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PREFACE
A transition (lat. „transitio” = crossing over) commonly refers to “going from one state or phase
to another”. It implies change, and change can be a difficult thing. It requires to let go, to break
with the status quo. It can be uncomfortable, even threatening. And often, it requires the patience
to accept that “going from one state to another” takes more than a single step.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
How do established firms manage the transition from one state to another? How do they phase in new
operations while still maintaining existing ones? How can they empower their teams and employees to
continuously manage change? Presenting findings from four studies, this dissertation investigates the
microprocesses that underpin the long-term organizational effort of going from one state to another. Based
on one conceptual paper and three empirical case studies the dissertation investigates the difficulties that
organizations and their members encounter when managing transitions and how they can overcome these
difficulties.
The single studies each address this phenomenon at different levels. Study #1 asks which impact firms’
business models have on transitions in their wider, societal environment. It finds that business models can
impact societal transitions in three distinct ways. Study #2 asks how the individuals inside an organization
transition from one task to another. It finds that letting go of the activities they currently engage in is
inherently difficult and both cognitively and emotionally demanding. The study suggests that leaders
actively need to support such processes and points to the relevance of activity design and facilitation as
leverage-points for how this can be done. Study #3 is concerned with the question how a firm can manage
transitions in its business model portfolio. It finds that the organizational members in charge of
implementing new business models often struggle to achieve alignment on how to move forward. The study
develops a model of cognitive alignment work as a bundle of distinct practices that help organizational
members to achieve alignment during new business model implementation and emphasizes the importance
of providing adequate platforms so that this type of work can happen effectively. Lastly, study #4, asks how
organizations communicatively juggle the conundrum of managing transitions. It suggests temporal
maneuvering as a mechanism by which they can accommodate conflicting stakeholder demands and
account for the gradual phase out of existing and phase in of new operations.
Taken together, the four studies provide insights into the behavioral failures and unintended consequences
that occur during transitions, but also into the processes and practices that enable the organizational move
toward a different state. Their findings will thus be most useful for audiences that are interested in the
question how organizations can facilitate the implementation and legitimization of change.
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DANSK RESUMÉ
Hvordan styrer etablerede virksomheder transitionen fra ét stadie til et andet? Hvordan indfører de nye
arbejdsprocesser, mens de stadig holder fast i de eksisterende? Hvordan kan de indgyde styrke i deres teams
og medarbejdere til blive ved med at håndtere forandringer? Denne afhandling, der fremlægger resultater
fra fire studier, undersøger mikroprocesserne, som understøtter den langsigtede organisatoriske indsats med
at gå fra ét stadie til et andet. På grundlag af en konceptuel artikel og empiriske casestudier fra miljøer som
for eksempel bilsektoren undersøger afhandlingen de vanskeligheder, som organisationer og deres
medlemmer står over for, når de skal håndtere transitioner, og hvordan de kan overvinde disse
vanskeligheder.
De enkelte studier adresserer hver især dette fænomen på forskellige niveauer. Studie nr. 1 stiller
spørgsmålet, hvilken indflydelse virksomheders forretningsmodeller har på at fremmane transitioner i deres
bredere samfundsmiljø. Det finder frem til, at forretningsmodeller spiller tre forskellige roller i bredere
forandringsdynamikker. Studie nr. 2 spørger til, hvordan individer inden for en organisation bevæger sig
fra én opgave til en anden. Det finder frem til, at det generelt er svært og både kognitivt og følelsesmæssigt
krævende at slippe de aktiviteter, de i øjeblikket er engagerede i. Studiet tyder på, at ledere bliver nødt til
aktivt at støtte op om sådanne processer og peger på relevansen af aktivitetsdesign og facilitering som
oplagte steder for dem at sætte ind. Studie nr. 3 drejer sig om spørgsmålet om, hvordan en virksomhed kan
håndtere transitioner i sin portfolio af forretningsmodeller. Det finder frem til, at medlemmer af
organisationer med ansvaret for implementering af nye forretningsmodeller ofte kæmper for at få afstemt,
hvordan man skal gå frem. Studiet udvikler en model for kognitivt tilpasningsarbejde som en samling af
særlige praksisser, der kan hjælpe medlemmer af organisationer til at opnå ensretning i implementeringen
af nye forretningsmodeller og understreger vigtigheden af at stille de fornødne platforme til rådighed, så
denne type af arbejde kan ske på en effektiv måde. Afslutningsvis spørger studie nr. 4 til, hvordan
organisationer kommunikativt jonglerer med det hovedbrud, det volder at forestå transitioner. Det tyder på,
at manøvreringen mellem forskellige tidsrammer er en mekanisme, hvormed topledere kan imødekomme
modstridende stakeholderkrav og forklare den gradvise udfasning af eksisterende og indførsel af nye
arbejdsprocesser.
Samlet set giver de fire studier indsigt i de adfærdsmæssige fejlslagninger og utilsigtede konsekvenser, der
opstår under transitioner, men også i de processer og praksisser, som muliggør den organisatoriske
bevægelse mod et andet stadie. Deres resultater vil derfor være meget anvendelige for tilhørere, der er
interesserede i spørgsmålet om, hvordan organisationer kan facilitere implementeringen og legitimeringen
af forandringer.
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1
 Introduction 
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1. MOTIVATION AND RESEARCH AIM
Change, in particular in the wake of environmental dynamism, has always been a central topic in
management research and practice (Daft, Sormunen, & Parks, 1988; Van de Ven & Poole, 1995).
Yet, one could think it has now become more important than ever. Contemporary business press
abounds in advice on “managing in a VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) world”
(Mack, Khare, Krämer, & Burgartz, 2016) or slogans such as “disruption is the new norm”
(Lengacher et al., 2013). Whether the scope and speed of change is–in historical comparison–
higher than ever is maybe not the crucial issue herein. What matters is that many organizations,
and the individuals inside them, feel the urge to change. Warnings on the innovator’s dilemma
(Christensen, 1997) and examples of tech giants such as Kodak (Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000) or Nokia
(Doz & Wilson, 2018) that failed to innovate on time have found their way into boardrooms. But
even when willing to change their current operations and business models, firms cannot do so in a
heartbeat. Inevitably, they need to manage transitions; change over a sustained period in time.
This dissertation is about firms that have realized the need for change. It does not aim at finding
out the exact reason that made them acknowledge this need, nor is it trying to measure whether
they ultimately succeed with their endeavor. Much rather, it is concerned with the liminal period
in which they have initiated change but are “not there yet”. It is about reeling in the transition of
going from one state to another, about the process of phasing in new business models and phasing
out existing ones, and about wrestling with the behavioral bounds that maintain and reinforce the
status quo.
The four studies included in this dissertation are driven by the desire to better understand:
“How do firms manage transitions?”
In particular, they are motivated by four issues that arise when firms have to manage changes in
their business models, i.e. organizational change that goes beyond processes and structures, and
extends to a firm’s core business logic for creating and capturing value.
The first issue concerns the interaction between transitions in firms and transitions in their wider
environment. The question whether future markets will appreciate the changes a firm makes to its
business model is certainly a critical one. And it is not a question that is trivial to answer given the
impossibility to fully forecast external developments. Yet, there is not much research that connects
14

research on firms’ business models to research on wider societal change dynamics (cf. Bolton &
Hannon, 2016). The very first research aim of this dissertation therefore is to better conceptualize
the impact that firms’ (novel) business models can have on broader societal transition dynamics.
RQ1) What are the roles of firms’ business models in societal transitions?
Making changes to an existing business model, or phasing in a new one in parallel to current
operations, is a process comparable to an open-heart surgery. How to keep up day-to-day business
while not losing sight of future opportunities is a critical issue for many firms. Contemporary
management practice acknowledges that keeping up this balance between exploration and
exploitation is not something that only top management should deal with (Schad, Lewis, Raisch,
& Smith, 2016; Smith & Tushman, 2005). Accordingly, many firms try to empower their managers
and employees to take explore/exploit decisions independently and contribute to continuous
organizational change through their daily behavior (Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004). Inevitably, this
brings to the fore the individual who has to deal with managing the tension between exploration
and exploitation. For many firms, it is thus a pressing issue how to better support their members
in engaging in doing so.
RQ2) How to support individuals in switching between exploration and exploitation?
Many of the current prescriptions on how to nurture an organization’s ability to deal with
continuous change rely on the installation of structures that allow for flexibility and agility. For
instance, scholars have pointed to the importance of developing semi-structures that enable
improvisation to master “the art of continuous change” (Brown & Eisenhardt; 1997) or
recommended the set-up of new business models in autonomous ventures that shield them from
the barriers idiosyncratic to existing operations (Futterer, Schmidt, & Heidenreich, 2017; Massa
& Tucci, 2014). Yet, others pointed out that such structures can only be a necessary, but never the
sufficient, condition for the successful implementation of a new business model (Markides, 2013).
This calls for greater attention to social interaction of organizational members in such structures
and the practices they use to coordinate the implementation of new business models.
RQ3) How do organizational members align on the implementation of new business models?
As a last issue, firms that manage the transition from one business model to another will have to
mirror their ongoing change efforts in their communication. They need to explain their current
15

position and future plans to external constituents, and they need to persuade them about the
pathway they chose although they might themselves still face uncertainties. Given that a firm’s
change efforts do not take place in a vacuum, this can be a delicate issue (e.g., Rhee & Fiss, 2014).
In their change narratives, firms will have to accommodate the diverging concerns and interests of
employees, suppliers, competitors, analysts, social movements, and public authorities.
Accordingly, words and statements about timelines and timeframes can matter greatly in
channeling attention during change processes (Ocasio, Laamanen, & Vaara, 2018). Providing
insights into the question how firms grapple with the communication about the timing of changes
therefore is the final research aim of this dissertation.
RQ4) How do firms temporally frame transitions?
Taken together, the four studies seek to provide insights into the phenomenon of managing
transitions at various levels of analysis. They are particularly interested in the microprocesses that
underpin the organizational move toward a different state, and its legitimation to external
audiences.

2. THEORETICAL POSITIONING
2.1 Alternative perspectives on organizational change
Whether organizations can change and which factors determine this ability is a debate with a long
history in management research. Organizational change has been studied by a variety of camps
that are each anchored in distinct ontologies, i.e. foundational assumptions about the nature of the
social world and its causal relationships. As a result, change theories fundamentally differ in their
views of the factors that drive organizational change and determine firm survival1. For example,
the Organizational Ecology School (Hannan & Freeman, 1977, 1989) postulates an evolutionary
model in which selection processes—rather than adaptation processes—determine firm survival.
In turn, the Organizational Adaptation School (Miles, Snow, Meyer, & Coleman, 1978) allows for
the possibility that firms can, within limits, adapt to environmental change. Theories anchored in
a relational ontology go even further and posit that organizations cannot only adapt, but also
actively shape the environments they are embedded in. For example, Garud, Kumaraswamy and
1

For a more extensive discussion on meta-theoretical perspectives on firm behavior in societal transitions, see, for
instance, Garud & Gehman (2012); Geels (2010); or Van Mossel, van Rijnsoever, & Hekkert (2018).
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Karnøe (2010) took issue with the notion of path dependence and suggest that path creation is a
more realistic view of a reality in which firms take fate into their own hands. Importantly, these
theoretical perspectives differ in how much agency they grant firms and their members, i.e. they
have discrete assumptions on whether organizational change is something that is externally driven
or can be initiated proactively.
In this dissertation, I subscribe to a worldview in which organizations and the individuals inside
them do not only react and adapt but have the ability to shape the ongoing developments. In
transitions, they are not merely pushed from one state to another but co-construct the pathway to
get there. This more active, optimistic view on organizations’ ability to change directs attention to
the microprocesses by which organizations and their members influence broader dynamics.

