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1 Introduction

In the business world, organizations face an apparent dilemma. On the one hand,
they have to cut costs and push efficiency to stay competitive, applying “exploitative
behavior” strategies. On the other hand, organizations also have to meet trends and
be innovative so that they do not fall behind their competitors in the future, applying
“explorative behavior” strategies (Zacher et al., 2016). These are rather opposing
behavior strategies, which are difficult to combine and yet it is vital to balance them
to secure the organization’s future. Notably, the balancing act between exploring and
exploiting has always been a challenge; however, due to a more global business
world, which comes along with increasing environmental uncertainties and more
technical advancements, it has become even more important for organizations in
recent years (Birkinshaw et al., 2016).

This paper is a work in progress as part of a bilateral research project between
Slovenia and Austria,! which focuses on the balancing act of explorative and
exploitative behavior to enhance the innovation, and thus secure the future, of
organizations. Its goal is twofold. First, the study examines the question of to what
extent organizational structure, leadership style and employee personality affect the
balance between exploration and exploitation in an organization. As organizational
structure represents the macro level in organizations while leadership style
represents the meso and personality the micro level, this paper will also contribute
to the questions regarding which level — macro, meso or micro — most strongly
affects the exploration—exploitation balance. Second, the study aims to reveal
combinations of organizational structure, leadership style and employee personality
that make it particularly easy to balance exploration and exploitation behavior.
Overall, the insights of this study will be valuable for processes regarding
organizational learning and development as well as personnel selection. This paper
focuses on building a theoretical background and proposing a research design for

the project.

! Research results are part of research activities of the bilateral Project BI-AT/23-24-033, co-financed by the
Slovenian Research Agency (ARRS) and Austria's Agency for Education and Internationalization (OeAD) under
the Programme for Scientific & Technological Cooperation (WTZ).
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2 Theoretical Background

The maintenance and growth of organizations partly depend on the employees’
ability to balance the duality between exploration and exploitation activities (Pertusa-
Ortega et al., 2021).

The ability to explore new avenues while at the same time exploiting existing ones is
termed “ambidexterity.” It represents “the capability of individuals to perform
contradictory activities and switch between different mindsets and action sets”
(Bledow et al., 2009, 322). Organizations that foster employee ambidexterity remain
more adaptive to external and internal changes, appear more flexible in times of
crisis and are particularly successful when representing the nonmanufacturing
industry (Junni et al., 2013; Luu et al., 2019).

Organizational design, also referred to as organizational structure/architecture, is
defined as a configuration of relationships with respect to the allocation of tasks,
responsibilities and authority (Jones, 2004). It shapes the actions of employees,
thereby directing their activities (Davis et al., 2009). Organizations can be more or
less structured — meaning that they show high or low formalization, standardization,
centralization and steep hierarchy (Burns & Stalker, 1966; Davis et al., 2009).
Research offers a number of ideas on how to implement ambidexterity on an
organizational level, e.g., by implementing structural, sequential or contextual
solutions (e.g., O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008).
However, little is known about how organizational structure impacts employee
ambidexterity (Pertusa-Ortega et al., 2021).

Transformational leadership is part of Bass and Avolio’s (1994) full-range model of
leadership and comprises idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual
stimulation and individualized consideration. Research shows that transformational
leadership relates to individual, group and organizational performance (Hoch et al.,
2018; Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Waldman et al., 2001). Even though the organizational
effects of transformational leadership are well researched, up to now no insights
exist on whether transformational leadership impacts employee ambidexterity.
Based on the circumstance that employees led by transformational leaders feel more
inspired, intellectually stimulated and encouraged to go new ways, it is expected that

transformational leadership positively relates to employee exploration behavior.
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However, when it comes to the question of whether transformational leadership also

relates to employee exploitation behavior, expectations are less clear.

Personality traits are important drivers of organizational success on the micro level
(Barrick et al., 2001). Personality traits are a central reason for why different
individuals act differently in the very same situations. They can be divided into
cognitive traits and socio-emotional traits (Kanape & Bergner, 2015). General
mental ability (GMA) as a cognitive trait denotes a very general mental capability
that involves, for example, the ability to reason, plan, solve problems, think
abstractly, comprehend complex ideas, learn quickly and learn from expetience
(Kanape & Bergner, 2015). Research on the importance of GMA on employee
ambidexterity is nearly nonexistent, with the exception of Good and Michel’s (2013)
simulation study, which revealed that individuals with higher cognitive abilities more

easily balance explorative and exploitative behavior.

