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Building an Ambidextrous Organization:  
Optimizing Value Creation While 
Looking For New Value Creation 

Opportunities  
 
In increasingly turbulent environments 
where markets can be disrupted within 
months, organizations need to become 
increasingly agile as they work to create 
value while simultaneously looking for 
new opportunities for value creation.  
 
Known as organizational ambidexterity 
(March 1991) – the ability for 
organizations, and the individuals 
working within these organizations, to 
optimize the value of their current work 
while simultaneously looking for new 
opportunities for value creation – it is an 

ever increasingly important capability for 
organizations.  
 
Recent research has shown that these 
organizational capabilities can be 
enhanced through a number of design 
interventions.  
 
At an individual level, research 
published in Organization Science by 
Rogan and Mors (2014) has shown how 
the potential for individual managers to 
effectively undertake ambidextrous 
activity is improved through the 
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devolution of decision-making to front-
line managers. This devolution enables 
managers to act quickly on opportunities 
that present themselves – while 
minimizing the bureaucratic lag-time that 
can inhibit opportunities for innovation in 
even smaller organizations – while also 
reducing pressures on optimizing 
current work.  
 
The same research has also shown how 
success in ambidexterity can also be 
optimized through the use of informal 
internal and external ties. The 
mechanism behind the operation of this 
function appears – in the case of internal 
ties – to be due to the improved cross-
fertilization of ideas that occurs through 
the existence of informal ties within an 
organization. At an external level, the 
success of this function is due to these 
ties’ ability to surface new opportunities. 
This combination of surfacing of new 
opportunities and working with 
colleagues to rapidly iterate these ideas 
– as well as new ways to optimize 
current work – appears to increase an 
organization’s overall ambidexterity. 
These positive attributes are therefore 
linked to relationship building inside and 
outside the organization and the 
increased efficiency of sense-making 
that occurs as a result of these 
connections.  
 
Looking at the development of 
organizational ambidexterity within an 
organizational setting, research by 
Zimmermann, Raisch, and Birkinshaw 
(2015) has shown how top-down 
direction combined with organic bottom-
up development provides an overall 
environment that helps enable the 

initiation of ambidextrous capabilities 
within an organization. This later 
research can also be seen to build on 
the realization that relationship building 
and sense-making by employees at all 
levels of the organization are important 
in creating a culture of ambidexterity.  
 
Top-down direction is important in 
providing leadership and clear signaling 
that ambidexterity is a desired capability 
within the organization. Bottom-up 
creation though helps ensure that the 
ambidexterity that is developed within 
the organization is well-suited to the 
particularities of the specific 
organization in which people are 
operating. The key to this process is 
ensuring that higher-level managers are 
able to step out of command and control 
types of behavior and devolve increased 
decision making authority to lower-level 
managers. Doing this enables lower-
level managers to be proactive in their 
pursuit of new opportunities for both 
optimizing current work and in looking 
for new ways of creating value for the 
organization.  
 
Research in Action  
 
There are a number of immediate 
takeaways from this research which can 
be usefully put into practice to help 
increase an organization’s overall 
ambidexterity. These include:  
 

• Devolve as much power over 
decision-making and resource 
allocation as possible to frontline 
managers  
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• Create space for the initiation of 
informal linkages across the 
organization  

 
• Create time and space for 

employees to engage regularly 
with their external networks  

 
These three steps combined will help 
create environment where individual’s 
within the organization – and hence the 
organization itself – to optimize the 
value of their current work while 
simultaneously looking for new 
opportunities for value creation.  
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