2.2 A micro-perspective on organizational change
In management research, the concept of the macro-level has mostly been associated with
phenomena beyond the organizational level, such as markets, structures, and institutions. The
concept of the micro-level has mostly been associated with phenomena inside the organization,
such as the behavior of individuals and their social interaction. Taking a micro-perspective,
i.e. focusing on the microfoundations of a social phenomenon, does not deny the influence of
macro-level phenomena such as structures and institutions on organizational change. It just does
not take them for granted, and therefore seeks to explain how microprocesses such as actions of
individuals and their social interaction can shape macro-level outcomes. Rather than a theoretical
perspective, a focus on microfoundations is a methodological point of departure that believes in
“the power of looking at lower-level constituent units when explaining higher levels of analysis”
(Barney & Felin, 2013: 144). Importantly, the mere knowledge of such lower-level constituent
units typically does not suffice to explain higher-level levels of analysis. This is because
aggregation across levels such as the individual, group, or organization is not simply additive, but
characterized by the emergent and interactional effects of social aggregation (Barney & Felin,
2013; Felin, Foss, & Ployhart, 2015; Whetten, Felin, & King, 2009).
The research questions that I seek to answer in this dissertation are also concerned with processes
of social aggregation. They aim at understanding how microprocesses of organizational change
aggregate to either drive or hamper transitions. Herein, I consider the phenomenon of transitions
at different levels. The range is demarcated by study #1, which considers the influence of
17

organizational action on societal-level dynamics, and study #2, which studies the influence of
individuals’ behavior on organizational-level dynamics. In explaining such aggregation processes,
I am particularly interested in the actions, behaviors, and activities of organizations and their
members, i.e. what they actually do and communicate. Given this interest, two connected turns in
management research have been influential to this dissertation; (i) the practice turn, and (ii) the
narrative, or communicative, turn2.
Practice studies consider how organizational life “emerges through people’s recurrent actions”
(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011: 1240). For instance, the focus of the research stream that has
become known as “strategy as practice” is on the strategizing activities of actors (Jarzabkowski,
2004; Whittington, 2006; Whittington & Vaara, 2012). Accordingly, scholars have investigated
phenomena such as the use of strategy tools (Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2015; Knight, Paroutis, &
Heracleous, 2018) or the meetings and workshops in which strategizing takes place (Hodgkinson,
Whittington, Johnson, & Schwarz, 2006; Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008). Although an outright
practice lens defies the differentiation in micro and macro levels as an artificial cut3, also practice
scholars have become increasingly concerned with demonstrating how the everyday activities and
microprocesses in and between organizations can evoke higher-order changes (Kouamé &
Langley, 2018; Nicolini, 2016; Seidl & Whittington, 2014; Whittington & Vaara, 2012). A
connected development is the increasing attention of management researchers to communication,
i.e. the centrality of talk and text, in shaping higher-order outcomes such as strategic change
(Ocasio et al., 2018; Vaara, Sonenshein, & Boje, 2016) or the maintenance and change of
institutions (Cornelissen, Durand, Fiss, Lammers, & Vaara, 2015; Leibel, Hallett, & Bechky,
2018). For example, Cornelissen et al. (2015) have argued that communication should be put “front
and center” in institutional analysis, and Leibel et al. (2018) recently pointed to the importance of
discourse, rhetoric, and framing for the formation of meaning in emerging fields. Scholars have
also argued that the narrative turn is particularly well suited to advance practice research (Fenton
& Langley, 2011). This is because practice research with its focus on what actors do also uses talk,
text, and conversational activity to investigate how this doing takes place.

2

The term “narrative turn” is typically related to a broader turn within the social sciences, but a “narrative” is also
considered as a distinct form of communication. For a discussion see Fenton and Langley (2011).
3
See, for instance, Miettinen, Samra-Fredericks, and Yanow (2009) for an elaboration of the argument that practices
take place simultaneously both locally and globally and transcend the division of micro and macro levels.
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN
2.1 Approach to studying process
Organizational change can, and has been, studied through a variety of approaches ranging from
variance to process studies (Langley, 1999; Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas, & Van De Ven, 2013).
Whereas variance studies are generally more interested in static constructs and measuring the
factors that lead to specific outcomes, process studies prioritize the explanation of the “how” and
investigate emergence, adaptation, and transformation (Van de Ven & Poole, 1995). Process
studies may be undertaken from a variety of perspectives that differ in their ontological
assumptions. Whereas scholars differentiate between a number of such perspectives4, on the one
end of the spectrum there is a substantive, sometimes called “weak”, process ontology which
conceptualizes process as changes that happen to things and entities–such as an organization–in
events, phases, or sequences. On the other end of the spectrum there are perspectives taking an
explicit, sometimes called “strong”, process ontology in which the world is seen to be composed
only of ever-changing processes (Langley et al., 2013; Tsoukas & Chia, 2003; Van De Ven &
Poole, 2005). Such different perspectives have important implications for research designs and
finding theory-method fit (Garud, Berends, & Tuertscher, 2018; Gehman et al., 2018).
In this dissertation, I take a rather evolutionary stance on studying process which is anchored in a
substantive ontology and allows for capturing and comparing the states of entities such as an
organization, project, or business model. But I also acknowledge agency and that actors try to
shape and influence the ongoing developments via their actions and narratives (Garud & Gehman,
2012). As typical for research that studies process as evolution (Fachin & Langley, 2018: 311), I
work with case study designs that rely on qualitative and longitudinal data, and draw on multiple
sources to capture the events that might be relevant to understanding change in one or more cases.

4

For instance, Garud, Simpson, Langley, and Tsoukas (2015) distinguish between spatial, relational, and temporal
lenses on the emergence of novelty, which is similar to the distinction of Garud and Gehman (2012) between
evolutionary, relational, and durational perspectives on sustainability journeys. Fachin and Langley (2018)
distinguish process as evolution, as activity, and as narrative, and add process as withness as a fourth conception.
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2.1 Methods, empirical settings, data
To be able to investigate the phenomenon of managing transitions at different levels, I worked
with multiple empirical settings, analytic methods, and data types. In total, I conducted threetheory building case studies and wrote one conceptual paper that uses illustrative cases.
Generally speaking, case studies are suitable for answering questions that are better addressed by
theory-building rather than theory-testing, i.e. for providing insight into complex social processes
that quantitative data cannot easily reveal (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Yet, there are various
types of case studies, ranging from the study of single extreme cases (Ozcan, Han, & Graebner,
2018) to the comparative study of multiple embedded cases (Eisenhardt & Ott, 2018).
Furthermore, theory-building from cases can rely on a multitude of data sources ranging from
ethnographic fieldwork over interviews to quantitative data (Eisenhardt, Graebner, & Sonenshein,
2016). In my case studies, I have worked with different qualitative data types such as archival data,
observations, and interviews. All studies are placed in established firms with competencies and
assets largely invested in the status quo that face changes in their environment. This choice
assumed that the need for managing transitions should be particularly pronounced in such firms.
In study #1, Sebastian F. Knab and I address the question: What are the roles of firms’ business
models in societal transitions? Answering this question called for a conceptual study that
integrates and expands the arguments and theorizations of this relationship that can already be
found in business model and transition theory. To illustrate the conclusions we derive in this study,
we use archival data such as reports and articles on both existing and novel business models in the
German electricity sector. Specifically, we use the business models of two start-up companies and
the Big 4 incumbent companies, E.On, RWE, Vattenfall, and EnBW, to exemplify the impact that
business models have on the ongoing transition in this sector.
In study #2, Siri Bøe-Lillegraven and I address the question: How to support individuals in
switching between exploration and exploitation? Answering this question required us to get into
“the middle of things” and observe how switching between these two behavioral modes actually
takes place. We use observations from six half-day workshops in two Scandinavian organizations
in which participants had to fulfill tasks that required them to both explore and exploit. We study
the behavioral responses that surfaced when participants were asked to switch from one task to
another and derive recommendations on how switching can be facilitated from the comparison of
20

