations are referred to the ways of entering new markets and commercializing innovations. 

Inside-out open innovations, despite still too little investigations on it, are considered as an 

effective strategy to achieve competitive advantage. 

 Closed innovations mean generating new ideas only inside the organization, without any 

collaboration with external partners, customers, science institutions, etc. Therefore in global 

environment this type of innovations lost its interest (Chesbrough, 2003b; Herzog, 2011). In 

knowledge economy it is crucial to look for new information and knowledge resources. It helps 

to develop new ideas, make innovative decisions and strengthen competences. Organizations 

must look for external knowledge sources. This follows the necessity to collaborate with other 

business organizations, public institutions, and universities or science centers. Such combination 

of internal and external resources is the essence of open innovations (Jucevičius et al., 2008; 

Herzog, 2011). 

 Therefore enterprises must keep the balance between different types of innovations in 

order to reach maximum value from their activities (Prange, Schlegelmilch, 2010; Herzog, 

2011). Literature distinguishes innovation in a variety of types according to what type of 

innovations is acceptable in a particular research. In this paper the focal attention will be paid on 

radical (exploratory) innovations and incremental (exploitative) innovations. 

Pursuing radical (exploratory) and incremental (exploitative) innovation: current concept 

of ambidexterity 

 Innovation doesn’t always mean the emergence of totally new element (product, service, 

model, technology, etc.). The degree of innovativeness can vary from totally new inventions to 

trivial improvements. That is precisely why innovations can be categorized as incremental or 

radical innovations (Goffin, Mitchel, 2010; Cheng, Chen, 2013). 

 Mattes and Ohr (2013, Part 1) state that in modern literature of innovation management the 

types “incremental” and “radical” are mostly used in order to describe the innovativeness level of 

a products, services or processes. 

 Incremental innovation means minor changes and simple improvements that are built on 

existing enterprises’ performance (O’Connor, DeMartino, 2006; Köhler et al., 2009; Inauen, 

Schenker-Wicki, 2012; Cheng, Chen, 2013). When implementing incremental innovations 

enterprises focus on existing offerings, technologies, strategies, and business models. The 

objectives of developing incremental innovations are to refine, improve, and exploit existing 

products or existing technological trajectory. This type of innovations also helps to reinforce the 

enterprises’ abilities to use existing knowledge and create value (Cheng, Chen, 2013; Mattes and 
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Ohr, 2013, Part 1). The management of incremental innovations is associated with reliable 

actions, predictable endings and low risk level (Mattes and Ohr, 2013, Part 1). 

 Radical innovations are completely different from incremental. Radical innovations, also 

referred to as breakthrough or disruptive innovations, go along with fundamental changes. It 

involves substantially new products, services, technologies, and strategies. Radical innovations 

have features offering dramatic changes in enterprises’ performance, costs and customer 

satisfaction. In other words, it offers substantially greater benefits for partners, customers, and 

organization itself (Köhler et al., 2009; Inauen, Schenker-Wicki, 2012; Cheng, Chen, 2013). 

 Radical innovations lean on fundamental technological and strategic discoveries that can 

make changes not only in organization. It can be referred to substantially changes in whole 

market or industry which would result in transformation of existing markets or even creation the 

new ones. Frequently radical innovations can determine the creation of new business models in 

order to gain new benefits and higher value for the customers (Herzog, 2011; Cheng, Chen, 

2013; Mattes and Ohr, 2013, Part 1). 

 Recent literature emphasizes that radical innovations development often requires greater 

level of enterprises’ complexity and new knowledge base (Norman, Verganti, 2012; Cheng, 

Chen, 2013). Innovation management systems, that were created few years ago, are no longer 

relevant for todays’ dynamic environment. Old innovation management systems are too 

standardized and designed to eliminate or minimize risk in innovating. As a result it does not 

support radical innovation development (Mattes and Ohr, 2013, Part 1).  

