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1. Shared vision, leadership and the will to 
innovate
• Definition of Vision: “An aspirational description of what an 

organization would like to achieve or accomplish in the mid-
term or long-term future”

• So, the Vision refers to the future, not to the present (Mission) 
or to the past (History)

• It bounds managers’ autonomy and directs their strategic 
decisions toward specific common directions (a crucial element 
in big groups)

• For this reason, it is also considered a “soft” coordination 
mechanism 
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• ... should be timeless.
• ... should motivate people.
• ... should be brief so people can remember it.

"Meeting our clients’ expectations" is not a vision.

1a - A good vision statement ...
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Let’s find the best 3 vision statements
• BBC: “To be the most creative organization in the world”
• Disney: “To make people happy.”
• Google: “To provide access to the world’s information in one click”
• IKEA: “To create a better everyday life for the many people”
• LinkedIn: "Create economic opportunity for every member of the global 

workforce”
• Microsoft: “To help people throughout the world realize their full potential”
• Nike: “To bring inspiration and innovation to every athlete in the world”
• Oxfam: “A just world without poverty”
• Shopify: “To make commerce better for everyone”
• Sony: "To be a company that inspires and fulfills your curiosity.”
• TED: “Spread ideas”
• Tesla: “To accelerate the world’s transition to sustainable energy”
• Uber: “We ignite opportunity by setting the world in motion”
• Whole Foods: “To nourish people and the planet.”



Vision, just an internal function? For some 
companies no. But only for some 

• Invented for Life. Enhance the 
quality of life with solutions that 
are both innovative and beneficial.

• Saving people money to help them 
live better
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1b. Leadership style

In the last decades, many scholars have been trying to define 
what are the distinctive characteristics of a good leader and how 
good leadership is connected to innovation performance 
outcomes (see: Clark, Clark and Campbell, 1992. Impact of 
leadership. The Center of Creative Leadership, Greensboro, NC).

Tidd and Bessant (2021) have summarized part of this literature 
and identified the following traits that characterize a good leader

The are the following (see next slide)



• be bright, alert and intelligent
• S/he has intuition, analytical capabilities, s/he is able to see/create connections between 

apparently distant concepts, s/he is able to find creative solutions to routine problems.

• seek responsibility and take charge
• S/he does not flinch in the face of responsibilities and does not pass the buck.  S/he does not 

ignore emerging problems but faces them immediately. S/he regularly monitors the progresses 
of the activities/projects s/he is responsible for.  S/he regularly checks that all the 
activities/projects proceed as scheduled.

• be skillful in her/his task domain
• S/he is able to leverage on her/his experience in the workplace, s/he periodically updates 

her/his skills, s/he is open and curious. 

• be administratively and socially competent
• S/he is able to persuade people without recurring to the authoritative power of her/his 

position, s/he able to reconcile people.

• be energetic, active and resilient
• S/he is able to work under stressful conditions for 

a long period of time. S/he respect deadlines. 
S/he can energize people.

• be a good communicator
• S/he has charisma. S/he has oratorical skills. S/he knows how to convince skeptics. 

9

A Good Leader is expected to…



Adam Mike Julia
bright, alert and intelligent 6 10 7
seek responsibility and take charge 4 9 8
skillful in his/her task domain 9 9 7
administratively and socially competent 9 4 6
energetic, active and resilient 5 6 7
good communicator 9 4 7
TOTAL 42 42 42

Three good leaders?

0
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4
5
6
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10

Sveglio, attento ed
intelligente

Ricerca le
responsabilità e le

affronta con impegno

Capace nel proprio
ambito lavorativo

Competente dal
punto di vista
relazionale

Energetico, attivo e
resiliente alla fatica

Buon comunicatore /
motivatore

Tizio

Caio
Sempronio

Adam
Mike
Julia



Good and Bad leadership consequences

• A good team leadership can have a significant impact on team’s 
performances

• The NEGATIVE consequences of a BAD leadership style are 
HIGHER than the POSITIVE consequences of a GOOD leadership 
style

Gain area from 
GOOD 

leadership

"Standard leadership"

Loss area from 
BAD leadership

"Standard leadership"
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Source: Amabile, Schatzel, Moneta and Kramer (2004)





1c. Perceptions and Attitudes
• “Perceptions” and “Attitudes” (and Biases as well) impact on 

human behaviors
• Behaviors then impact on performances
• Hence, there’s a mediated relationship between 

attitudes/perception (At the individual level) and performances 
(at various levels)
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Perceptions
Believes
Attitudes
Mental states

Behaviors
Strategies
Routines
Heuristics 

Outcomes
Results
Performances 

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
INDIVIDUAL/TEAM/ 
FIRM LEVEL

INDIVIDUAL/TEAM/ 
FIRM LEVEL



Managers with ‘mature 
perceptions’  believe that

Managers with ‘dynamic 
perceptions’ believe that…

the industry is stable with slow 
demand growth & incremental 

changes in technology

there is potential for change, new 
ways of operating, & new 

strategies
profitability is achieved by process 

improvement and product 
differentiation

value is created through innovation 
in positioning and business 

modelling
profitability is determined by 

industry, and is limited in mature 
industries

profitability is determined by the 
firm. 