such responses. The primary data source for this study was workshop-observations, but we also
collected numerous documents, presentations, and emails that helped us to better contextualize
what we observed over the course of the workshop series in the two organizations.
In study #3, Kirstin E. Bosbach, Anne-Sophie Brillinger, René Rohrbeck, and I address the
question How do organizational members align on the implementation of new business models?
The study leverages on access to the Business Model Innovation (BMI) department of Robert
Bosch GmbH, a multinational corporation operating mostly in the automotive supply and
electronics sector. Aiming to become “a leading IoT company [offering] innovative solutions for
smart homes, smart cities, connected mobility, and connected manufacturing” (Bosch, 2019),
Bosch has initiated a variety of BMI projects. Being interested in the practices that helped the
implementation of these projects, we sampled four very different projects to make sure the
common element between them is a product of the findings rather than of the study design
(Eisenhardt & Ott, 2018). For the reconstruction of the confidential process through which Bosch
ultimately reached a decision on whether to launch a new business model, we primarily rely on
retrospective interviews with project managers and corporate sponsors as well as internal
documents on the projects’ status and progress.
In study #4, René Bohnsack and I address the question How do firms temporally frame transitions?
Answering this question required us to observe temporal framing over a longer time-span in which
a meaningful transition could actually have taken place. We decided to place the study in the
German car industry where novel technologies and business models around alternative propulsion
systems, car-sharing, or self-driving vehicles challenge the existing operations of car
manufacturers. Focusing on the potential technology shift from combustion to electric engine, we
adopt a framing lens to assess how the five biggest German car manufacturers, Volkswagen,
Porsche, Audi, BMW, and Daimler, communicated about the prospects of electric mobility and
their own role in this technology shift over the 25-year period from 1993 to 2017. To capture their
framing efforts contemporaneously, the study relies on a specific type of archival data, namely 328
interviews with the car manufacturers’ CEOs in the public media and the 125 letters to the
shareholders the CEOs wrote over the 25 years.
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1. Introduction
It is widely acknowledged that a shift towards sustainable development can only be achieved
by systemic change to current production and consumption patterns (Johnson and Suskewicz,
2009; OECD, 2011; Rohrbeck et al., 2013; Tukker et al., 2008; UN, 2002; UNEP, 2011).
Consequently, scholars and practitioners have become increasingly interested in understanding
societal transitions; that is, large-scale and long-term changes of systems that fulfill societal
functions such as transport, energy provision or housing (Elzen et al., 2004; Elzen and
Wieczorek, 2005; Geels, 2002). While research on transitions is not necessarily bound to the
normative idea of sustainable development, the explanations it offers on systemic change in
society have received most attention in light of societal challenges related to sustainability
(Geels, 2010; Markard et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2010).
To explain transition dynamics (i.e. how transitions occur), existing research has largely
focused on the role of novel technologies. However, in recent years, consensus has emerged
that technology alone will not suffice to achieve the required systemic shifts and that more
radical, non-technological innovation is needed to change existing production and consumption
patterns (Hansen et al., 2009; Herring and Sorrell, 2008; Korhonen and Seager, 2008; Markard
et al., 2012; OECD et al., 2012). Following this insight, scholars and practitioners have pointed
to the importance of business models for achieving systemic change. Business models have
been ascribed the potential to disrupt entire industries, because they connect multiple actors,
mediate between the production and the consumption side of business and support the
introduction of novel technologies into the market (Gambardella and McGahan, 2010; Johnson
and Suskewicz, 2009; Matthyssens et al., 2006; Sabatier et al., 2012; Wells, 2013).
While the potential of business models to contribute to systemic change seems undisputed, little
is known about their exact role in societal transitions and the mechanisms by which they impact
transition dynamics. Boons et al. (2013:4) identify this gap and state that “the issue of how
firms can contribute significantly to bringing about transitions has received too little attention,
especially in relation to business models”. Interestingly, both business model and transition
scholars regard an explicit link between the fields as necessary. In business model research,
particularly the growing sustainable business model community who is by definition interested
in the societal impact of business models, has repeatedly called for an integration of both fields
(Arevalo et al., 2011; Boons et al., 2013; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Dentchev et al.,
2016; Schaltegger et al., 2016b; Wainstein and Bumpus, 2016; Wells, 2013). In turn, transition
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researchers have emphasized the critical role of organizations in societal transitions (Garud et
al., 2016; Geels, 2006) and the need to better understand the interrelation between their business
models and transitions (Loorbach, 2010; Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013; Wells and
Nieuwenhuis, 2012). Wells (2013:42) neatly summarizes the interdependent research gaps in
both fields by stating that “transition theory is an idea in search of more detailed causal
mechanisms, whereas the concept of a business model is an idea in search of more structured
contextual explanation”.
Only recently, researchers have taken up this line of research and provided valuable empirical
insights into the interrelation between business models and transitions (Bolton and Hannon,
2016; Hannon et al., 2013; Huijben et al., 2016; Sarasini and Lindner, 2018; Schaltegger et al.,
2016b; Tongur and Engwall, 2014; Wainstein and Bumpus, 2016). These studies have
pioneered the field by referring explicitly to both business model and transition theory. While
most of them are case studies and provide important in-depth insights into the role of specific
novel business models within an ongoing transition, they also point to the large potential for
further investigation and the need for conceptual groundwork at the intersection of business
model and transition research. Only recently, Schaltegger et al. (2016b:271) emphasized that
despite some pioneering ideas “no consistent theoretical framework is available that connects
business models with the dynamics of markets, industries, or society and that helps understand
the dynamic role of business model innovation for sustainability transformations of markets”.
We address this gap and systematically explore the interrelations between business models and
societal transitions. In particular, we answer the following research questions: (1) What are the
roles of business models in societal transitions? and (2) How do business models in their
different roles impact transition dynamics?
We address these research questions by systematically integrating state-of-the-art knowledge
from the business model literature into the well-established multi-level perspective on sociotechnical transitions (MLP), first introduced by Geels (2002), which has been continuously
refined and become a widely used descriptive model in transition research (Markard et al., 2012;
Smith et al., 2010). More specifically, we use a three-step approach. First, we describe key
concepts from the transition literature and identify potential for further explanations on causal
mechanisms within transition dynamics (Section 0). Second, we identify key functions and
characteristics of business models and their potential to contribute to such causal explanations
(Section 0). Third, we integrate these insights and derive three roles that business models play
in and describe their impact on societal transitions (Section 0). We then translate each role into
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the graphical language of the MLP to highlight the mechanisms by which business models
impact transitions. We link our research to practice by illustrating our findings with cases from
the ongoing energy transition in Germany. Our conceptual integration provides a solid
theoretical backbone and conceptual base for future empirical work on the impact of business
models on transitions and, in turn, on the micro-dynamics within transitions.
The primary contribution of our paper is to the fast-growing field of sustainable business
models. While neither business model nor transition research is per se interested in the
normative goal of sustainable development, the integration of both fields holds particular
potential in light of the sustainable debate. Understanding how business models impact societal
transitions is not in itself a sufficient condition, but it is an arguably necessary one for enabling
discussions on their contribution to sustainable development. Consequently, the sustainable
business model community will particularly benefit from the insights provided by this paper.
Another contribution is to transition research, which gains from a deeper understanding of the
impact of organizations on, and thereby the micro-dynamics of, transitions. With its emphasis
on technological innovation, existing transition research has focused on firms as the dominant
organizational form and their role as providers of novel technology. The business model
perspective opens avenues for further analyzing the impact of a wider range of organizational
innovation efforts and thereby a wider range of organizational forms, such as social
entrepreneurs or ventures, cooperatives, NGOs, etc., which do not have technology at their core.
Finally, the paper also contributes to wider business model research, which has acknowledged
that the socio-economic impact of novel business models deserves greater attention (Wirtz et
al., 2016).

2. Theoretical background
2.1 Multi-level perspective on socio-technical transitions
Socio-technical approaches to transition research focus on the role of technological innovation
for triggering transitions but emphasize that technology can only provide a function to society
when embedded in a socio-technical system. This system is formed by a network of actors such
as users, producers, suppliers, public authorities, financiers as well as the respective
infrastructures, patterns of behavior, cultural values and policies that link them (Elzen et al.,
2004; Geels, 2002; Kemp et al., 1998). A classic example is the socio-technical system that has
emerged around car-based transportation, where the actual technology (the car) can only
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provide the function of mobility to society in interaction with the road-based infrastructure,
petrol stations, traffic rules, parking systems, repair shops or user behavior, among others
(Geels, 2005). A socio-technical transition thus describes the shift from one socio-technical
system to another and is characterized by a co-evolution of technical, economic and behavioral
change in the spheres of production, distribution, consumption and ways of life (Elzen et al.,
2004). For example, novel technologies such as hydrogen cars require an entirely different
fueling infrastructure, user behavior and safety rules, among others (Tukker, 2008).
The MLP is a descriptive model of transition dynamics (Geels, 2002). The key concepts it uses
to describe how transitions come about are three heuristic levels: the socio-technical regime,
niche and landscape. To distinguish these levels, the MLP refers to Giddens’ (1984)
structuration theory, which argues that rules and resource structures are continuously used and
reproduced by actors and stabilize over time. These structuring forces then have a constraining
influence on actions (i.e. make some activities more legitimate than others). The MLP uses this
degree of structuration as a criterion to separate the three levels in terms of their stability (Geels,
2002; Geels and Schot, 2010). Table 1 provides a brief summary of the key concepts used in
the MLP.
Table 1
Key concepts within the multi-level perspective on socio-technical transitions
Concept

Level

Stability

Description

Socio-technical
landscape

Macro

Exogenous
context

Slowly and autonomously changing background variables
or deep structural trends

Socio-technical
regime

Meso

Dynamically
stable

Dominant rule and resource structures that stabilize the
current functioning of the system and only allow for
incremental innovation

Niche

Micro

Unstable

Protected spaces where radical innovation can develop
and rules and resource structures have not yet stabilized

Source: Own table, Based on Geels, 2002, and Geels and Schot, 2007.

The socio-technical regime represents the dominant cognitive, regulative and normative rules
and resource structures that have emerged around a technology (Geels, 2002; Geels and Schot,
2010). As these are continuously used and reproduced by regime actors, socio-technical
regimes are dynamically stable, meaning that innovation still occurs but only in an incremental
manner. Local adaptations may be possible, but it is difficult for actors to radically deviate from
basic regime rules (Geels and Schot, 2010). The level of the niche describes a protected space
where technological innovation can develop. It exhibits a low degree of stability because
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nascent rules and structures around a novel technology are just emerging among niche actors,
who still disagree on design specifications, user preferences or regulations. However, niche
innovations can become more stable when social networks around them grow larger and
become shared among actors (Geels and Schot, 2010). The level of the socio-technical
landscape constitutes the exogenous context of a socio-technical system; that is, a set of deep
and slowly changing structural trends, such as cultural changes or worldviews (Geels, 2002).
In contrast to the socio-technical regime and niche, this level changes autonomously and is
beyond actors’ direct influence (Geels and Schot, 2007).
The MLP describes transitions as simultaneous interactions at all three levels. Four key
transition dynamics take place. First, in a phase of experimentation, various forms of
technological innovation emerge in local projects at niche level and different design
specifications compete with each other. Second, in a phase of stabilization, these experiments
gradually converge towards one dominant technological design, which becomes the standard
followed by a growing network around which common rules and structures emerge (Abernathy,
1978). Third, a novel technology breaks through from niche to regime level. This often requires
external landscape pressures or tensions among regime actors to de-stabilize the current regime
so that windows of opportunities open up which niche innovation can take advantage of (Geels,
2005; Geels and Schot, 2010). Fourth, in a phase of gradual replacement, a new regime begins
to form around the technology and gradually replaces the traditional regime. The standard
model of the MLP, including the descriptions of these key dynamics, is depicted in Figure 1.
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Fig. 1. The multi-level perspective on socio-technical transitions,
reprinted from Geel and Schot (2007:401) with permission from Elsevier

The MLP is an analytical framework that describes transitions from a macro perspective.
Following Poole and Van de Ven (1989), it can be seen as a global model that identifies
relations between general theoretical principles and mechanisms. However, to provide detailed
explanations of interactions between technology, actors and other elements of a socio-technical
system, the MLP needs to be complemented by local models (Geels, 2005; Geels and Schot,
2010). Organizations are one of many actors in the socio-technical system. When seeking to
enhance the insights on their role in transitions, we suggest that zooming-in on business models
can provide the missing link between local dynamics on an organizational and industry level
and global dynamics on a systemic level.

2.2 Business models
The concept of the business model has been used and refined in various academic disciplines
such as e-business, strategy, entrepreneurship, innovation and technology management (Spieth
et al., 2014; Zott et al., 2011). As each of these disciplines has emphasized different aspects of
the concept, a multitude of characteristics and functions have been discussed in academic
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discourse in recent years. In the following, we introduce those characteristics and functions that
are widely accepted and important to explain the business model’s role within transitions.
At the most basic level, scholars agree that a business model is a description of how an
organization works, how it creates and captures value for its stakeholders (Baden-Fuller and
Mangematin, 2013; Teece, 2010; Zott et al., 2011), and that “every organization has a business
model” (Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2010:200, emphasis in the original). Based on this
common denominator, current literature exhibits a dichotomous understanding of the business
model, according to which it is “both a cognitive phenomenon as well as built on the material
aspects” (Tikkanen et al., 2005:789). Following this distinction, a basic characteristic of the
business model is that it encompasses “objective relationships, based on contracts and
organizing routines” as well as “their collective cognitive representation” (Doz and Kosonen,
2010:371).
The material aspects of the business model include the complex exchange relations and resource
configurations needed for creating and capturing value within a value network (Chesbrough,
2010; Teece, 2010; Zott et al., 2011). According to this understanding, business models are
systems of interdependent activity systems that transcend a focal organization and span its
boundaries (Zott and Amit, 2010). As boundary-spanning devices, business models are closely
intertwined with complementary business models of, for example, suppliers, vendors, partners,
customers and financiers (Gay, 2014; Mason and Spring, 2011).
As a cognitive phenomenon, business models represent the understanding of the causal links
between the material exchange mechanisms of organizations and their environment which
exists in managers’ minds (Baden-Fuller and Mangematin, 2013; Baden-Fuller and Morgan,
2010). This understanding can be expressed at different levels of abstraction, ranging from
high-level narratives (Magretta, 2002) to performative representations (Perkmann and Spicer,
2010). As patterns, archetypes or graphical representations, business models can explain how
business works and serve as a reference language that facilitates the articulation of business
ideas as well as processes of collective sense making (Doganova and Eyquem-Renault, 2009;
Massa and Tucci, 2014).
Regarding the functions that business models fulfill, different categorizations have been
suggested (Spieth et al., 2014; Spieth and Schneider, 2016). We build on these and differentiate
between three functions that we find particularly relevant in the context of societal transitions:
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a) Industry recipes: Business models reflect managers’ hypotheses about what customers
need, how they need it and how an organization can best meet those needs and get paid
for it (Teece, 2010). When a hypothesis survives over time, it becomes embedded into
a dominant business model logic, representing an established and accepted
understanding of how the organization works (Bettis and Prahalad, 1995; Bohnsack et
al., 2014; Chesbrough, 2010; Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002). As this
understanding tends to converge within an industry over time, organizations’ dominant
business model logics also converge towards a common industry recipe, or dominant
industry logic (Bettis and Prahalad, 1995; Spender, 1989). As industry recipes, business
models represent an established and accepted understanding of how organizations in the
same industry work. They guide the perception of how to best create and capture value
not only within a single firm but within all organizations belonging to an industry
(Matthyssens et al., 2006; Sabatier et al., 2012).
b) Devices to commercialize technology: Business models allow organizations to turn
technological innovation into commercial success (Chesbrough, 2010; Massa and
Tucci, 2014; Teece, 2010; Zott et al., 2011). Technology needs to be embedded in a
viable business model in order to introduce it to the market and connect its potential
with the realization of economic value (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002). Thus,
technology and the business model are fundamentally linked yet completely separable
concepts (Baden-Fuller and Haefliger, 2013). The business model spans and
contextualizes technology; in other words, it is a broader concept than technology
(Wells, 2013). For successful commercialization, a novel technology may fit an existing
business model or require a new one (Chesbrough, 2010; Markides, 2006).
c) Subject to innovation: In addition to commercializing technological innovation,
business models can also be subject to innovation themselves (Massa and Tucci, 2014;
Teece, 2010; Zott et al., 2011). Novel business models have been ascribed potential to
disrupt entire industries and lead to considerable competitive advantages for a focal
organization (e.g. Mitchell and Coles, 2003). They redefine the way an organization
creates and captures value independently of the discovery and promotion of novel
technologies (Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2010; Markides, 2006; Morris et al.,
2005; Zott et al., 2011). The development of novel business models may be driven or
enabled by novel technology (Björkdahl and Holmén, 2013; Calia et al., 2007;
Chesbrough, 2010; Günzel and Wilker, 2011; Velamuri et al., 2013) but may also be
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driven by changing environments, competition or novel market demands (Doz and
Kosonen, 2010; Wirtz, 2011).
As it becomes apparent, the business model is a multifaceted concept, comprising a plurality of
functions and characteristics. We argue that its rich, explanatory power for transitions resides
exactly within this plurality.