 In 1991s March named exploration and exploitation as two fundamentally different 

activities that gains different amount of enterprises’ recourses and attention (Chang et al., 2011; 

Raisch, Birkinshaw, 2008). Exploration is equated to experimentation with new alternatives 

which often have uncertain, risky and/or negative results. In contrast exploitation means the 

extension of competencies, technologies or products that already exist and have positive and 

predictable results (Raisch, Birkinshaw, 2008; Chang et al., 2011; Herzog, 2011, etc.). 

 In latter literature (Prange, Schlegelmilch, 2010; Mattes and Ohr, 2013) exploration, or 

exploratory innovations, are associated with radical innovation and exploitation, or exploitative 

innovations, refers to incremental innovations. 

 Researchers state that the antecedents and the outcomes of implementing different type 

innovations (i.e. exploratory and exploitative innovations) refers to different activities (Jansen et 

al., 2006; Li, Tsai, 2010; Wei et al., 2011, etc.). As exploratory and exploitative innovations are 

two fundamentally disparate activities that need particular environment, organizational 

structures, and contexts (Chang et al., 2011). 

 Exploratory innovations require focusing on new information, unexplored knowledge 

sources, and undeveloped skills and competencies. In contrast, exploitative innovations build on 

existing knowledge, abilities, processes (Wei et al., 2011). So it is true to say that exploration 

could be compared with searching for new knowledge, and exploitation could mean the 

application of knowledge shared previously (Inauen, Schenker-Wicki, 2012). Chang et al. (2011) 

add that exploratory innovations can be considered as responsible for researches in R&D 

processes while exploitative innovations imply its developments’ components. 

 Mattes and Ohr (2013, Part 1) agree that there are a lot factors in which exploration differ 

from exploitative activities. These differences imply various dimensions (organization, 

processes, culture, strategies, etc.) and balancing them remain to be a challenge for enterprises. 

Radical innovations tend to challenge whole business processes in the organization. In many 

cases organizations (especially SME’s) try to avoid high risk and uncertainty and choose to 
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implement incremental changes. Recent literature reveals that todays’ business environment 

leads under the necessity of combining these disparate innovation types. Excellent balance is 

essential: at exploiting existing products and competencies, and at the same time successfully 

exploring new products, technologies, strategies, and competencies (Chang et al., 2011). 

 The term of organizational ambidexterity dates back to the 1991s and March’s landmark 

article though Duncan (1976) was the first who used this term (Raisch, Birkinshaw, 2008; Raisch 

et al., 2009). Today different researchers (Li et al., 2008; Raisch et al., 2009; Simsek et al., 2009; 

Prange, Schlegelmilch, 2010; Mattes, Ohr, 2013, etc.) widely accept that organizational 

ambidexterity is referred to an organizations’ ability to simultaneously pursue both exploration 

and exploitation at the same time.  

 Jansen et al. (2005) state that organizational ambidexterity is crucial for enterprises. The 

ability to implement exploratory and exploitative innovation at the same time helps to manage 

environments’ and markets’ challenges. These challenges for innovation management grow all 

the time. High-speed globalization leads to industries’ assimilation, shortening product life 

cycles, rising importance of knowledge, networks, business models innovations, etc. (Prange, 

Schlegelmilch, 2010; Mattes, Ohr, 2013, Part 2). 

 Scientific literature emphasizes that in some way balancing incremental and radical 

innovations (i.e. organizational ambidexterity) means managing conflicting goals in enterprises: 

Basically organizational ambidexterity refers to management of inherently conflicting resources 

(Andriopoulos, Lewis, 2009; Simsek et al., 2009), entailing contradictory knowledge 

management processes (Floyd, Lane, 2000; Lubatkin et al., 2006; Andriopoulos, Lewis, 2009) 

and achieving rather contradictory goals (Simsek et al., 2009, Nosella et al., 2012). And even 

though it requires different activities, competencies, and organizational routines, both explorative 

and exploitative activities could still be pursued in one organization, at the same time (Mattes, 

Ohr, 2013, Part 1). 