With respect to socio-emotional traits, most attention has been directed at the Big
Five model of personality, which comprises the five traits Openness,
Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Emotional Stability (Costa &
McCrae, 1992). Research on the link between the Big Five and ambidexterity is scant.
First results reported by Keller and Weibler (2014) demonstrate that more open
individuals engage more strongly in exploration tasks. In contrast, more
conscientious employees are significantly more engaged in exploitation tasks than
their less conscientious colleagues. It is expected that GMA and openness enhance
an employee’s exploration behavior while conscientiousness enhances exploitative
behavior. With regard to the remaining traits (extraversion, agreeableness, emotional
stability) no specific expectations can be derived from research. From the above

reasoning we propose the following in a rather explorative manner:

Proposition: Specific combinations of organizational structure, transformational
leadership and personality traits are positively related to employees’ ambidextrous

behavior.
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3 Methodology

To address the project’s aims an experiment is planned with the three factors 1)
organizational design, 2) leadership style and 3) employee personality. As all factors
will have two levels, a 2 (high/low structure) x 2 (high/low transformational) x 2
(high/low personality score) between-subjects design is planned. The dependent
variables will be the employees’ exploitation and exploration behavior. The sample
will consist of Master students with a business background from the University of
Graz and Ljubljana. Including students from both countries will increase the
sample’s diversity and will thus result in it being more representative. To estimate
the sample size a power analysis was performed, where the alpha level (x=0.05), the
power (80%) and the expected effect sizes were taken into account. Based on
research conducted by Al-Atwi et al. (2021), we expect a medium-sized interaction
between organizational structure and ambidexterity. We also expect a medium-sized
interaction between transformational leadership and ambidexterity, based on
Weibler and Keller’s (2014) research, and a medium-sized interaction between most
personality traits of interest and ambidexterity (e.g., extraversion; Good & Michel,
2013). The power analysis revealed a required sample size of N = 158. We aim to
collect data of 200 patticipants to obtain equal sample sizes per condition and thus
comply with recent recommendations (Lonati et al., 2018).

Once the experiment is set up, pretested and preregistered, students will be recruited
through classes and will be able to sign up for the experiment with a given time slot.
As is common in organizational research, the experimental vignette methodology
will be used (Finch, 1987). According to suggestions on vignette studies provided by
Aguinis and Bradley (2014), we will develop vignettes for so-called “paper people”
studies. This means that study participants will be presented with a short and
pretested, carefully constructed description (=vignette) of an organization and leader
they need to imagine they work for. The description of the organization and leader
will be systematically varied. After that, participants will be asked to complete an
exploration/exploitation task, which allows their level of ambidexterity to be
measured (e.g., What might be the most acceptable way to deal with a product that
needs a makeover?). The study participants’ GMA and Big Five personality traits will
be measured via respective questionnaires (e.g. the Wonderlic Personnel Test, NEO-
PI-R).



7™ FEB INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE: STRENGTHENING RESILIENCE

674
BY SUSTAINABLE ECONOMY AND BUSINESS — TOWARDS THE SDGS

4 Expected Outcome, Discussion and Conclusion

This research will contribute to research and practice on ambidexterity. First, the
study will reveal in what way organizational structure/design affects employee
ambidexterity. Based on research outlined above (Sitar & Skerlavaj, 2018), we expect
that tightly structured organizations enhance exploitative behavior while loosely
structured ones enhance exploration behavior. Second, we will be the first to test the
relationship between transformational leadership and employee ambidexterity. We
assume transformational leadership increases employee exploration because
transformational leaders foster new ways of work and innovation — which are
prerequisites of exploration. Third, this study will be the very first to study the link
between employee cognitive ability and ambidexterity and it will also be among the
first attempts to see how ambidexterity is related to the Big Five traits of employees.
Fourth, this study is set up to reveal how organizational structure, leadership and
personality interact in terms of employee ambidexterity. As research is scant to
nonexistent regarding these questions our project will enrich the literature with

unique insights on how to foster ambidexterity.

Regarding practice, two main implications are expected. First, the study will provide
us with insights on how to foster individual ambidexterity. This insight can be used
in human resource management or organizational learning to set up organizations
where employees find the best circumstances to be both explorative and exploitative.
Second, learnings from the study findings will inspire managers and leaders on how
to change policies to help employees increase ambidextrous behavior. Doing so

would be advantageous for contemporary organizations facing disruptions.
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