3. The roles of business models in societal transitions
In the following, we systematically integrate the key concepts and dynamics of societal
transitions described in Section 0 and the key characteristics and functions of business models
introduced in Section 2.2. A summary of the resulting three roles of business models in and
their respective impact on transitions is included in Table 2.

3.1 Business models as part of the socio-technical regime
The transition literature posits that a socio-technical regime is dynamically stable, meaning that
incremental, long-term changes are possible while radical ones are impeded. Within a regime,
the actions of users, manufacturers, suppliers, public authorities, financiers and other actors are
closely intertwined. The regime’s dynamic stability stems from the shared rules and structures
between regime actors, which are continuously reproduced and reinforced by legitimizing
regime-conforming actions while constraining others. Thus, these rules and routines determine
how a specific socio-technical system works and impede changes to it (Geels and Schot, 2010).
We argue that business models, in their function as industry recipes, are part of the sociotechnical regime and reinforce its dynamic stability. They link the rules and structures between
actors, which determine the way the system works on a global level, with the rules and
structures within organizations and industries, which determine the way business works on a
local level. To elaborate on this argument, we first explain why business models can be
considered as part of the regime. We then discuss how they impede transitions.
In their function as industry recipes, different business models are arguably nested within a
socio-technical regime. For example, in the regime around private car-based transportation, the
industry recipes of manufacturers co-exist with the industry recipes of suppliers, car dealers,
petrol station operators, repair shops and others. While each of these industry recipes represents
the understanding of the way organizations in a specific industry are working, they are also
linked to each other because of the boundary-spanning nature of business models. They are
aligned to a higher-level shared understanding of how the whole system of car-based
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transportation works. This shared understanding encompasses not only the way business is done
within industries but also across them. Moreover, it is an understanding shared by all regime
actors, including non-business actors such as users or public authorities and even actors that are
not directly linked through material exchange relationships to certain industry recipes. As a rule
set or type of institution, this understanding determines and shapes patterns of production,
distribution and consumption (Hannon et al., 2013). Analogous to the idea of a dominant logic
which has primarily been used at organizational or industry level (Bettis and Prahalad, 1995;
Chesbrough, 2010; Prahalad and Bettis, 1986; Spender, 1989), it can also be seen as a dominant
logic at the regime level. Such a dominant regime logic represents an established and accepted
understanding of the way a socio-technical system works that is shared by all regime actors. It
is stabilized by various local industry recipes and other (non-business) actors’ working logics
and, in turn, provides for their alignment and stability. In Figure 2, we visualize these stabilizing
and reinforcing mechanisms by adding dotted triangles to the representation of the sociotechnical regime in the standard model of the MLP. These intertwined triangles represent
existing business models that have been developed to complement and fit each other under the
current regime logic. They are interlocked, mutually reinforce each other and firmly stabilize
the inner structure of how the system currently works.
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Fig. 2. Business models as part of the socio-technical regime (own figure based on Geels and Schot, 2007:401)

In their function as industry recipes, existing business models constitute a strong selection and
retention mechanism for innovation. They form an additional barrier to societal transitions,
which has hardly received any attention so far. Both the concept of the regime in transition
research and the concept of an industry recipe in business model research, deal with stability
caused by rules and structures. However, while transition research does not consider the inertial
forces on the local level, business model research has not yet considered inertial forces on a
global, systemic level. Considering the dominant logics at both levels and their mutually
reinforcing effect can arguably support a better understanding of the barriers to societal
transitions.
The business model literature describes very clearly that a dominant logic may account for
significant cognitive and structural barriers to the renewal of business models (Chesbrough,
2007, 2010; Doz and Kosonen, 2010). Cognitive barriers emerge when existing business
models have become embedded in stable mental frames that blind managers to developments
outside of their focus (Bouchikhi and Kimberly, 2003; Chesbrough, 2010; Mason and Leek,
2008; Tripsas and Gavetti, 2000). Structural barriers emerge when resources have been
deployed according to the dominant logic and lead to path dependencies and fear of
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cannibalization (e.g. Bohnsack et al., 2014; Velu and Stiles, 2013). Thus, at a local level, these
rules and structures reinforce the way in which business currently works within an organization
or all organizations in an industry. However, considering the dominant regime logic, these
cognitive and structural barriers reach well beyond the local level. Co-existing industry recipes
stabilize rules and structures at a global, systemic level. They become instantiated in binding
contracts, investments, subsidies, jointly used infrastructures and financial structures as well as
expectations, behaviors, common interests and routines not only within but also between
industries and non-business actors.
The business model literature further illustrates that incumbents are likely to oppose any efforts
of business model innovation cannibalizing their current source of value appropriation and may
defend existing business models by using their power and control over complementary assets
and greater parts of the value chain (Casadesus-Masanell and Zhu, 2013; Chesbrough, 2010;
Markides, 2006; Sabatier et al., 2012; Velu and Stiles, 2013). They may also try to internalize
the threat by absorbing novelties (Bohnsack et al., 2014; Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010;
Smink et al., 2015; Wells and Nieuwenhuis, 2012). In a socio-technical system, it is not only
the interests of incumbents but also the interests and behaviors of other regime actors such as
consumers, financiers or public authorities that are coupled to the way the system currently
works, meaning that they are likely to oppose change. For innovations, this implies that they
not only have to break a dominant logic within an organization (dominant business model logic)
or industry (industry recipe) but also a dominant logic present at regime level (dominant regime
logic). As part of the socio-technical regime and in their function as industry recipes, business
models therefore strongly reinforce the regime’s dynamic stability and constitute a robust
barrier to transitions.

3.2 Business models as intermediates between the technological niche and the
socio-technical regime
The transition literature posits that after a phase of experimentation at niche level, different
design specifications converge towards one dominant technological design that eventually
becomes the standard followed by a growing network. The standards and design specifications,
which were still in flux in the phase of experimentation, gradually align in the phase of
stabilization and the emergence of rules and routines around the novel technology prepare the
breakthrough from niche to regime level. Transition research has identified three sub-processes
that need to take place in this phase: a) the articulation of expectations and visions to align
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different actors’ activities and attract attention and funding, b) learning processes to improve
performance, and c) the building of social networks (Geels and Schot, 2010; Hoogma et al.,
2002). We argue that in their function as devices to commercialize technological innovation,
business models act as intermediates between the technological niche and the socio-technical
regime and facilitate the stabilization and breakthrough of novel technologies by substantially
contributing to these sub-processes. To elaborate on this argument, we first explain why
business models can be seen as intermediates between the niche and the regime. We then
discuss how they facilitate transitions.
First, business models support the articulation of visions and expectations around a novel
technology by serving as a reference point of communication between actors. In fact, a
dominant technological design may not be superior along all performance dimensions but may
rather represent a best compromise negotiated by various actors (Tushman and Rosenkopf,
1992). Business models are a decisive factor in these negotiations, as they allow for the
articulation of the value creation and value capture mechanisms envisioned for a technology
and facilitate collective sense-making among niche actors (Doganova and Eyquem-Renault,
2009; Massa and Tucci, 2014; McGrath, 2010). Second, business models support learning
processes to improve performance by acting as inter-organizational knowledge transfer
mechanisms and facilitating discussions about user preferences and design specifications
(Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002; Mason and Leek, 2008). By substantiating the potential
of a technology, business models also help to increase its legitimacy and attract attention and
funding (Doganova and Eyquem-Renault, 2009; Massa and Tucci, 2014). Third, due to their
boundary-spanning nature (Zott and Amit, 2010), business models have a particular potential
for building social networks by linking technological innovation to elements and actors outside
the focal organization. These links, in turn, further stabilize the novel technology by proving its
viability and convincing more and more actors to join. Arguably, the boundary-spanning nature
gives business models powerful leverage to stabilize technological innovation and engage a
critical mass of actors. When it comes to the point that novel technologies are ready to break
out of their niche, business models also play an important role for their introduction and
diffusion in the wider system. Indeed, literature reports various examples where even superior
technologies do not reach the mass market unless they are coupled to a viable business model
(e.g. Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002). Chesbrough (2010:354) argues that “a mediocre
technology pursued within a great business model may be more valuable than a great
technology exploited via a mediocre business model”. This suggests that a viable business
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model that allows stakeholders to detect opportunities for value creation and capture might be
more important for a breakthrough to the regime level than the superiority of the technology
itself (Chesbrough and Rosenbloom, 2002; Christensen, 2006; Markides, 2006). Figure 3
illustrates how business models encapsulate novel technology and act as vehicles on a novel
technology’s journey from niche to regime level. The encapsulation mechanism is illustrated
with the dotted triangles, representing business models, which encompass the arrows,
representing novel technology. Different design specifications converge towards a dominant
technological design that eventually scales-up, breaks through the current regime and diffuses
to become an integral part of a new regime – all of which is facilitated and accelerated by a
viable business model.