 According to Mattes, Ohr (2013, Part 2) analysis of the most innovative firms showed that 

only two generic forms of organizational ambidexterity are used: contextual and structural 

ambidexterity. Contextual ambidexterity reflects the context of day-to-day business, where 

individuals may divide their working time between explorative and exploitative activities. 

Decision making is based on existing hierarchy or defined processes, with flexible roles and 

general skills. Contextual ambidexterity may be divided into two distinct types: permanent (a 

particular part of work time is set for generating breakthrough ideas) and project-based (a 

particular period for generating breakthrough ideas is defined, i.e. until the project is finished). In 

contrast, structural ambidexterity refers to structural separation of units responsible for 

explorative and exploitative activities. Decisions are made within these units and roles are clearly 

defined (Birkinshaw, Gibson, 2004; Mattes, Ohr, 2013, Part 2). 

 Prange, Schlegelmilch (2010) emphasize that there are four coordinating designs which 

help to combine heterogeneous types of innovations and balance them successfully: (a) structural 

ambidexterity – avoidance of conflicting requirements; structural separation of the 

responsibilities (practiced by most large software companies); (b) contextual ambidexterity - 

reconciliation of conflicting areas by building a set of processes/systems; (c) punctuated 

ambidexterity - focusing on the particular type of innovation at the particular time; successful 

assimilation of new skills and competencies, and integration of new functions and activities; and 

(d) peripatric ambidexterity - the concept is borrowed from genetics where it means the 

formation of new species through evolution, i.e. the formation of new species is tied to the 
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foundation of new idea within an isolated niche; changing innovation strategies could mean 

changing its CEO. 

 There are number of ways by which enterprises may balance exploratory and exploitative 

innovations. Ambidexterity types show that main differences are between structural and strategic 

decisions, time framework and the abilities/resolves to manage different challenges at the same 

time. Meanwhile most of authors (Lubatkin et al., 2006; Andriopoulos, Lewis, 2009; Simsek et 

al., 2009; Kauppila, 2010; Nosella et al., 2012; etc.) states that main focus of ambidexterity 

remains on key questions: where and how different types of innovations are implemented? 

Ambidexterity can appear in the same unit or within several different units at the same time. And 

explorative and exploitative activities can be pursued simultaneously (all at the same time) or 

sequentially (particular innovation type at the particular time) (Lubatkin et al., 2006; 

Andriopoulos, Lewis, 2009; Kauppila, 2010; Nosella et al., 2012; etc.). 

 Some authors (e.g. Kauppila, 2010) considers exploration and exploitation being two 

disparate and sometimes competing actions, while others (e.g. Simsek et al., 2009) emphasize 

that these two actions can be treated either competing, or complementary determinants. The 

success of the pursuing both exploration and exploitation together depends on the enterprises’ 

abilities to balance the exploration and exploitation actions (Simsek et al., 2009).  

 All information discussed before, confirms the necessity to create an optimal balance 

between exploration and exploitation in the enterprise. It raises the problematic issue: how to 

settle an excellent ambidextrous set-up in extremely challenged environment? Researchers (e.g. 

Eisenhardt, Martin, 2000; Teece, 2007; Wu, 2010; Zahra, George, 2002; Zolo, Winter, 2002; 

etc.) firm’s ability to adapt to dynamic market’s changes names as dynamic capabilities. 

Dynamic capabilities view 

 Worldwide globalisation determined environment’s turbulence and market’s dynamism. 

This makes firms toconstantly strengthen their abilities, renew strategic activities and compete 

more actively. This context requires an adequate explanation for how and why some firms 

succeed in developing competitive advantage (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000) while others do not. 

In modern literature scholars elaborated the concept of dynamic capabilities and identified 

dynamic capabilities as a distinct function. This stimulated to attempt construct a framework of 

indicators to measure dynamic capabilities’ impact on a variety of variables, such as corporate 

entrepreneurship, knowledge and change management, and innovations. In the latest studies the 

main focus is based on combining contrary types of innovation (i.e. radical and incremental) and 

exploring ambidexterity phenomenon’s impact on development of dynamic capabilities.  