market share is critical Mature industries offer many 
opportunities. Market share is 

reward for creating value
dominance demands extensive 

resources
effectiveness, not extent of 

resources counts



Micro-foundations of innovation
• Perceptions, mindsets, beliefs, mental states (etc.) at the 

individual level influencing innovative behaviours at the 
individual / team / firm levels  are called micro-foundations of 
innovation

• Examples of micro-foundations of innovation include the 
following (see next slide)



INNOVATIVE 
WORK 

BEHAVIOR

Idea 
championing

Knowledge 
hiding

Time 
pressure

Time 
perspectives

Time 
management

Employee 
silence

Task 
conflict

Cultural 
intelligence

Flow



Some definitions
KNOWLEDGE HIDING: intentional act of individuals concealing or withholding valuable 
information, expertise, or insights from colleagues or collaborators, to protect their own 
interests, maintain a competitive advantage, or maintain power dynamics within a group 
or organization.

EMPLOYEE SILENCE: it refers to the situation where employees intentionally choose 
not to voice their concerns, ideas, feedback, or grievances within the workplace. This 
behavior may be due to various reasons such as fear of reprisal, lack of confidence in 
the organization's responsiveness, or a belief that their input will not be valued.

TIME PERSPECTIVES: they refer to an individual's cognitive orientation and attitude 
towards time. This concept encompasses various dimensions, including:
Past Orientation: A focus on past experiences, memories, and traditions.
Present Orientation: A focus on the immediate, current moment, with an emphasis on 
pleasure, enjoyment, and instant gratification.
Future Orientation: A focus on long-term goals, planning, and anticipation of future 
consequences.



Some definitions /2
IDEA CHAMPIONING: refers to the active and enthusiastic support, promotion, and 
advocacy of a new concept, project, or proposal by an individual within an 
organization. 

TIME PRESSURE: it refers to the condition in which individuals or organizations face 
constraints and urgency in completing tasks, projects, or activities within a limited 
timeframe

TASK CONFLICT: it refers to an individual's internal conflict or cognitive dissonance 
related to a specific task or decision. It involves a person experiencing conflicting 
thoughts, beliefs, or emotions regarding a particular task or goal a group / firms is 
trying to accomplish

TIME MANAGEMENT: it refers to the strategic allocation and optimization of time and 
resources by individuals or organizations to enhance their capacity for innovation (i.e., 
prioritizing tasks, setting goals, and structuring one's schedule to maximize 
productivity, creativity, etc.)



Some definitions /3
CULTURAL INTELLIGENCE: it refers to an individual ability to effectively 
understand, adapt to, and leverage diverse cultural perspectives and practices in 
the pursuit of innovation

FLOW: it is a psychological state in which individuals become fully immersed and 
intensely focused on a particular task or activity, often characterized by a deep 
sense of enjoyment, creativity, and heightened productivity. 

INNOVATIVE WORK BEHAVIOR: it refers to the actions and behaviors of 
employees within an organization that involve the generation, development, and 
implementation of novel ideas, processes, products, or services aimed at improving 
or advancing the organization's operations, products, or services. In the context of 
the micro foundation of innovation literature, it is the individual-level contribution to 
the innovation process, including activities such as idea generation, problem-
solving, and the proactive pursuit of creative solutions within the workplace.



Micro-foundations of innovation
Employee silence, perceived time pressure,

flow and innovative work behaviour
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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to extend current discussion on the drivers of innovative work
behaviour (IWB) of individuals by connecting theories of flow (personal factor), employee silence (relational)
and time pressure (contextual).
Design/methodology/approach – Data have been collected from employees of five companies based in
Italy (n¼ 608).
Findings – Silence is negatively related to IWB, whereas flow has the opposite association. Perceived time
pressure moderates the relationship between employee silence and IWB. Furthermore, the findings indicate
that the highest levels of IWB will take place when the flow level is high, individuals are absorbed in and
enjoy their work, and the level of employee silence is low, enabling them to exchange ideas and obtain
the necessary support and resources. At the same time, low levels of time pressure provide them with
sufficient time for innovative processes to take place, ideas to be shared, and individuals to become
engrossed in their innovations.
Research limitations/implications – Cross-sectional single-source data set.
Practical implications – Establishing a work context favourable for stimulating each employee’s active
contribution towards IWB based on a complex interaction among flow, silence and time pressure.
Originality/value – Building on the theories of flow and the relational model of employee silence and
combining their logic, the research not only delves into the two specific paths to IWB but also examines their
multiple effects. Furthermore, the authors pin both factors (silence and flow) under the contextual influence of
perceived time pressure, investigating how they simultaneously relate to IWB.
Keywords Flow, Innovative work behaviour, Employee silence, Micro-foundations, Perceived time pressure
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Creativity and innovative work behaviour (IWB) have gained the attention of researchers
and practitioners for decades. The concept of an IWB originates from individuals’ creative
behaviour that helps generate, modify, communicate and implement novel ideas. Innovative
initiatives tend to rely on individual-level employee characteristics and behaviour at work
(Chen and Huang, 2009; Hirst et al., 2009). The interactionist perspective of individual-level
creativity and innovation assumes the interplay of contextual and personal factors with
IWB to promote or hinder creativity at work (Ford, 1996; Janssen, 2005; Oldham and
Cummings, 1996; Woodman et al., 1993). Pushed by sudden and deep changes in their
competitive landscapes, organisations are trying to explore how to stimulate individual
creativity and IWB in an attempt to remain competitive over time (Hirst et al., 2009;
Oldham, 2003). Particularly, there has been a remarkable concentration of social
science researchers aiming to find out the determinants that influence employee IWB
(Ma Prieto and Pilar Pérez-Santana, 2014; Scott and Bruce, 1994; Woodman et al., 1993).
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spontaneous contributions to innovation. Based on this perspective, we propose that
although the flow at work significantly enhances creativity, time pressure will relate to
it negatively. The research hypothesis follows:

H3b. Perceived time pressure at work moderates the relationship between flow and IWB.
When perceived time pressure is high, the relationship between flow and IWB is
less positive than when perceived time pressure is low.

Figure 1 demonstrates the theoretical framework comprising the hypotheses of this study.
The final contribution that this study attempts to offer is a three-way interaction.
The endeavour leads to incorporating the personal ( flow) and relational (employee silence)
theories and the ever-present contextual (time pressure) factor in a model for predicting
IWB. As already discussed, work-related flow strengthens IWB, employee silence posits a
negative relationship and time pressure exhibits mixed effects. This means a situation in
which employees are fully motivated, enjoy their work (high level of flow) and communicate
with one another (low level of employee silence) for solutions to a problem, which will be
completed in sufficient time (perceived low time pressure). The highest levels of IWB will,
thus, take place when flow is high and individuals are absorbed in and enjoy their work,
making this an optimal experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991), and when employee silence is
minimal so that according to the relational model of silence (Donaghey et al., 2011;
Milliken et al., 2003; Van Dyne et al., 2003), employees are able to exchange ideas and obtain
the needed support and resources. At the same time, low levels of perceived time pressure
should provide them with the sufficient time needed to engage in innovative processes
(Baer and Oldham, 2006; Roskes et al., 2013), obtain the support required for implementation
(Škerlavaj et al., 2014), exchange ideas (Paulus and Yang, 2000) and become engrossed in
their innovations. Based on this theorem, we assume that the three-way interaction among a
high level of flow, a low level of employee silence and a low level of time pressure would
yield the highest level of IWB. The research hypothesis follows:

H4. A three-way interaction exists among perceived time pressure, flow and employee
silence in predicting IWB. The highest level of IWB is a result of a high level of flow,
a low level of time pressure and a low level of employee silence.

3. Methodology
3.1 Research setting, participants and procedures
Empirical data were collected from 719 employees in five Italian medium-to-large
organisations from September 2014 to April 2015. We used a convenience non-probability

H1

H3a

Control variables:
Gender

Age
Education

Employment

Employee silence Flow at work

Perceived time
pressure

Innovative 
work 

behaviour H2

H3b

Figure 1.
Theoretical framework

demonstrating all
hypotheses
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and empirical research, we presented findings that support employees’ IWB. The results
indicated that flow positively contributes to employees’ IWB, whereas employee silence
stifles it. The interaction effects show not only that time pressure moderates the relationship
between employee silence and IWB, making it less negative, but also that the highest levels
of IWB are attained when both employee silence and time pressure levels are low. No such
interaction is found for the multiple effect of flow and time pressure. However, a three-way
interaction exists among flow, employee silence and time pressure in predicting IWB, such
that the highest levels of this desirable behaviour are established when the flow level is high,
and both employee silence and time pressure levels are low. These results provided support
for four out of five proposed hypotheses. We present an overview of the status of all
hypotheses tested in this study in Table IV.

The findings, albeit not surprising, complement those of extant literature. Existing
research on employee silence has examined voice, that is, speaking up about (potentially
creative) ideas (Van Dyne et al., 2003), job satisfaction, well-being and turnover intentions
(Knoll and van Dick, 2013) and organisational commitment (Vakola and Bouradas, 2005) as
outcomes of silence. Similarly, flow has mostly been examined as a predictor of creativity,
without accounting for the extension into idea implementation and other stages of IWB
(De Jong and Den Hartog, 2010). Following recent developments in the literature on
the micro-foundations of innovation (Baer, 2012; Škerlavaj et al., 2014), we focus on the
construct of IWB as our dependent variable, thereby presenting a more comprehensive
account of this important phenomenon at work.

3
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(1) High Time
Pressure, High Flow

(2) High Time
Pressure, Low Flow

(3) Low Time
Pressure, High Flow

(4) Low Time
Pressure, Low FlowFigure 3.

Plot of three-way
interaction among
employee silence,
flow and perceived
time pressure in
predicting innovative
work behaviour

Hypothesis Status

H1. Employee silence is negatively related to IWB Supported
H2. Flow is positively related to IWB Supported
H3a. Perceived time pressure at work moderates the relationship between employee silence

and IWB
Supported

H3b. Perceived time pressure at work moderates the relationship between flow and IWB Unsupported
H4. A three-way interaction exists among perceived time pressure, flow and employee

silence in predicting IWB
Supported

Table IV.
Overview of the status
of hypotheses
according to our
empirical study
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facilitates employees’ IWB in a positive way. Perceived time pressure at this stage is found
to be unrelated to IWB ( β¼−0.034, pW0.10). The data show that time pressure
(b¼−0.021, t(600)¼−0.920, p¼ 0.358) does not directly affect IWB.