Fig. 3. Business models as intermediates between technological niche and socio-technical regime (own figure
based on Geels and Schot, 2007:401)

As intermediaries between niche and regime level, business models can be considered to be
vehicles for novel technologies to enter and disrupt the regime. In the language of the MLP,
they lift technology to a higher degree of stability because they support the convergence of
shared rules and structures around the technological artefact. The process may even be
understood as the gradual formation of a sub-regime that allows the novel technology to align
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to more and more actors of the current regime and then contribute to the regime’s disruption
from within.
Note that the role as an intermediate can be fulfilled by either novel or existing business models.
Both possibilities have different implications. The commercialization of technologies with
existing business models may be easier because regime actors can easily relate to them and
recognize opportunities for value creation and capture. For instance, Sabatier et al. (2012) argue
that the business models of new ventures need to initially fit with the established value chains
and match customer and supplier expectations for other actors to recognize an opportunity for
value creation. This implies that a novel technology coupled to a business model that already
fits the current regime may be able to free ride on the regime’s infrastructure (Haxeltine et al.,
2008). Thus, it may be easier for organizations to commercialize technologies via a business
model that is aligned to the dominant regime logic. However, it is debatable whether this can
lead to radical changes to how the socio-technical system works. Sticking to the example of
car-based transportation, hybrid engines can be regarded to be a novel technology that has been
ascribed much potential for shifting the current mobility regime towards sustainability.
However, it has also been argued that the commercialization of hybrid cars to date remains
coupled to the dominant regime logic of mass production and individual ownership of cars and
therefore cannot fundamentally change production and consumption patterns (Wells, 2013).
Nonetheless, we conclude that in their role as devices to commercialize technological
innovation business models impact transitions as a driver, because they can facilitate the
breakthrough of novel technologies. However, the strength of this impact seems to be dependent
on whether existing or novel business models are used. Novel business models seem to offer a
higher potential to lead to transitions.

3.3 Business models as non-technological niche innovation
Transition research posits that in order for a niche innovation to eventually break through and
replace the current regime, its degree of stability needs to increase (Geels and Schot, 2010).
While Section 0 has analyzed the three sub-processes of stabilization (articulation of visions
and expectations, learning processes, building of social networks), the maturity of these
processes is also an indicator of the degree of stability that an innovation has already reached
on its way from niche to regime level. Hoogma et al. (2002) specify that expectations and
visions contribute to greater stability if they are a) more robust (i.e. shared by more actors), b)
more specific (i.e. able to provide guidance for the coordination of actors), and c) of higher
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quality (i.e. substantiated by ongoing projects). Learning processes contribute to higher
stability if they allow for second-order learning (i.e. enable changes of cognitive frames and
assumptions). Social networks contribute to higher stability if they are a) broad (i.e. involve
different stakeholders) and b) deep (i.e. able to mobilize commitment and resources). We argue
that as subject to innovation, business models are a form of non-technological niche innovation
that already fulfill these specifications. Novel business models emerge at a higher level of
stability than technological innovation and directly build up a substantial part of the new
regime. To elaborate on this argument, we first explain why business models can be considered
as emerging at a higher level of stability than technological innovation. We will then discuss
how they drive transitions.
For a novel business model to emerge, expectations and visions already need to be well
articulated and communicated, because its boundary-spanning nature requires the redefinition
of transactions among multiple actors (Matthyssens et al., 2006; Zott and Amit, 2010). Since
this is a complex coordination challenge (Berglund and Sandström, 2013), expectations must
be specific and of high quality in order to provide the necessary guidance for these actors.
Learning processes must have already reached an advanced stage that allows for a change in
cognitive frames, because actors must have questioned existing industry recipes and spotted
novel opportunities to create and capture value (Martins et al., 2015; Tikkanen et al., 2005;
Tripsas and Gavetti, 2000). Social networks already need to exhibit considerable breadth,
because the formation of a novel business model requires that multiple actors beyond the formal
authority of a single organization collaborate. They are also likely to exhibit a high degree of
depth (i.e. commitment to the novel business model), because a new business model put forward
by one actor is likely to also require changes in other actors’ business models (Klang and
Hacklin, 2013).
In the language of the MLP, novel business models may thus be considered as emerging at a
higher level of stability than a novel technology. Not least because it is well accepted that novel
business models can emerge independently of technological innovation, we suggest a
differentiation between the level of business model niche and technological niche within the
MLP in Figure 4.
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Fig. 4. Business models as non-technological niche innovation (own figure based on Geels and Schot, 2007:401)

Figure 4 highlights the formation of novel business models in the business model niche,
analogous to the processes we know from the technological niche: A variety of novel business
models, represented with the small triangles going in different directions, is experimented with
until they stabilize in a dominant design that is able to break through to the regime and build up
a substantial part of a novel regime. Again, analogous to the technological niche, the
developments at the levels of the business model niche can be considered as being influenced
by developments at other levels in the MLP, such as the landscape and the regime. Sticking to
the graphical language of the MLP, these influences are represented by dotted arrows running
between the levels. For example, external landscape pressures or tensions in the regime such as
new customer demands or novel regulation may trigger the development of new business
models. However, in addition, the developments at the level of the technological niche may
influence the formation of novel business models. In turn, developments at the level of the
business model niche may influence developments within the technological niche (e.g. the
formation of a dominant technological design). This two-way relationship between
technological niche and business model niche is represented by the dotted arrows running
between them in Figure 4.
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Being subject to innovation, novel business models can be understood as a redefinition of
existing ways of creating and capturing value (Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2010; Massa
and Tucci, 2014; Mitchell and Coles, 2003; Morris et al., 2005; Zott et al., 2011). This means
that they challenge the dominant regime logic on how the system currently works. Their
boundary-spanning nature requires the co-innovation of various actors, which in turn requires
that these actors have aligned on certain rules and resource configurations. By establishing a
novel value network among a critical mass of actors, they thereby lay the foundation for what
can become industry recipes in a new regime (i.e. build up a substantial part of a new regime).
This makes their potential to trigger bigger shifts within transitions particularly high. Thus, we
consider novel business models as a strong driver of transitions.
In conclusion, the conceptual integration of business models in their different functions into the
MLP has shown that they assume three roles within transition, each of which has a different
impact on transition dynamics: (1) as part of the socio-technical regime, existing business
models hamper transitions by reinforcing the current regime’s stability; (2) as intermediates
between the technological niche and the socio-technical regime, existing or novel business
models drive transitions by facilitating the stabilization process of technological innovation and
supporting their breakthrough; and (3) as non-technological niche innovations, novel business
models drive transitions by building up a substantial part of a new regime without relying on
technological innovation. Table 2 summarizes the key arguments presented in Section 3.
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Table 2: Business models’ roles in and impacts on societal transitions: Conceptual integration of business model and transition theory
Role and impact

Key transition concepts and dynamics

Role 1
Business models as part of the sociotechnical regime.

Socio-technical regimes
are both dominant rules and resource structures
that have developed around a technology,
span a variety of actors, such as organizations
from interrelated industries, financiers, users,
authorities and research institutions,
are dynamically stable as rules and structures
are continuously reproduced and reinforced
among regime actors.

Impact
Barrier to societal transitions:
Existing business models reinforce
the current regime and add to its
stability.

Role 2
Business models as intermediates
between the technological niche and
the socio-technical regime.
Impact
Driver of socio-technical transitions:
Existing or novel business models
facilitate the stabilization of new
technology and its breakthrough from
niche to regime level.
Role 3
Business models as non-technological
niche innovation.
Impact
Driver of societal transitions:
Novel business models build up a
substantial part of a novel regime
without relying on technological
innovation.

Niche innovations
can break through the regime if
rules and structures around them stabilize via
the articulation of expectations and visions,
learning processes to improve performance,
the building of social networks.

Niche innovations
have a higher level of stability if
expectations and visions are
 robust (i.e. shared by more actors),
 specific (i.e. able to provide guidance),
 of high quality (i.e. substantiated by
projects),
learning processes enable second-order
learning (i.e. the change of cognitive
frames),
social networks are
 broad (i.e. involve multiple stakeholders),
 deep (i.e. able to mobilize resources).

Key business model characteristics and
functions
Business models
are both material exchange relations of an
organization and a cognitive frame of how
value is created and captured,
span the boundaries of a focal organization and
connect a variety of actors within a value
network,
become embedded in a dominant business
model logic (i.e. an established way an
organization works over time),
become industry recipes (i.e. an established
way organizations in an industry work) when
their dominant logics converge.
Business models
function as devices to commercialize
technology, and as such they
serve as a reference language and facilitate
collective sense-making,
allow the discussion of market and user
preferences and support the attraction of
funding,
link technology to various actors within a value
network.
Business models
can be subject to innovation, and as such they
can emerge independently of technologies,
challenge the way an organization works by
 building a novel cognitive frame that
guides the formation of a value network,
 committing multiple actors to act in an
orchestrated fashion and making
adjustments to their own business models.

Source: Own table, for references see Section 0 and Section 0.
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Conceptual integration
As industry recipes, existing business models
are part of the regime and reinforce its stability
because they
reproduce the regime’s dominant rules and
resource structures,
connect various interrelated industries and
other regime actors,
co-exist and interact with complementary
industry recipes and other actors’ working
logics,
are aligned to a dominant regime logic (i.e. an
established way the system works that is
shared by all regime actors).
As devices to commercialize technological
innovation, existing or novel business models
support the stabilization of rules and structures
around a niche technology because they
facilitate the articulation of expectations and
visions among niche actors,
allow the demonstration of the value of novel
technology to regime actors,
link technology to more and more actors and
support the emergence of a value network
around the technological innovation.
As subject to innovation, novel business models
emerge at a higher level of stability than
technological niche innovations and build up a
substantial part of a novel regime because they
can emerge independently of technologies,
challenge the dominant regime logic,
imply that rules and structures on a novel way
to create and capture value have emerged
among a critical mass of actors in a novel
value network.

4. Illustrative examples from the German energy sector
The ongoing energy transition in Germany (“Energiewende”) towards a sustainable energy
system provides excellent examples of the three roles and their impact on transition dynamics.
For decades, the traditional energy system has relied on large-scale, centralized, conventional
power generation with adapted grid infrastructures, consumption patterns and institutional
agreements (Smith et al., 2005). In contrast, the currently emerging system is based on
distributed, small-scale renewable generation technologies. Grid infrastructures are expected to
be gradually replaced by flexible, information technology enabled smart grids and consumers
to more actively participate in energy markets as producers. Within this transition, all three
roles of business models and their respective impact on transition dynamics can be observed:
existing business models and the traditional regime mutually reinforcing each other and
hampering the transition, business models that enable sustainable technologies to break through
to the regime and the emergence of entirely new business models that seem to become central
pillars of a new regime.

4.1 Business models as part of the socio-technical regime
The role of existing business models as part of the socio-technical regime is best illustrated by
the behavior of the four largest utility companies in Germany, often referred to as the Big 4
(RWE, E.On, EnBW, Vattenfall Europe). The Big 4 had always focused on producing bulk
electricity in their own large-scale conventional power plants and selling it as a standardized
commodity in wholesale markets (Kungl, 2015). For decades, their business model, which truly
dominated the German electricity system, had been the central pillar of a network of interrelated
business models around power generation, wholesale, transmission, distribution and retail.
Arguably, the Big 4’s business models had become an industry recipe firmly aligned to the
traditional energy regime.
At the beginning of the 21st century, tensions in the regime increased due to landscape
developments such as growing sustainability concerns and an increasing availability of
renewable technologies. The Big 4 tried to protect their traditional business models and actively
fought the emerging renewables system. For example, they used control over complementary
assets such as the grid infrastructure to keep renewable technologies out of the system, took
actions against renewable-friendly regulation in German and European courts and publicly
decried renewables as unreliable. Furthermore, they joined forces with other regime actors such
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as suppliers of conventional power plant components and grid device manufacturers, whose
business models also depended on the survival of the traditional regime. Their argumentation
provided a very accurate illustration of the mutually re-enforcing effect of the traditional regime
and existing business models. One of the recurring arguments of the Big 4 was that the energy
transition (i.e. a regime change) was doomed to fail because it would be incompatible with the
established way energy companies and ancillary industries worked (i.e. the existing industry
recipes). At the same time, they argued that existing business models could not be changed,
because the system would otherwise not work reliably. The impossibility of a transition was
continuously justified with the impossibility of changing existing business models and vice
versa. Iterative changes were ruled out and actively fought with considerable success for some
time due to their dominant market position and lobbying power.