 Certain difficulties also emerge attempting to empirically measure the concept of dynamic 

capabilities and its relationship with the other variables. As Arend and Bromiley (2009) state, a 

dynamic capabilities perspective still offers an incomplete theory that implies a complex of 

various phenomenons and does not clearly defines its domain of relevance. The conceptual 

model of the dynamic capabilities and its interdependence with other significant variables, e.g. 

ambidexterity, offers an explanation as to why some companies manage dynamic challenges and 

achieve competitive advantage in a volatile environment. According to this approach, the 

emergence of dynamic capabilities view was basically conditioned by the deficiency of the 

resource-based as well as action based views (Mintzberg et al., 2003) under the conditions of the 

economy of knowledge and innovation. 

 The concept of dynamic capabilities has been developed largely under the influence of two 

papers – Teece et al. (1997) and Eisenhardt, Martin (2000). Over the past decades, the concept of 
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dynamic capabilities has continued to top research agendas and researchers’ interest, but still 

there is no commonly recognized conception of what dynamic capabilities are.  

 Initially, dynamic capabilities were considered to be a firm’s ability to “integrate, build and 

reconfigure internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing environments” 

(Teece et al., 1997). Likewise dynamic capabilities were defined as the set of the 

competencies/capabilities that facilitate the firm to create new products and processes and to 

respond to a dynamic environment (Helfat, 1997) and help firms to reorganize and reconfigure 

their resources to meet changing customer demands and competitive markets (Zahra and George, 

2002). Later Zahra et al. (2006) defined dynamic capabilities as abilities to reconfigure a firm’s 

resources and routines by its managers and decision-makers, who have their own insights into 

the opportunities available to productively change existing routines or resource configurations, 

their own willingness to undertake such change, and the ability to implement these changes.  

 The concept of dynamic capabilities is extensive enough to provide space for different and 

competing interpretations of the phenomenon. This context requires exploring what are dynamic 

capabilities’ essential features. Many definitions of dynamic capabilities point to the importance 

of changes and organizational learning, which is related to the accumulating processes, 

pioneering processes, coordinating processes, and deploying processes. Scholars in different 

studies have already demonstrated the influence of learning and knowledge sharing within 

organizations on the successful development of dynamic capabilities (e.g. Teece, 2007; Barreto, 

2010; Adner, Helfat, 2003). According to Zahra et al. (2006), there are common characteristics 

shared by basic resource management and dynamic capabilities.  

The concept of dynamic capabilities is analysed through the variety of perspectives ant 

attitudes. In some studies researchers focus their attention on the nature of dynamic capabilities; 

other scholars emphasize the antecedents, origins, and outcomes of dynamic capabilities. 

Analysis of the scientific literature reveals a variety of conceptualizations regarding the nature of 

dynamic capabilities. Some researchers see dynamic capabilities as competencies (Barreto, 2010; 

Adner, Helfat, 2003; Eisenhardt, Martin, 2000), abilities (Martin, 2011, Barreto, 2010; 

Eisenhardt et al., 2010; Helfat, Winter, 2011), capabilities (Barreto, 2010; Zollo, Winter, 2002; 

Teece et al., 1997), and capacities (Eisenhardt, Martin, 2000; Bingham, Eisenhardt, 2008; 

Martin, 2011). Others emphasize that dynamic capabilities can be understood as processes 

(Eisenhardt, Martin, 2000) and routines (Barreto, 2010; Eisenhardt, Furr, Bingham, 2010). Also 

there are researchers that see dynamic capabilities as patterns (Adner, Helfat, 2003; Helfat, 

Winter, 2011).  

Interaction between dynamic capabilities and ambidexterity 

There are some studies that explore the various processes and activities needed to develop 

and exploit dynamic capabilities for competitive advantage. In the context of this paper authors 

seek to assess the interrelation between ambidexterity and dynamic capabilities?  