At Step 3 (Model 3: F(9, 598)¼ 19.715, po0.000, R2¼ 0.229), we entered the first
interaction between employee silence and perceived time pressure (ES× PTP), as well as
the second interaction between flow and perceived time pressure (FL× PTP). The first
interaction term of employee silence and perceived time pressure (ES× PTP, β¼ 0.083,
po0.05) is found to be significant (b¼ 0.054, t(598)¼ 2.290, p¼ 0.022), supporting H3a.
This shows that perceived time pressure at work moderates the relationship between
employee silence and IWB. The interaction was plotted in a combination of highs and lows
of the interaction variables in predicting IWB. Figure 2 shows that employee silence
negatively affects IWB, but when there is a high level of perceived time pressure at work,
the relationship between employee silence and IWB is less negative than when perceived
time pressure is low. It can be claimed that perceived time pressure contributes to
reducing the negative effects of employee silence. However, it cannot eradicate the
problem. Thus, additional managerial and organisational actions are required, at least in
the medium to long term.

The second interaction term of flow and perceived time pressure (FL×PTP, β¼ 0.013,
pW0.10) is found to be insignificant (b¼ 0.009, t(598)¼ 0.366, p¼ 0.715), rejecting H3b.
This suggests that perceived time pressure at work does not moderate the relationship
between flow and IWB. The results demonstrate that a high level of flow generates a high
level of IWB, and time pressure does not have any influence on this relationship.

At Step 4 (Model 4: F(11, 596)¼ 17.350, po0.005, R2¼ 0.243), we tested the three-way
interaction among employee silence, flow and perceived time pressure (ES×FL×PTP,
β¼ 0.122, po0.01), which was found to be significant (b¼ 0.069, t(596)¼ 3.168, p¼ 0.002).
The results support the H4 that personal (flow), relational (employee silence) and contextual
factors (time pressure) significantly interact in predicting IWB. Figure 3 presents this three-
way interaction, showing that a low level of employee silence, a low level of time pressure
and a higher level of flow produce the highest level of IWB.

5. Discussion
This study was designed to examine the relationship between an inhibiting relational
(employee silence) factor and a facilitating personal (flow) factor of IWB in an ever-present
and challenging contextual factor (time pressure) at work. Based on the conceptual grounds
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High Perceived Time
Pressure

Figure 2.
Plot of interaction
between employee

silence and perceived
time pressure in

predicting innovative
work behaviour
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2. APPROPRIATE STRUCTURE
• ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE = "the framework within which an 

organization arranges its lines of authority and communication, 
and allocate rights and duties"

• Is there any "one best way" for fostering innovation? 
• According to the "contingency school" there must be some fit 

between the external and the internal environment

21



SCIENTIFIC ENV.

TECHNICAL ENV.

MARKET ENV.

R&D Dep.
FLAT 

STRUCTURE
BI-DIRECTIONAL 

COMMUNICATIONS

M&S Dep.
RESULT-
DRIVEN 
ORGANIZATION  

BUDGET

PRODUCTION Dep.
HIERARCHICAL 

STRUCTURE. 
PRODUCTION PLANS

Paul Lawrence and Jay Lorsch (1967)

HIGH 
TURBOLENCE

MEDIUM 
TURBOLENCE

LOW  
TURBOLENCE

Lawrence, P., & Lorsch, J. 1967. Organization and environment. Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press.
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EXPLORATION - EXPLOITATION
• March (1991) introduced the concepts of EXPLORATION and 

EXPLOITATION capabilities
• EXPLORATION includes things captured by terms such as search, 

variation, risk taking, experimentation, flexibility, discovery, and 
innovation. 

• EXPLOITATION includes such things as refinement, choice, production, 
efficiency, selection, implementation, and execution 

(March, 1991, p. 71) 
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24
According to the contingency perspective organizations cannot be at the same time mechanistic AND organic. 

Hence also exploration and exploitation capabilities tend to be mutually exclusive

EXPLOITATION
CAPABILITIES

EXPLORATION
CAPABILITIES

Organizational Structure and Exploration/Exploitation capabilities



EXPLORATION 
capability 

25

Exploration/Exploitation capabilities and 
Innovation

EXPLOITATION

capability

RADICAL 
INNOVATION

INCREMENTAL 
INNOVATION

Exploitation is to invest resources to refine and extend its existing product 
innovation knowledge, skills and processes. Exploration is to invest resources 
to acquire entirely new knowledge, skills and processes. 

Atuahene-Gima, K. (2005) Resolving the Capability- Rigidity Paradox in New Product Innovation. Journal of 
Marketing, 69, 61–83. 



Capabilities, Organization and Innovation

"Mechanistic"
Organizations
Incremental
Innovation

?
Radical and 
Incremental 
Innovation

Incapable
Organizations
No Innovation

"Organic"
Organizations

Radical 
Innovation
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Exploitation

Exploration

low

low high

high



Organizational ambidexterity refers to an organization's 
ability to be efficient in the management of today's 
business (exploitation capability) and at the same time to 
be flexible/adaptable for coping with tomorrow's 
changing demand (exploration capability). 