4.2 Business models as intermediates between technological niche and sociotechnical regime
The case of the start-up company DZ-4 illustrates that a novel technology that supports the
formation of the new energy system only succeeds by coupling the technology to a viable
business model. DZ-4 offers a leasing model for photovoltaic (PV) systems to private
households, so-called roof-top solar, which is comparable to SolarCity in the US or
Greenchoice in the Netherlands (Richter, 2013; Wainstein and Bumpus, 2016). PV systems,
which enable private households to supply themselves with electricity and feed excess capacity
into the grid, have been present under the traditional electricity system. However, despite
governmental support, their adoption has remained marginal. Although German households
principally have a favorable attitude towards energy autonomy, the high up-front cost of the
solar panels, the complex installation and maintenance of the system and the risk of
unpredictable output made private PV systems a complex and risky investment decision.
Uncertainty about the stability of this electricity source and the frequently changing regulation
on the feed-in compensation led to further doubts about the payoff of such an investment
(Buddensiek, 2015). The business model of DZ-4 directly addresses these barriers: It not only
provides leasing schemes for the panels but also takes care of installation and maintenance.
Furthermore, it provides concerned users with two important hedges: It feeds-in additional
electricity from the grid at times when the customer’s own system cannot meet the demand and
provides a fixed tariff for 15 years, which protects against rising electricity prices, unreliable
output and changes in regulation. By coupling the technology with the well-known business
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model pattern of leasing and aligning to their current interests, DZ-4 allows several actors of
the current regime to detect the value of the PV technology. For example, users do not have to
change their consumption habits and PV manufacturers gain from greater sales volumes. As
use cases substantiate the value of the technology for the mass market, more users but also
financiers, regulators and even incumbents join and copy the business model. The business
model supports the stabilization of the novel technology, its breakthrough to the mass market
and diffusion within the system. Ultimately, it could become one of the industry recipes in the
emerging, renewable energy system.

4.3 Business models as non-technological niche innovation
The case of NEXT Kraftwerke shows that a new business model can emerge independently of
technological innovation and offers a high potential to contribute to the dissolution of the
traditional regime. Founded in 2009, NEXT is one of the first German operators of a virtual
power plant. During its first six years of operation, it has become Europe’s largest virtual power
plant (NEXT, 2016). The company bundles electricity generated by many small producers and
consumers of renewables, such as biogas, wind or solar, via an algorithm that calculates when
it is most profitable to produce electricity and when it is least expensive to consume. The bigger
bundles are then sold on the energy spot market to customers such as the Big 4, who need them
to secure grid stability. Thus, NEXT offers a clear value proposition to multiple parties. First,
it offers smaller producers, who have no means to sell their excess capacity themselves, a
convenient way to access the market. Second, it offers existing network operators a means to
guarantee greater stability in the grid. That is, NEXT does not alienate incumbents, it even
offers them a hedge against increasing volatility. However, this volatility is caused by the rise
of the new system (i.e. the increasing share of renewables), which is in turn fostered by the
success of NEXT’s business model.
Note that NEXT does not commercialize a novel technology. It relies on technological advances
in renewable technologies and information technology, but these rather serve as enabling
technologies. In comparison to the DZ-4 model directed at a single household and based on a
single technology, its business model is to connect various small producers, consumers and a
multitude of individual, renewable technologies. By involving such a critical mass of actors, it
has a high potential to lead to systemic shifts and build up a substantial part of a new regime.
Arguably, it could become the central pillar of an entirely new energy system (Fox-Penner,
2014).
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The retrospective consideration of the developments in the German energy system nicely
illustrates the interplay of the three roles of business models and their impact on an ongoing
transition. Meanwhile, the Big 4 have all launched major corporate change programs. For
example, E.On split its operations in 2015, maintaining only renewables under its own brand
name (E.On, 2015). EnBW New Ventures, founded as part of the company’s reorientation
towards renewables, acquired a 15% stake in DZ-4 as its first strategic investment (EnBW,
2015). Also NEXT cooperates with various incumbents now. Once incumbents start to engage,
the novel business models and technologies under the renewable energy system could scale up
significantly. However, even though the Big 4 publicly embrace renewables, it is remarkable
that they do not simply copy the small-scale, customer-sided business models but rather look
into mechanisms to apply their utility-sided business model to renewables (Richter, 2013).

5. Discussion
Our research builds on the assumption that the shift towards sustainable development requires
systemic change to prevailing patterns of production and consumption. The potential of
business models for promoting such changes has been recognized in the sustainable business
model discourse for a long time. Surprisingly though, links to transition research, arguably the
academic home of analyzing the phenomenon of systemic change in society, have rarely been
used to back up this claim. So far, business model research has largely focused on the
organizational level and neglected the link to macro developments at the systemic level.
Transition research, in turn, has neglected the micro level dynamics and the role of single
groups of societal actors such as organizations. Furthermore, it has been preoccupied with
technological innovation and has thereby centered attention on firms as primary technology
providers at the expense of other organizational efforts, non-technological innovation and
alternative organizational forms. Our study contributes to filling this gap.
Business model research can gain substantially from the link to the transition perspective. We
identify three contributions, of which two focus on the sub-field of sustainable business models,
while the third relates to the wider business model discourse. First, our study underpins the
popular claim that business models can contribute significantly to systemic societal change,
such as the one needed for achieving sustainable development. Based on insights from transition
theory, it shows that business models can serve as a vehicle that facilitates and accelerates the
journey of novel technology from niche to regime level. It provides theoretically grounded
explanations for the joint system-changing potential of technological innovations and business
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models but also supports the argument that novel business models have a greater potential to
achieve systemic change than technology. Second, the systematic differentiation and
description of the three roles supports a more structured discussion about the impact of
sustainable business models on transitions. They allow researchers to specify which role the
business model they currently analyze assumes and how it contributes to sustainable
development. The distinction of the three roles also provides a basis for longitudinal studies on
the co-evolution of business models and societal systems. Existing studies have dealt with the
impact of new entrants’ vs. incumbents’ business models, but it has been shown that studies
beyond this small vs. big dichotomy are needed (Bohnsack et al., 2014; Hockerts and
Wüstenhagen, 2010; Schaltegger et al., 2016b). Third, wider business model research can gain
from the transition perspective. Existing research primarily considers organizations’ external
environment as a source of opportunities and threats; in other words, how changes to the wider
system impact business models (Saebi et al., 2016; Zott and Amit, 2007). Research on the
opposite relation (i.e. how changes to business models impact the wider system) still holds
much potential (Wirtz et al., 2016). While sustainable business model research has the
normative idea of sustainable development at its core, wider business model research is
interested in the creation of competitive advantages for a focal firm. In recent years, the
disruption of existing industries and the creation of entirely new markets have been identified
as particularly promising for leapfrogging competition (Bower and Christensen, 1995; Kim and
Mauborgne, 2004). As such processes also require changing and production patterns, detailed
insight into the mechanisms by which business models affect their external environment and
can drive systemic change are also highly relevant for wider business model research. Not least
because the discussion about why organizations fail to create novel business models has largely
focused on internal barriers (e.g. cognitive and resource inertia) but neglected external barriers
and dependencies that may stem from the system’s stability (Berglund and Sandström, 2013).
Transition research has so far focused on technological innovation as the primary driver of
change. Yet, it has been argued that only few technological innovations are successful in
seeding systemic change and that further research is required as to why and how some niche
innovations lead to transitions while others do not (Elzen et al., 2004). Given their boundaryspanning nature, business models seem to be a particularly interesting unit of analysis in this
regard because they allow zooming in on organizations without losing the systemic perspective.
They are well suited for further exploring the interplay between organizations and other actors
in transitions, such as users or regulators. In particular, we identify three contributions of our
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research to transition theory that correspond to the three roles. First, the business model
perspective sheds light on the mutually reinforcing stabilization mechanisms between
organizations’ business models and the wider system. Despite being a powerful group of actors
within existing systems, organizations have so far not received sufficient attention in transition
research (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013; Loorbach et al., 2010; Smink et al., 2015). Transition
research has rather been interested in the stabilization mechanisms between, not within, single
groups of actors in a socio-technical system (Elzen and Wieczorek, 2005). However, by
disregarding organizational inertia, it is likely to underestimate regime stability, just as business
model research is likely to underestimate organizational inertia by disregarding regime stability.
Second, transition models describe the macro-dynamics of transitions. However, the provision
of answers to specific questions on the micro-dynamics (e.g. how exactly niche innovations
stabilize or why exactly regimes remain dynamically stable and seem to simply absorb novel
technology) is beyond their scope. Here, the business model perspective can provide
explanations for open questions such as why technologies do or do not achieve the breakthrough
to the regime level or why they do or do not diffuse in the system and trigger a transition. Third,
we have shown that novel business models need to be considered as a form of niche innovation
in their own right. Existing research has mostly considered the role of organizations as
technology providers, which directed the attention to private firms. The explicit consideration
of the business model in transition models expands the scope to a wider range of organizational
innovation efforts that are pursued independent of technological innovation, and thereby also
to a wider range of organizational forms. For example, social entrepreneurs often do not rely
on novel technologies but focus on novel ways to create and capture value to induce systemic
change (Ney et al., 2014; Zeyen et al., 2014). Herein, the theoretically substantiated idea that
business models are niche innovations emerging at a higher initial level of stability and build
up a substantial part of a new regime is both new and promising for discussing the impact of
novel business models and different organizational forms for driving transitions.
In addition to contributing to the fields of business model and transition research individually,
we also contribute to the emerging research stream on their intersection. Pioneering studies in
this field have mainly discussed one of the roles; for example, how a specific novel business
model drives a transition or how they commercialize novel technology (Bolton and Hannon,
2016; Hannon et al., 2013; Huijben et al., 2016; Sarasini and Lindner, 2018; Schaltegger et al.,
2016b; Tongur and Engwall, 2014; Wainstein and Bumpus, 2016).
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While further exploration of every individual role seems worthwhile, we believe that most
potential lies in considering their interrelation and co-evolution over time. Our study points to
several interesting questions for future research:


How does the business model influence the impact of a technological innovation on
transitions? Does it matter whether a technological innovation is commercialized via an
existing or a novel business model?



Which of the three roles of business models dominates in which phase of a transition? Is
there a typical sequence during a transition? Are there tipping points at which one role starts
to dominate the others?



How can the business model help understanding the interaction patterns between
organizations and other actor groups in transitions, such as users or regulators? What
influence do other actors have in shaping these roles?



How do the three roles of business models correspond to the transition pathways that have
been described in the transition literature (e.g. Geels et al., 2016; Geels and Schot, 2007)?
How can the business model perspective enhance the understanding of these pathways?

Overall, we have shown theoretically that business models have a powerful impact on societal
transitions – powerful in its potential for both driving and hampering them. We see them as
constituting a missing link between macro-dynamics at a global, systemic level and microdynamics at a local level, which offers great explanatory potential for further research on the
causal mechanisms and the role of organizations within transitions.