According to researchers (e.g. O’Reilly, Tushman, 2007; Xie et al., 2011) Teece was the 

first who disclosed the link between dynamic capabilities and ambidexterity in his articles. The 

growing focus on dynamic capabilities and lots of researches made scholars to admit that the 

ability to be ambidextrous is kind of firm’s dynamic capability (Xie et al., 2011). Referring to 

suggestions (e.g. Eisenhardt, Martin, 2000) that dynamic capabilities are particular competencies 

rooted in both exploration and exploitation, it enables enterprises to achieve process efficiency 

and process flexibility simultaneously (Xie et al., 2011). Following this logic it is true to say, that 

ambidexterity could be understood as a firm’s dynamic capability. Though it is not a source of 
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competitive advantage – it enables the reconfigurations of particular resources in order to 

increase competitiveness (Güttel, Konlechner, 2009).  

 Considering numerous attitudes to the links between dynamic capabilities and 

ambidexterity a brief overview of these concepts is required (see Table 3). 

Table 3. Overview of links between dynamic capabilities and ambidexterity 

Authors Viewpoint 

Teece, 1997, 2007 Dynamic capabilities reflect explorative and exploitative 

activities 

Güttel, Konlechner, 2009; O’Reilly, Tushman, 2008 Dynamic capabilities enable ambidexterity 

O’Reilly, Tushman, 2008; Xie et al., 2011 Ambidexterity is a core dynamic capability that 

integrates both exploration and exploitation 

Yigit, 2013 Dynamic capabilities are one of the most fundamental 

components for achieving ambidexterity 

Güttel, Konlechner, 2009 Dynamic capabilities govern ambidexterity 

O’Reilly, Tushman, 2011 The base of dynamic capabilities is firms’ capabilities to 

be ambidextrous 

Raisch et al., 2009 Dynamic capabilities serve for creating ambidexterity; 

Dynamic capabilities aid in terms of achieving 

ambidexterity 

Tran, 2008 Dynamic capabilities connect the exploration and 

exploitation 

Tushman et al., 2004 Dynamic capabilities are organizations’ abilities to 

exploit and explore simultaneously 

Kriz et al., 2011 Ambidexterity is dynamic capability that implies the 

reconfiguration of organizations’ resources 

Source: made by authors. 

 This brief overview shows that researchers do not have clear agreement on the exact 

interplay of dynamic capabilities and ambidexterity. The main argues is about positioning of 

these two concepts: whether dynamic capabilities or ambidexterity is the core instrument for 

getting competitive advantage. In conformity with analyzed literature the authors of this paper 

propose the assumption that organizational ambidexterity is the response to the conditions settled 

by dynamic capabilities. The authors assume that organizational ambidexterity is the ability to 

effectively apply incremental innovations as well as produce radical innovations on relevant time 

in dynamic environment (see Picture 1). 
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Picture 1. Interplay between Dynamic capabilities and Ambidexterity 

 
  Source: made by authors 

 Two of ambidexterity types, structural and contextual, are met in most of ambidexterity 

literature (Birkinshaw, Gibson, 2004; Güttel, Konlechner, 2009; Lubatkin et al., 2006; O’Reilly, 

Tushman, 2007; Prange, Schlegelmilch, 2010; etc.). Güttel, Konlechner (2013) noticed that 

scholars mainly focus on structural ambidexterity while exploring the links between dynamic 

capability and ambidexterity. But the features of structural and contextual ambidexterity differ: 

structural ambidexterity is achieved through structural division of exploration and exploitation, 

while contextual ambidexterity is based on individual decisions in exploration and exploitation. 

Therefore Güttel, Konlechner (2013) suppose that different kinds of ambidexterity require 

different kinds of dynamic capabilities. The essential differences may be detected in different 

strategic activities, knowledge sharing, and learning modes. 

 Moreover Xie et al. (2011) also remind the type of capability ambidexterity which “focuses 

to the extent of ambidexterity state that a firm has reached”. Basically capability ambidexterity is 

essentially combined with dynamic capabilities as ambidexterity is considered to be a kind of 

capabilities that are already realized, e.g. simultaneous exploration and exploitation (He, Wong, 

2004; Xie et al., 2011). 