Organizational ambidexterity types:
• CONTEXTUAL ambidexterity 
• SEQUENTIAL ambidexterity
• STRUCTURAL ambidexterity

27

Organizational Ambidexterity might help



Contextual ambidexterity: 
is the ability of an organization to organize innovation internally so 
that individuals must make choices between either the 
exploitation-oriented or the exploration-oriented activities in their 
daily work. To allow this, it is necessary for the organisation 
context to be flexible, allowing employees to divide their time 
between their exploration-oriented and their exploitation-
oriented activities.



Sequential ambidexterity: 
is the ability of an organization to shift back and forth between 
different organizational models, focusing on exploitation for a 
period and then moving into exploration mode. It’s the logic at 
the base of the design thinking approach to innovation.
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"MECHANISTIC"
INSIDE

SPIN OUT 
"ORGANIC" B.U.

COMPANY

HIERARCHICAL
STRUCTURE

FOCUS ON 
KNOWLEDGE 

EXPLOITATION

FLAT
STRUCTURE

FOCUS ON 
KNOWLEDGE 
EXPLORATION

Structural ambidexterity: 
is about creating separate organisations or structures (and 
cultures) for different types of activities - exploitation-oriented 
and exploration-oriented. 
“Some have suggested that big companies adopt a venture 
capital model, funding exploratory expeditions but otherwise 
staying out of their way.”



“We discovered that some companies have actually been quite successful at 
both exploiting the present and exploring the future, and as we looked more 
deeply at them we found that they share important characteristics. In particular, 
they separate their new, exploratory units from their traditional, 
exploitative ones, allowing for different processes, structures, and 
cultures; at the same time, they maintain tight links across units at the 
senior executive level. In other words, they manage organizational separation 
through a tightly integrated senior team. We call these kinds of companies 
“ambidextrous organizations,” and we believe they provide a practical and 
proven model for forward-looking executives seeking to pioneer radical or 
disruptive innovations while pursuing incremental gains.”



We ended up focusing on 35 attempts to launch breakthrough innovations 
undertaken by 15 business units in nine different industries. We studied the 
structure and results of the breakthrough projects as well as their impact on 
the operations and performance of the traditional businesses.
Companies tended to structure their breakthrough projects in one of four basic 
ways. Seven were carried out within existing functional designs, completely 
integrated into the regular organizational and management structure. Nine 
were set up as cross-functional teams, groups operating within the established 
organization but outside the existing management hierarchy. Four took the 
form of unsupported teams, independent units set up outside the established 
organization and management hierarchy. And 15 were pursued 
within ambidextrous organizations, where the breakthrough efforts were 
organized as structurally independent units, each having its own processes, 
structures, and cultures but integrated into the existing senior management 
hierarchy.



ON AMBIDEXTROUS ORGANIZATIONS
33

Achieving Successful 
Strategic Transformation

S P R I N G  2 0 1 2      V O L . 5 3   N O. 3

R E P R I N T  N U M B E R   5 3 3 0 8

Gerry Johnson, George S. Yip and Manuel Hensmans
Achieving Successful 
Strategic Transformation

S P R I N G  2 0 1 2      V O L . 5 3   N O. 3

R E P R I N T  N U M B E R   5 3 3 0 8

Gerry Johnson, George S. Yip and Manuel Hensmans



Companies that are able to radically change their entrenched ways of doing things and 
then reclaim leading positions in their industries are the exception rather than the 
rule. 
Even less common are companies able to anticipate a new set of requirements and 
mobilize the internal and external resources necessary to meet them. 
Instead, the commitment to the prevailing strategy usually prevents companies from 
spotting changes such as a shift in either the market or the technology, and leads to a 
financial downturn — often a crisis — that, in turn, reveals the need for change. 
Few companies make the transformation from their old model to a new one willingly. 
Typically, they begin to search for a new way forward only when they are pushed. 
This raises two important questions for corporate managers. First, is decline 
inevitable? And second, do companies really need a financial downturn to galvanize 
change? 

34



Although many executives recognize the need to exploit current capabilities while 
developing new ones, few are very effective at managing this conflicting set of 
activities. 
The companies we studied that transformed themselves had an unusual ability to 
maintain steady performance while pursuing strategic change.
They did this by creating parallel coalitions of senior executives. The first group, 
typically the more senior one, focused on reinforcing current capabilities, strengths 
and successes. The second group, usually younger but still senior, actively looked to 
develop new strategies and capabilities. 
This parallel system came to be an accepted part of how the company operated. It 
was encouraged and eventually institutionalized. In particular, the second group often 
anticipated strategic drift that would leave the company increasingly misaligned with 
a changing environment. 
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DANIELI as an example of contextual 
ambidexterity strategy 
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A B S T R A C T

Focusing on the role of efficiency and novelty design themes, this paper examines how (a) the initial business
model of a start-up, (b) the subsequent changes in the design themes and (c) the combinative effect of efficiency
and novelty (contextual ambidexterity) impact a start-up's growth performance. The study is based on a survey
involving 267 new ventures from high-tech industries. The results highlight the importance of pursuing higher
efficiency over the life cycle of a start-up, although not at the moment of its establishment. In relation to business
model ambidexterity, the findings highlight the different effect that contextual ambidexterity can have on the
growth performance of a start-up firm in different stages of its life cycle. While initial ambidexterity is found to
have a negative effect on growth performance, successive increases in the level of ambidexterity have a positive
influence on growth.