6. Conclusion
Our research was motivated by the observation that research at the intersection of business
models and societal transitions is particularly promising for enhancing the understanding of
systemic change in society, such as that needed for shifts towards sustainable development.
Although both sustainable business model and transition researchers have repeatedly pointed
to the need to better understand the interrelations between business models and the wider sociotechnical system, there is currently no comprehensive study that systematically links business
model and transition theory. An understanding of this fundamental link between the two
concepts is of particular relevance for enabling a discussion of its particularities for sustainable
business models and sustainability transitions. We set out to address this need by exploring the
roles of business models in and their impact on societal transitions. The conceptual integration
of characteristics and functions of business models into the widely used multi-level perspective
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on socio-technical transitions allowed us to identify three distinct, yet complementary roles of
business models in and their respective impacts on transition dynamics: (1) As part of the sociotechnical regime, existing business models hamper transitions by reinforcing the current
regime’s stability; (2) as intermediates between the technological niche and the socio-technical
regime, business models drive transitions by facilitating the stabilization process of
technological innovation and supporting their breakthrough; and (3) as non-technological niche
innovation, novel business models drive transitions by building up a substantial part of a new
regime without relying on technological innovation. We hope that this systematic description
of the three roles and their impact on transitions provides a solid theoretical backbone for future
empirical work on the impact of sustainable business models on transitions.
While our primary aim was to contribute to the sustainable business model literature, we also
identified contributions to transition and the wider business model literature. Whereas research
on transitions benefits from a better understanding of the role of organizations within the microdynamics of transitions, research on business models benefits from a better understanding of
the business model in its wider, societal context. Referring back to Wells (2013:42), we
conclude that the conceptual integration of business model and transition research can indeed
contribute considerably to a “more structured contextual explanation” of the business model
and can complement transition theory with explanations on “more detailed causal
mechanisms”.
Research at the intersection of business models and societal transitions is just burgeoning. As
sustainable development has become a major priority in our society and causes fundamental
shifts in many industries, knowledge on both how to drive transitions and how to deal with
them becomes critical. The integration of research on business models and transitions
acknowledges this interrelatedness between organizations and their wider environment and
emphasizes their importance for achieving sustainable development. Interest in the topic is
currently rising, which we see reflected in recent calls for papers and conferences (Dentchev et
al., 2016; Garud et al., 2016; Schaltegger et al., 2016a) as well as pioneering work in renowned
journals (Bolton and Hannon, 2016; Huijben et al., 2016; Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013;
Sarasini and Lindner, 2018; Schaltegger et al., 2016b; Tongur and Engwall, 2014; Wainstein
and Bumpus, 2016). We hope that our paper will contribute to further advancing research in
this important field.
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ABSTRACT
The pursuit of ambidexterity requires deciding how to divide time between exploration and
exploitation. In an organizational context, this choice may not always be entirely up to each
individual. Based on this observation, this study investigates how individuals deal with the
expectation that they should switch from exploration to exploitation, or vice versa. We use
observations from facilitated strategy workshops to study their reactions to switching requests
and uncover the factors that constrain and enable switching between explorative and
exploitative tasks. We find that an imposed switch always triggers negative emotions among
participants, but that the response pattern through which their resistance to switching surfaces
is different for explore- exploit and exploit-explore switches. Based on these findings, we
discuss the role of emotions and behavioral expectations for executing ambidexterity and derive
implications for managing the exploration-exploitation dilemma at the individual level.
Keywords: Ambidexterity, cognition, coordination, exploitation, exploration
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Introduction
Ambidexterity denotes the mastery of both exploratory and exploitative learning and the ability
to balance these activities over time (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004; O’Reilly and Tushman,
2013; March, 1991; Mom et al., 2009; Raisch et al., 2009). The fundamental challenge behind
the ambidexterity concept is that exploration and exploitation are self-reinforcing activities and
that investment in one drives out the other (March, 1991; Levinthal and March, 1993). How
individuals balance exploration and exploitation, given the behavioral tendency to reinforce
either activity, is the focal interest in individual ambidexterity research.
Thus far, individual ambidexterity research has mostly aimed at uncovering what makes some
individuals better than others at dealing with the diverging demands of exploration and
exploitation (e.g., Laureiro-Martinez et al., 2015; Kauppila and Tempelaar, 2016; Tempelaar
and Rosenkranz, 2017; Rogan and Mors, 2014). A promising line of research has started to
investigate how individuals’ dispositions and inclinations interact with the organizational
context in which they are embedded (e.g., Kauppila and Tempelaar, 2016; Mom et al., 2015;
Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2017). Furthermore, many studies have considered how individuals
can cognitively cope with balancing exploration and exploitation, for example by reframing
and acknowledging the tension between them (Andriopolous and Lewis, 2009; Papachroni et
al., 2016; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018, Smith and Tushman, 2005).
Despite the increase in attention to ambidexterity at the individual level, literature still offers
little insight into the everyday challenges that individuals meet when executing ambidexterity
(e.g., Bledow et al., 2009; Papachroni et al., 2016). For instance, current research seems to stop
short of observing the situated performance of ambidexterity. Observational studies would
arguably be very valuable to complement research on, for example, cognitive coping strategies.
After all, ambidexterity must inevitably be performed through action, not cognition (Eisenhardt
et al., 2010; Lewis, 2000). Observing how organizational members respond to specific tasks or
actions that require them to engage in both exploratory and exploitative activities seems
relevant in this regard – especially because it is generally acknowledged that overcoming the
behavioral tendency to reinforce either exploration or exploitation is difficult. Not least, further
insights regarding the behavioral and emotional reactions that surface when individuals are
required to behave ambidextrously would also be valuable to relate the exploration–exploitation
framework closer to the pressing problems of practitioners (Lavie et al., 2010).
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In this study, we investigate the behavioral responses that surface when work tasks require
individuals to switch between exploratory and exploitative activities, and which factors
constrain and enable this process. Our setting to explore this question is facilitated workshops
where participants had to execute a series of pre-defined activities that required them to switch
back-and-forth between exploring and exploiting. In these workshops, the behavioral
expectation when to switch between activities was particularly pronounced, and multiple
switches occurred over a relatively short period in time. Thus, facilitated workshops were an
ideal setting to observe individuals’ switching reactions.
Drawing on literatures concerned with task switching and cognitive information processing, we
describe the emotional and cognitive response patterns that surfaced during explore-exploit and
exploit-explore switches. We borrow the labels of feelings of rightness and feelings of
wrongness (Gangemi et al., 2015; Thompson et al., 2011) to describe the patterns we observed.
Our findings support that switching is both cognitively and emotionally demanding for
individuals. We find that the response pattern through which resistance to switching is produced
differs for explore-exploit and exploit-explore switches, and develop a process model of the
core behavioral mechanisms at play.
We advance the literature on individual ambidexterity by offering an in-depth account of how
the behavioral tendency to reinforce either exploration or exploitation plays out during the
enactment of ambidextrous work tasks. By detailing how emotional responses to switching
between exploration and exploitation interact with other known side-effects such as cognitive
strain, our observational study also expands current ideas about the costs of individual
ambidexterity. It complements cross-sectional survey research that has typically investigated
how individuals deal with explore-exploit tensions over longer periods in time (Kauppila and
Tempelaar, 2016; Mom et al., 2007, 2009; Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2017) and experimental
studies that cannot consider the social, real-life context in which individuals are embedded
(Laureiro-Martinez et al., 2010, 2015). For managers, the model we propose can serve as a basis
for facilitating situations in which they cannot grant individuals and teams full autonomy on
how to divide time between exploration and exploitation.
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Theoretical background
Individual ambidexterity and the centrality of switching
The pursuit of ambidexterity requires individuals to integrate divergent behavioral expectations
related to exploration and exploitation (Floyd and Lane, 2000). Whereas some work suggests
that organizations should try to shield their members from ambidexterity by the means of
temporal or structural separation of exploration and exploitation (see e.g., Lavie et al., 2010 or
O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013 for an overview), others have argued that the most effective means
to achieve organizational ambidexterity is to empower individuals to choose how to divide their
time between exploration and exploitation (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004). Studies suggest that
exposing employees to both exploration and exploitation can make their jobs more interesting
(Adler et al., 1999; Parker et al., 2014) as well as contribute to greater creativity (Miron-Spektor
et al., 2011) and performance (Good and Michel, 2013). Apart from being desirable for
organizations, engaging individuals in both exploration and exploitation may in many cases
also be unavoidable (e.g., Farjoun, 2010; Turner et al., 2013). Authors have argued that even
those employees working in predominantly explorative units will to some degree have to
engage in exploitation (Birkinshaw and Gupta, 2013; Rosing and Zacher, 2017).
Acknowledging that “ambidextrous organizations need ambidextrous teams and managers”
(O’Reilly and Tushman, 2004: 81) inevitably raises the question about the most effective way
to achieve a balance between exploration and exploitation at the individual level. On the
organizational level, known behavioral approaches to achieve ambidexterity are (i) alternating
between strategies focused at either exploration or exploitation, (ii) pursuing exploration and
exploitation simultaneously in separate units, or (iii) creating an organizational context that
motivates organizational members to engage in both exploration and exploitation. Conceptual
work suggests that alternating between exploration and exploitation is the most appropriate
mechanism to balance the two for smaller, indivisible units such as the individual (Gupta et al.,
2006). This is anchored in the argument that the smaller the unit, the more difficult it will be to
develop routines that allow excellence in both exploration and exploitation (Gupta et al., 2006).
Empirical work on cognitive information processing seconds this and has argued that the
alternation between exploration and exploitation is unavoidable for individuals (LaureiroMartinez et al., 2015). This stems from the fundamentally different nature of exploration and
exploitation.
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In his seminal work, March (1991) introduced exploration as “things captured by terms such as
search, variation, risk taking, experimentation, play, flexibility, discovery, innovation”, and
exploitation as “such things as refinement, choice, production, efficiency, selection,
implementation, execution” (March, 1991: 71). Over time, individuals may balance exploratory
activities such as searching for new possibilities or learning new skills and exploitative
activities that require them to use their existing knowledge (e.g., Mom et al., 2009, Simsek et
al., 2009). At any given point in time, however, researchers have argued that these activities
require such different modes of attention that an individual cannot be engaged in both (LaureiroMartinez et al., 2015). From a cognitive perspective, exploration requires individuals to engage
in divergent thinking, whereas exploitation requires to focus attention (Good and Michel, 2013;
Laureiro-Martinez et al., 2015). On the level of specific tasks and actions, thus, behaving
ambidextrously involves switching back and forth between exploration and exploitation, i.e.
temporal separation (Gupta et al., 2006, Laureiro-Martinez et al., 2015).
Given the centrality of temporal separation as a solution to ambidexterity at the micro level, it
seems surprising that the question how individuals switch between these two activities has not
yet received more attention. Only few studies explicitly consider the issue of switching
(Laureiro-Martinez et al., 2015; Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2017). They point out that the
ability to switch between different ‘thought worlds’ (Kostova and Zaheer, 1999) is an important
microfoundation of ambidexterity, but have mostly considered why individuals differ in their
ability to attend to the diverging demands of exploration and exploitation rather than observed
how switching as such is enacted. What we know, based on such studies, is that the ability to
switch is likely to be a function of closely interrelated individual and organizational effects
(Raisch et al., 2009).
More specifically, research has found that individual dispositions such as attentional control
(Laureiro-Martinez et al., 2015), role identity (Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2017), self-efficacy
(Kauppila and Tempelaar, 2016) as well as emotional and social competences (Bonesso et al.,
2014) are associated with an individual’s ability to engage in ambidextrous behavior. Also job
experience (Bonesso et al., 2014; Mom et al., 2015) and learnable skills such as behavioral
complexity (Carmeli and Halevi, 2009) or paradoxical thinking (e.g., Miron-Spektor et al.,
2018) have been linked to the ability to cope with the diverging demands of exploration and
exploitation. These individual-level factors may, in turn, be alleviated or amplified by
contextual elements such as leadership styles (Kauppila and Tempelaar, 2016, Keller and
Weibler, 2014), cross-functional embeddedness (Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2017), a person’s
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networks (Rogan and Mors, 2014) or knowledge inflows (Mom et al., 2009). Taken together,
such insights inform a mixing-and-matching approach to govern for micro-level ambidexterity
that suggests embedding individuals in contexts that fit with their individual dispositions and
skills. For example, Tempelaar and Rosenkranz (2017) distinguish between role integrators and
role segmenters regarding an individual’s preference for managing the diverging demands of
exploration and exploitation, and recommend that role integrators should be allowed to roam
relatively freely to achieve ambidexterity, while role segmenters should receive more guidance
and support by the organization.
Whereas the insights achieved through the research reviewed above are arguably very valuable
to inform organizations’ hiring and staffing decisions, they seem less relevant to understand
how switching can be promoted at the level of specific tasks and actions. It seems plausible that
ambidexterity research can gain from observing switching as a situated practice, enacted by
individuals in social, real-life settings. Such observations would be particularly helpful for
explaining switching behavior, not just predicting it. Explaining the behavioral dynamics of
switching is important to advance our understanding of how to best facilitate it. Facilitation of
switching at the micro level might be necessary because switching is inherently difficult,
supported by the long-standing notion that decisions about balancing exploration and
exploitation are “one of the toughest of all managerial challenges” (O’Reilly and Tushman,
2004).

