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ABSTRACT 
 

Organizational ambidexterity—defined as an organization’s capacity to simultaneously explore new 
opportunities while exploiting existing competencies—has emerged as a pivotal construct in strategic 
management, innovation, and organizational theory. Initially conceptualized through the lens of March's 
(1991) seminal work on exploration and exploitation, the domain has significantly expanded, 
encompassing various theoretical, methodological, and practical dimensions. This review critically traces 
the evolution of organizational ambidexterity from its conceptual inception to its contemporary empirical 
applications. The paper synthesizes core theoretical frameworks such as structural, contextual, and 
sequential ambidexterity (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004; Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004) and highlights the 
antecedents, measurement models, moderating mechanisms, and performance implications. Despite an 
expanding body of literature, notable gaps persist in terms of empirical measurement consistency, 
sectoral applications, and understanding of multilevel dynamics. The paper concludes with a research 
agenda advocating for interdisciplinary integration, longitudinal studies, and contextual tailoring, 
especially in emerging economies and public sector contexts. 
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Introduction 

 The notion of balancing opposing organizational forces has been long acknowledged in 
management theory. Yet, the specific conceptualization of “organizational ambidexterity” as the 
simultaneous pursuit of exploration (innovation, experimentation, and risk-taking) and exploitation 
(efficiency, refinement, and execution) gained prominence following March’s (1991) influential distinction. 
In today’s volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) environments, the ability to harness both 
dimensions has become a critical determinant of organizational sustainability and competitive advantage 
(Tushman & O'Reilly, 1996; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). 

 Organizational ambidexterity is now extensively studied across varied fields—strategic 
management, innovation studies, organizational behavior, entrepreneurship, and operations. The 
research spans diverse levels of analysis including individual (e.g., manager ambidexterity), team-level 
capabilities, business units, and corporate strategies (Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013; Mom et al., 2009). 
Despite this theoretical maturity, the construct continues to pose empirical and conceptual challenges. 
This paper endeavors to systematically review the scholarly evolution of the ambidexterity construct, 
critically analyze its models and determinants, evaluate how it has been measured, and identify gaps in 
the literature. 

Origin and Historical Development 

 The origin of the ambidexterity construct lies in the dualities discussed in organizational 
design—centralization versus decentralization, mechanistic versus organic structures (Duncan, 1976). 
However, March's (1991) bifurcation of exploration and exploitation established the cognitive and 
behavioral roots of organizational learning tensions. Exploration involves activities associated with 
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search, discovery, innovation, and risk-taking, whereas exploitation involves refinement, execution, and 
efficiency (March, 1991). This foundational tension provided the conceptual bedrock for what would later 
become formalized as ambidexterity. 

 Early studies focused on structural solutions. Duncan (1976) proposed dual structures to 
accommodate innovation and routine processes. Tushman and O'Reilly (1996) developed the idea of 
“organizational design for ambidexterity,” advocating for differentiated units for exploration and 
exploitation aligned by senior leadership. This was extended by Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) who 
proposed “contextual ambidexterity,” wherein the organizational context supports individuals in balancing 
dual demands without structural separation. 

Evolution and Development of the Research Domain 

 The domain of organizational ambidexterity evolved through successive waves of theoretical 
expansion and empirical validation. Initially grounded in organization theory and behavioral economics 
(March, 1991), it progressively permeated strategic management (Tushman & O'Reilly, 1996), innovation 
studies (Jansen et al., 2006), and operations management (Adler et al., 1999). The theoretical evolution 
can be categorized into three waves: 

• Structural Ambidexterity: Structural ambidexterity entails the creation of separate units for 
exploration and exploitation (Tushman & O'Reilly, 1996). Exploration units are typically more 
organic and adaptive, while exploitation units focus on operational efficiency and 
standardization. The coordination between these units is usually maintained at the senior 
management level. 

• Contextual Ambidexterity: Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) introduced contextual ambidexterity, 
arguing that individual employees can autonomously balance exploration and exploitation when 
supported by the right organizational context. They developed a measurement framework based 
on performance management and social context dimensions, emphasizing alignment and 
adaptability. 

• Temporal and Dynamic Ambidexterity: Subsequent studies introduced temporal and dynamic 
models where firms alternate between exploration and exploitation over time (Gupta et al., 
2006). This approach underscores the role of strategic agility and dynamic capabilities (O’Reilly 
& Tushman, 2008). 

Measurement of Organizational Ambidexterity 

 Despite its theoretical richness, measurement of ambidexterity remains complex and 
inconsistent across studies. The most widely used quantitative approach involves computing the product 
of exploration and exploitation scores to measure ambidexterity (He & Wong, 2004). The logic here is 
that a high score on both dimensions reflects high ambidexterity. Gibson and Birkinshaw’s (2004) 
contextual ambidexterity index measures alignment and adaptability through perceptual surveys, often 
using Likert scales. This model has been widely validated in multiple organizational settings (Birkinshaw 
& Gupta, 2013).Other researchers employ case studies and longitudinal ethnographies to observe 
dynamic shifts in ambidexterity over time (Adler et al., 1999; Raisch et al., 2009). These offer depth but 
lack generalizability. 