1. Introduction

High-tech start-ups are often seen as engines of economic develop-
ment and as effective vehicles for job creation (Adelino, Ma, &
Robinson, 2017; Hathaway, 2013). Yet, although a handful of such
firms do achieve incredible success, on average high-tech start-ups have
a limited impact on employment and reach only moderate rates of
growth, as confirmed by academic research (Pe'er, Vertinsky, & Keil,
2016; Song, Podoynitsyna, Van Der Bij, & Halman, 2008), and by an
increasing amount of statistical data (European Commission, 2017;
Kauffman Foundation, 2017; OECD, 2018). Such poor performance is
caused by several limitations and weaknesses intrinsic to these firms,
pertaining to entrepreneurial, strategic and organisational aspects
(Pugliese, Bortoluzzi, & Zupic, 2016) and – ultimately – to their pre-
carious business models (BMs). Indeed, it is anything but easy for a
start-up to guess the ‘right’ (meaning scalable and profitable) BM since
the very beginning (Andries & Debackere, 2007; Reymen, Berends,
Oudehand, & Stultiëns, 2016). Most of the time, such firms must dy-
namically adapt and fine-tune their BMs, through flexibility (Bock,
Opsahl, George, & Gann, 2012), experimentation (Andries, Debackere,
& Van Looy, 2013) and the use of trial-and-error heuristics
(Chesbrough, 2010; Sosna, Trevinyo-Rodríguez, & Velamuri, 2010). In
general, the theme of BM dynamics (BM evolution in this paper) is

attracting an increasing number of studies from manifold theoretical
perspectives (Foss & Saebi, 2018; Gassmann, Frankenberger, & Sauer,
2016). The literature is devoting great attention to the antecedents of
BM evolution – what triggers the changes in the BM and under what
conditions (Schneider & Spieth, 2013). Much less has been said about
the BM evolution process itself and on its implications for a firm's
performance. Actually, as discussed by Foss and Saebi (2017), not many
studies have succeeded so far in linking BM evolution with increased
competitiveness, innovativeness or other firm performance dimensions,
with the result that the relationship between BM evolution and per-
formance remains an open issue, both for managerial theory and
practice.

This study contributes to this discussion by deepening our knowl-
edge of the patterns of BM evolution in high-tech start-ups and by
studying the impact that such dynamics have on the growth perfor-
mance of the same firms. We focus on growth as a main performance
measure for high-tech start-ups due to the uncertain and unstable levels
of profitability these firms experience in the early stages. Our study is
positioned within the ‘activity system’ literature stream on BM evolu-
tion (Amit & Zott, 2001; Gassmann et al., 2016; Zott & Amit, 2007,
2008). According with Amit and Zott (2001) and Zott and Amit (2007,
2008), we look at the dominant value-creation drivers of a BM, which
they call BM design themes. In particular, in this study we focus on two
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Schneckenberg, 2014). Christensen et al. (2016: 38) write that after
their establishment, start-ups cannot just pursue innovation but must
also concentrate on reducing costs by ‘eliminating labour or by re-
designing products to eliminate components or replace them with
cheaper alternatives’. Such improvements have positive consequences
for growth performance: as transactions become faster and cheaper,
existing customers might increase their purchases, while new customers
might be motivated to start transacting with the firm. Based on the
above, we speculate that by increasing, over time, their levels of BM
novelty and efficiency, start-ups can sustain their competitiveness and
improve their performance. Thus, we advance our fourth and fifth hy-
potheses as follows:

H4. In the process of BME, increases in BM novelty have a positive
effect on growth performance.

H5. In the process of BME, increases in BM efficiency have a positive
effect on growth performance.

In general, quantitative empirical evidence of the temporal dy-
namics of BM ambidexterity and its impact on performance is scarce, if
not absent. However, the few studies focused on the firms operating in
high-tech industries suggest a positive role for ambidexterity. For ex-
ample, the longitudinal study carried out by Khanagha et al. (2014) on
a single ICT firm highlights the various benefits coming from the re-
cursive iteration between separated and integrated structures in high-
turbulence periods. The study by Tongur and Engwall (2014) applies a
similar research methodology and comes to similar conclusions. Fur-
ther, the already cited work by Hu and Chen (2016), in the context of
Chinese manufacturing firms, shows that the ‘combined dimension’ of
BM ambidexterity has a direct impact on technological innovation
performance while the ‘balanced dimension’ acts as a moderator. Fur-
ther, Ricciardi, Zardini, and Rossignoli (2016) posit ambidexterity to be
a key enabler of BME and, in turn, of the performance of established
firms. In sum, although the limited amount of studies focused on start-
ups cannot fully support the formulation of specific hypotheses on the
role of BM ambidexterity during the evolution of a start-up, in light of
the above discussion we speculate that start-ups can continue to benefit
from their capacity to combine incremental changes in both BM effi-
ciency and novelty. In other words, continuous improvements in the
initial content, structure and/or governance of transactions – i.e. the
novelty theme – and the further reduction of information asymmetry
and/or transaction complexity – i.e. the efficiency theme – can have
synergistic effects on the firm's performance. In sum, we hypothesise
that start-ups that over time are able to generate combined increases in
novelty and efficiency will outperform their competitors. We thus ad-
vance our sixth and final research hypothesis as follows:

H6. In the process of BME, increases in BM ambidexterity have positive
effects on growth performance.