 While analyzing the concept of dynamic capabilities scholars (e.g. Jansenn et al., 2006; 

O’Reilly, Tushman, 2007; Teece, 2007; etc.) suggest measuring dynamic capabilities according 

to three categories: sensing, seizing and reconfiguring. Briefly defined sensing means 

recognition and monitoring of new opportunities; seizing is about making right strategic 

decisions while reconfiguring implies capabilities to create, coordinate and integrate (O’Reilly, 

Tushman, 2007; Teece, 2007). Researchers analyzing the relations between dynamic capabilities 

and ambidexterity concepts focus on: sensing in dynamic capabilities theory (Teece, 2007) as 

well as successful exploration in ambidexterity theory (O’Reilly, Tushman, 2007); seizing and 

knowledge sharing in dynamic capabilities theory (Teece, 2007; MacInerney-May, 2011) as well 

as focus on exploitation in ambidexterity theory (O’Reilly, Tushman, 2007);  reconfiguring and 

creation of new capabilities in dynamic capabilities theory (Teece, 2007; MacInerney-May, 

2011) and pursuance of exploration and exploitation simultaneously in ambidexterity theory 

(Yigit, 2013).   
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 The authors of this paper aim to highlight that dynamic capabilities and ambidexterity 

cannot be compared as equal concepts. Dynamic capabilities supposed to be seen as paradigm 

embracing existing theories of entrepreneurship, innovation, knowledge management, change 

management, and, perhaps, some other disciplines. Therefore dynamic capabilities enable 

management of innovation processes and ensure developing competitive advantage, while 

ambidexterity is a particular implement or approach for achieving competitive advantage. 

Particular set of dynamic capabilities enable to reconfiguring, learning and sharing (O’Reilly, 

Tushman, 2007), while being ambidextrous contributes to fostering exploitation without 

restricting exploration. Basically this means that ambidexterity disclose the inequality of 

innovations that leads to competitiveness.  

   

Conclusions and further research 

 Radical (explorative) innovations tend to challenge whole business processes in the 

organization because of high risk, great investments and considerable changes. In many cases 

organizations (especially SME’s) try to avoid high risk and uncertainty and choose to implement 

incremental changes instead. Modern scientific literature reveals that todays’ business 

environment leads under the necessity of combining these disparate innovation types, but an 

excellent balance is essential. Enterprises must manage to exploit existing products and 

competencies, and at the same time successfully explore new products, technologies, strategies.  

 Moreover the ability to implement exploratory and exploitative innovation at the same time 

helps to manage environments’ and markets’ challenges. These challenges for innovation 

management grow all the time. High-speed globalization leads to industries’ assimilation, 

shortening product life cycles, rising importance of knowledge, networks, business models 

innovations, etc. Firms’ dynamic capabilities can be considered as key factors that help to 

manage these processes and remain competitive.  

 The analysis of the research literature reveals that both concepts – dynamic capabilities and 

ambidexterity – are related and have positive impact on firms’ competitiveness. Though 

researchers argue about the interdependence of these two concepts, the analysis of literature in 

this paper reveals, that organizational ambidexterity enable the pursuance of dynamic 

capabilities. The authors propose that organizational ambidexterity is the response to the 

dynamic capabilities to the conditions settled by dynamic capabilities in volatile environment. 

The authors assume that organizational ambidexterity is the ability to effectively apply 

incremental innovations and simultaneously produce radical innovations on favourable time. 

 Further research is required to analyse in depth the differences of dynamic capabilities in 

ambidextrous and non-ambidextrous organizations. Current review of the literature supports the 

inclusion of ambidexterity in the dynamic capabilities paradigm perspective. According to the 

newly proposed perspective, further investigations are required to elaborate ambidexterity 

theory, focusing on three main categories (i.e. environment scanning, opportunity seeking, and 

the exploitation of opportunities) as key factors in adjusting organizational performance to the 

requirements of a volatile environment and dynamic changes. The interdependence of 

ambidexterity and dynamic capabilities is also required to be tested empirically. 
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