Theoretical Models of Ambidexterity 

 Several theories underpin the concept of ambidexterity, reflecting diverse ontological and 
epistemological assumptions. At its core, ambidexterity is rooted in organizational learning theory, 
particularly March’s (1991) exploration–exploitation framework. Dynamic capabilities facilitate 
reconfiguration of resources to balance dual demands (Teece et al., 1997). Ambidexterity is often 
portrayed as a meta-capability enabling firms to sense, seize, and transform in turbulent environments 
(O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008).Contingency theory suggests that ambidexterity outcomes depend on 
environmental, structural, and leadership contingencies (Donaldson, 2001; Jansen et al., 2009).Paradox 
theory conceptualizes ambidexterity as the management of inherent tensions and contradictions (Smith & 
Lewis, 2011), encouraging both/and rather than either/or thinking. 

Antecedents of Ambidexterity 

 The literature has identified multiple antecedents and enabling conditions for achieving 
ambidexterity. One of them is Leadership and Top Management Teams. Transformational leadership 
(Jansen et al., 2008) and behavioral integration within top management teams are key drivers of 
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ambidexterity (Carmeli & Halevi, 2009). Another antecedent is Organizational Structure and Design. 
Formal structures that support differentiation and integration simultaneously promote ambidexterity 
(O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004).Research findings have identified Culture and Social Capital as factors 
affecting Ambidexterity.  An adaptive culture fostering openness, trust, and learning orientation is 
positively associated with ambidexterity (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Wei et al., 2014).Finally, 
Environmental Dynamism was also identified as one of the significant antecedents. Accordingly, firms 
operating in high-velocity environments are more likely to adopt ambidextrous strategies (Jansen et al., 
2006). 

Mediating and Moderating Variables 

 Several studies have examined how various factors mediate or moderate the relationship 
between ambidexterity and organizational outcomes. Environmental turbulence (Jansen et al., 2006), firm 
size (Uotila et al., 2009), absorptive capacity (Zahra & George, 2002)have been identified as some of the 
significant moderators. Innovation capabilities (Lubatkin et al., 2006), knowledge integration (Taylor 
&Helfat, 2009), dynamic capabilities (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008) have been found mediating the 
relationship between ambidexterity and organizational outcomes. 

Implications of Ambidexterity 

 Ambidextrous organizations exhibit superior innovation outcomes by leveraging both radical and 
incremental innovation strategies (Benner & Tushman, 2003; He & Wong, 2004).Empirical studies show 
a positive link between ambidexterity and firm profitability, growth, and shareholder value (Venkatraman 
et al., 2007; Uotila et al., 2009).Ambidexterity enhances organizational agility, enabling firms to rapidly 
respond to external shocks while maintaining operational continuity (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). 

Major Contributors and Milestones 

Contributor(s) Key Contribution Year 

March, J.G. Exploration vs. Exploitation 1991 

Tushman & O’Reilly Structural Ambidexterity 1996 

Gibson & Birkinshaw Contextual Ambidexterity 2004 

He & Wong Empirical Measurement of Ambidexterity 2004 

Raisch & Birkinshaw Integration of Theoretical Perspectives 2008 

O’Reilly & Tushman Ambidexterity as Dynamic Capability 2008 

Smith & Lewis Paradox Theory Perspective 2011 
 

Research Gaps and Future Research Agenda 

 Despite the substantial contributions, gaps remain. One of the major gap is the measurement. 
There is no standardization in metrics of measurement across studies. Integration of individual, team, 
and firm-level ambidexterity is inadequate. There exists Sectoral Bias due to over-reliance on high-tech 
and Western firms, with insufficient focus on SMEs, public sector, or non-profits. Ambidexterity’s 
relevance in emerging economies is underexplored leading to poor tailoring to the context. There exist 
inadequate studies of longitudinal and processual nature. Digital Ambidexterity is another are which is 
under explored. Exploration of digital innovation–efficiency trade-offs in Industry 4.0 contexts is emerging 
but nascent 

Conclusion 

 Organizational ambidexterity has emerged as a robust theoretical and practical construct, 
shaping how firms manage innovation, learning, and performance in turbulent environments. From its 
intellectual roots in organizational learning theory to its present-day embodiment in dynamic capabilities 
and paradox theory, ambidexterity has captured scholarly and managerial attention alike. The evolution 
of structural, contextual, and temporal ambidexterity models has broadened the lens through which 
ambidexterity is conceptualized and operationalized. Yet, this diversity also introduces measurement 
inconsistencies and gaps in generalizability. Empirical studies, though rich, are concentrated in specific 
sectors and geographies, limiting cross-contextual understanding. Future research must focus on 
multilevel models, digital ambidexterity, cross-sector applications, and longitudinal designs to fully 
appreciate the dynamic interplay between exploration and exploitation. 
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