Fig. 1 summarises our set of research hypotheses.

4. Research design and methodology

4.1. Data collection and sample

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a cross-sectional survey of
Italian start-ups operating in high-technology industries. A stratified
random sample of 2500 units was drawn from the population of start-
ups. The Aida database (Bureau Van Dijk) was used to randomly select
the sample. Firm size, firm age and industry were used as strata, con-
sistent with other research on new ventures' performance (Farhat &
Robb, 2018). With the goal of analysing their BME process over a suf-
ficiently extended period of time, firms six to nine years old – all in-
corporated between 2006 and 2009 – were selected for this study. The
firms' age range also allowed for an adequate level of heterogeneity in
the sample (McDougall, Covin, Robinson, & Herron, 1994). The survey
participants consisted of chief executive officers and members of the
founding teams who were presumed to possess complete knowledge
about the issues investigated in this study (Simsek, Veiga, Lubatkin, &
Dino, 2005). The questionnaire was submitted between January 2016
and March 2016. It was originally developed in English and later
translated into Italian. Back translation was employed to ensure com-
parability of the original and translated versions of the questionnaire.
Items included in the questionnaire were focused on BM changes and
the firms' growth performance. The length of the questionnaire was
designed to keep the interview under 20min so to assure a high re-
sponse rate (Hansen, 2006).

Data was collected using the computer-assisted telephone inter-
viewing (CATI) method. This method ensures a good balance of (a)
confidence in the identity of respondents, (b) control of the quality of
the answers provided and (c) acceptable return rates. To ensure data
validity, respondents' profiles were checked, with interviewees asked
how long they had been involved in their start-up's strategic decision
making. Generally, the key informant was the start-up's founder (87%
of cases). Two hundred and eighty completed questionnaires were re-
ceived (an 11.2% response rate). Thirteen firms were excluded from the
final sample because their age was lower than the minimum threshold
(six years). Thus, the final sample consisted of 267 start-ups, belonging
to four different industries (Table 1): electronics and automation
(39.6%), information and communication technologies (49.8%),
pharma and biotech (3.3%) and knowledge-intensive business services
(7.3%). The average firm size in 2011 (our ‘initial’ year) was just above
four full-time equivalent employees, while in 2015 (our ‘final’ year) it
reached a level of eight employees, representing an annual employment
growth rate (from 2011 to 2015) close to 20%.

To address the potential for common method bias, we followed
recommendations for both ex ante survey design choices and ex post
analyses (Conway & Lance, 2010; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Podsakoff, &
Lee, 2003). Regarding ex ante research design, we followed the re-
commendations of Conway and Lance (2010) in addressing the ques-
tionnaire to a single respondent in each firm, rather than to multiple

Fig. 1. Research hypotheses.

Table 1
Composition of the sample firms.

Category Percentage

Industries Electronics/automation 39,6
ICT 49,8
Pharma & biotech 3,3
KIBS 7,3

Firm age
(year of incorporation)

2006 20,8
2007 21,3
2008 28,5
2009 29,4

Firm size
(n. of FTE employees in 2011)

≤5 58,5
5–10 24,9
10–50 16,2
> 50 0,4
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Overall, the data indicates a smaller-than-expected role for BM
novelty in determining the growth performance of new firms, even after
the inception phase. On the contrary, the data shows that in the sub-
sequent stages of a new firm's life, efficiency does play a significant role
in performance. A possible explanation is that a prolonged focus on
novelty, rather than contributing to a firm's success, might generate
greater challenges for new entrepreneurial ventures in finding customer
acceptance (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994). Thus, in the search for legitimacy in
the market, the start-up might limit the introduction of further novel
components and decide not to pursue BM design themes (Bohnsack,
Pinkse, & Kolk, 2014). At the same time, over its evolution, the start-up
will implement a process of strategic and organisational imitation of the
incumbents (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; George & Bock, 2011; Kostova,
Roth, & Dacin, 2008). This will favour BM convergence rather than its
innovation and, as a consequence, novelty will not play a catalytic role
in the evolution of start-up firms, in line with Teece's (2010: 179)
contention that ‘developing a successful business model (no matter how
novel) is insufficient in and of itself to assure competitive advantage’.
This conclusion suggests future avenues of research to test the hy-
potheses in different empirical settings, including start-ups that failed
and start-ups that survived.

Our study also provides some new results on the effect of BM am-
bidexterity on start-ups' growth. In particular, we find that a high initial
level of ambidexterity can harm the growth performance of a start-up.
The negative coefficient of initial ambidexterity reveals that the two
design themes should be considered, at the onset of a new firm's evo-
lution, substitutive rather than complementary. In our study, the same
coefficient becomes positive at later times, thus suggesting that ambi-
dexterity works differently at different stages of a start-up's evolution:
initially, it negatively affects performance; later, it positively impacts a
firm's growth.

This paper builds on and extends earlier work on BM dynamics by
coming to a deeper understanding of BME, in particular by clarifying
the different impact of novelty, efficiency and ambidexterity on the
performance of high-tech start-ups at different moments in time
(Schneider & Spieth, 2013). A first contribution of the paper is in

relation to the role played by a novel BM design. In particular, contrary
to previous studies focusing on more established firms (Gerdoçi et al.,
2018; Zott & Amit, 2007), in our study we found BM novelty to have no
effect on the growth performance of start-ups. This absence of effects
does not vary over time, in open contradiction with Zott and Amit
(2007: 184), who posit that the higher the degree of BM novelty, the
‘higher the switching costs for the focal firm's customers […] as there
may not be readily available alternatives to doing business with the
focal firm’. Despite being reasonable, such argumentation apparently
does not hold in the case of start-up firms. Indeed, a high level of BM
novelty, or a further increase of it, seems to have no impact on the
ability of a start-up to lock in its customers and to increase its growth.

A second contribution of our study consists in providing a more fine-
grained understanding of the role played by BM efficiency on the
growth dynamics of start-ups. Indeed, our results show that previous
contrasting empirical results (such as Hu & Chen, 2016; Zott & Amit,
2007) could depend on when the effects caused by BM efficiency were
measured. Indeed, as speculated by Christensen et al. (2016), in their
nascent phase, new ventures have not yet faced the recurrent tasks that
create organisational routines, and their revenue models and cost
structures have not yet been clearly defined. Thus, initial efficiency is
not enough to deploy a BM's full potential, and only start-ups that
pursue higher BM efficiency in later stages of their evolution will obtain
significant advantages in terms of growth.

Finally, a third contribution of our paper is in clarifying different
effects that the interaction of BM efficiency and BM novelty have on the
performance of a start-up at different stages of its evolution. In this
regard, our results challenge the belief that ambidexterity in BM design
has positive effects on a firm's performance, whether that performance
be market value (Zott & Amit, 2007), technological innovation (Hu &
Chen, 2016) or just a generic performance (Ricciardi et al., 2016). In-
deed, our results show that for a start-up firm, pursuing contrasting
goals right after the establishment could inhibit its growth potential.
That can be due to different causes, including an inefficient allocation
of (scarce) initial resources and an unclear initial positioning in the
market. Vice versa, in later phases, when start-ups have created the

Table 3
Hierarchical multiple regression results.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

St. coeff. t St. coeff. t St. coeff. t St. coeff. t St. coeff. t

Dependent variable: Growth performance
(Constant) 2.043 1.947 2.280 2.325 2.296

Control variables
Age −0.081 −1.346 −0.085 −1.421 −0.093 −1.573 −0.084 −1.428 −0.086 −1.476
Size 0.284⁎⁎⁎ 4.618 0.283⁎⁎⁎ 4.620 0.284⁎⁎⁎ 4.705 0.274⁎⁎⁎ 4.585 0.275⁎⁎⁎ 4.631
Industry1 (pharma & biotech) 0.050 0.685 0.061 0.832 0.049 0.673 0.041 0.577 0.032 0.456
Industry2 (ICT) −0.041 −0.324 −0.022 −0.173 −0.025 −0.201 −0.019 −0.154 −0.018 −0.147
Industry3 (KIBS) 0.000 0.001 0.023 0.179 0.013 0.108 0.011 0.088 0.014 0.113
BA share −0.036 −0.601 −0.031 −0.516 −0.019 −0.324 −0.018 −0.300 −0.007 −0.113
VC share −0.100 −1.627 −0.095 −1.555 −0.104⁎ −1.721 −0.113⁎ −1.895 −0.121⁎ −2.025
CORP share 0.000 0.001 −0.011 −0.187 −0.007 −0.112 −0.037 −0.622 −0.035 −0.594
UNI share −0.036 −0.589 −0.031 −0.506 −0.036 −0.586 −0.034 −0.565 −0.035 −0.587

Independent variables
Initial BM efficiency −0.108 −1.598 −0.133⁎⁎ −1.979 −0.028 −0.379 0.021 0.265
Initial BM novelty −0.013 −0.198 −0.017 −0.259 −0.011 −0.158 0.023 0.329
Initial BM ambidexterity −0.170⁎⁎⁎ −2.854 −0.172⁎⁎⁎ −2.921 −0.120⁎ −1.872
Increase in BM efficiency 0.208⁎⁎ 2.524 0.265⁎⁎⁎ 3.058
Increase in BM novelty 0.006 0.083 0.008 0.098
Increase in BM ambidexterity 0.142⁎⁎ 2.013
R^2 0.091 0.104 0.131 0.163 0.176
Δ R^2 0.091 0.013 0.028 0.031 0.013
Model F 2.852 1.852 8.145 4.724 4.052
N 267 267 267 267 267

⁎ α < 0.10.
⁎⁎ α < 0.05.
⁎⁎⁎ α < 0.01.
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