The cost of switching between exploration and exploitation
Ambidexterity research has since its beginning recognized that overcoming the behavioral
tendency to either explore or exploit comes at efficiency costs that hamper overall performance
(March, 1991, 1996). At the individual level, such switching costs have mostly been associated
with the emotional and cognitive effort that individuals have to make on deciding how to divide
limited resources such as their time. Authors have named the occurrence of stress (Gibson and
Birkinshaw, 2004; Raisch and Zimmermann, 2017) and role overload (Tempelaar and
Rosenkranz, 2017) as negative consequences when individuals have to attend to both
exploration and exploitation. To conceptually explain why dealing with explore-exploit
tensions is demanding for individuals, studies have often drawn on paradox theory (e.g.,
Andriopolous and Lewis, 2009; Papachroni et al., 2016; Raisch and Zimmermann, 2017;
Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Smith and Lewis, 2011). Dealing with a paradox triggers a sensation
that choice must be made between polarities that each have high costs as well as benefits, which
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can give rise to a sense of stuckness (Lüscher and Lewis, 2008; Smith and Berg, 1987). The
resulting uncertainty and ambiguity is so emotionally and cognitively threatening that it can
lead to paralyzing defenses (Lewis, 2000) – a reaction pattern that may be avoided by coping
with (Handy, 1994) and working through the tensions (Smith and Berg, 1987) – an ongoing
process that may also be costly.
Also experimental studies on cognitive information processing hold that switching between
exploration and exploitation comes at a cost for individuals. For example, Laureiro-Martinez et
al. (2015) associate switching from exploration to exploitation with an emotional cost. They
explained this cost with the fact that switching to exploration involves abandoning more certain
gains for the prospects of potentially larger but more uncertain rewards5. They found that an
individual’s superior ability to make switching decisions was related to their ability to selfregulate attention, i.e. attentional control. Also other literatures, focused on task switching and
switching cost in experimental psychology, have related the existence of switching costs to
attention and information processing (Rubinstein et al., 2001; Leroy, 2009; Koch et al., 2010).
Whereas these studies rarely relate their findings to work contexts (but see Leroy, 2009), they
help clarify that switching might be difficult because individuals may feel ‘drawn back’ to a
previous task, despite having stopped working on it. In essence, cognitions about the previous
task persist (Leroy, 2009) and task inhibition (Koch et al., 2010) must occur, i.e. individuals
must invest cognitive effort in suppressing these cognitions about the previous task while
enacting the current one. This in turn leads to a performance decrease because attention is not
fully directed at the current task.
Interestingly, many studies on task switching hint at the fact that it is also emotionally
demanding, while focusing more on specifying its cognitive dimensions. Other research streams
on individual judgement and decision-making processes have accounted to a larger extent for
the interplay between cognition, affect and emotions. For example, in reasoning and learning
tasks, research has shown that individual behavior will be guided by an immediate
metacognitive experience of whether a selected response feels right or wrong. These types of
socially influenced perceptions have been referred to as feelings of rightness (Thompson et al.,
2011), or, complementarily, feelings of error (Gangemi et al., 2015). Part of the explanation for
why emotions and affect have not received more attention in empirical research may be that

5

Note that in this laboratory experiment, switching from exploitation to exploration is defined as switching from
playing at one slot machine to playing at another, i.e. exploration over time becomes exploitation, and switching
refers rather to abandoning one course of action to pursue another.
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emotions are very situated and thus, hard to measure and record. For individual ambidexterity
research, nevertheless, observing emotional reactions to switching would be informative, given
the hints in the literature that emotions might help advance our understanding of switching
behavior. In this regard, and given the importance of contextual characteristics for amplifying
or reducing individual dispositions for behaving ambidextrously (e.g., Raisch et al., 2009),
observations outside of lab settings seem particularly relevant.

Switching expectations and autonomous versus non-autonomous switching
Accounting for context will arguably involve considering the impact of top-down control versus
individual autonomy on ambidexterity. It is notable that current studies on individual
ambidexterity seem to have assumed (i) that their subjects were free to decide when to alternate
between exploration and exploitation, and (ii) that their subjects faced comparable and rather
static expectations to which extent they should engage in ambidextrous behavior. For example,
Tempelaar and Rosenkranz (2017) seem to assume that strategic account managers, whose
activities they surveyed over the course of a year, met rather similar expectations regarding
their engagement in exploration and exploitation6. While it might be unproblematic to make
such an assumption on the level of a profession or function, it might pose some challenges for
generalizing findings to situated, local settings. Exposed to different leaders or work tasks,
individuals will meet different expectations on whether, or even when, to engage in exploration
or exploitation. To understand switching as a situated behavior, accounting more specifically
for whether individuals are expected to switch seems useful.
In general, in a social setting such as the organization, “people […] execute their tasks most of
the time by following a set of skills, responsibilities, and rules that define their role” (March,
1994: 60-61). Thus, scripts of how to behave can be seen as key part of organizational life
(Gioia and Poole, 1984). The term script refers broadly to sequences of expected actions in a
given situation. Examples range from specific task instructions to more general code of
conducts that enable individuals to understand situations and provide them with a guide for how
to respond (Gioia and Poole, 1984). The enactment of a script related to ambidexterity can then
be seen as the result of an actor’s processing of organizational cues about how to behave (i.e.
explore or exploit) and cues about when to change that behavior (i.e. switch from one to the
other).

6

They do, however, control for factors such as firm size, sector, number of accounts, tenure or age.

71

In the literature on individual ambidexterity, the influence of behavioral expectations on
enacting

ambidexterity

has

not

yet

received

much

attention. Studies such

as

Bonesso et al. (2014) have investigated the relevance of individuals’ perceptions on what their
role requires of them for their actual ambidextrous behavior. Their interest, nevertheless, lies
in the individual-level factors that allow some individuals to better cope with conflicting
demands, and not squarely on the influence of behavioral expectations and scripts that bring
about such demands. The predominance of studies that assume that individuals are free to
choose how to divide their time between exploration and exploitation is likely due to the claims
in the literature on contextual ambidexterity, which argue for letting employees make their own
informed choices when to explore and when to exploit (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004).
Furthermore, current work on individual ambidexterity has mostly considered how individuals
balance these activities over a larger period in time (Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2017; Kauppila
and Tempelaar, 2016; Mom et al., 2007, 2009). For example, the common scale for exploratory
and exploitative behavior by Mom et al. (2007) measures ambidextrous behavior over the
course of one year. Over such longer time periods, individuals will certainly have some
discretion on how to divide their time between exploration and exploitation. But in more local
and situated settings there might be less room to grant individuals autonomy over this choice.
Real-life work contexts involving more scripted ambidexterity, meaning that individuals are
subject to clear expectations regarding when to switch between exploration and exploitation,
are relatively easy to find. Facilitated strategy workshops, where managers cycle between
exploring the future and attending to the current business situation, are one extreme example.
Also contemporary organizing methods such as Scrum, Agile or Design Thinking rely on
organizational members adhering to tightly designed work cycles supporting either discovery
or efficiency (Bledow et al., 2009). To expand the theoretical boundaries and practical relevance
of ambidexterity research, it seems valuable to study how ambidextrous behavior is enacted in
contexts where individuals have less autonomy regarding how to divide their time between
exploration and exploitation.

Research setting and analytical approach
Research strategy
To inform the question of how individuals deal with having to alternate between exploratory
and exploitative tasks, we draw on an inductive interpretive study (Langley and Abdallah, 2011;

72

Shah and Corely, 2006). Inductive studies are well suited to zoom in closely on a phenomenon
of interest and investigate process-based questions such as ours (Langley, 1999; Langley et al.,
2013). An interpretive paradigm assumes that getting a deeper understanding of a phenomenon
is only possible through experiencing it, or more commonly through understanding how
relevant participants experience the phenomenon (Gioia et al., 2013; Shah and Corley, 2006;
Wicks and Freeman, 1998). While existing literature may be initially consulted as part of such
an approach, judgment about the literature’s conclusions are suspended to allow new insights
to emerge from the data (Gioia et al., 2013). This tactic suited our research problem well, given
the limited availability of pre-developed frameworks concerned with the behavioral dynamics
of switching between exploration and exploitation. We relied on detailed observations as our
primary source of data, complemented by relevant documents, video-based evidence and
elaborated research logs. We established trustworthiness through standard means including
deep field engagement, peer debriefing, data triangulation, meticulous data management and a
transparent analytical approach (c.f. Langley and Abdallah, 2011; Shah and Corley, 2006). Our
specific research setting consisted of facilitated workshops in which participants had to enact
ambidextrous tasks. We now further account for our selection and utilization of this setting.
Workshops as relevant settings for understanding switching behavior
Workshops have become a frequent work format in modern organizations (Hodgkinson et al.,
2006; Jarzabkowski et al., 2015). They are often used to bring participants together to create
and discuss ideas, but also to settle on alternatives and take decisions. The different phases and
activities in many workshops are thus likely to put different demands on participants: Some
tasks will require exploration, others will require exploitation, and participants will have to shift
between them. Workshops follow a script, i.e. a pre-defined sequence of activities planned by
facilitators to produce a desired output. It is therefore rarely up to the discretion of workshop
participants when to enact which task. On the contrary, to enable the workshop to progress
towards a pre-determined goal, scheduled switching is likely to be expected and enforced by
workshop facilitators. As in most organizational life, social and group dynamics are also likely
to shape the behavioral patterns at play.
An example of a common workshop task associated with individual exploration is brain
storming, where participants are encouraged to act and think in ways involving search,
variation, risk taking, experimentation, flexibility and discovery (Good and Michel, 2013;
Laureiro‐Martinez et al., 2015; March, 1991). An example of a common workshop task
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associated with individual exploitation is the consolidation and presentation of results. This will
require actions directed towards refinement, choice, production, efficiency and selection
(March, 1991). Moreover, it is likely to require a high level of attention (Laureiro‐Martinez et
al., 2015) and a focus of attention (Good and Michel, 2013) – both associated with individual
exploitation. Distinguishing between exploration and exploitation at the level of specific tasks
arguably involves some degree of conceptual bracketing, because “human thought and action
are never solely explorative and exploitative” (Bledow et al., 2009: 33). Yet, we can expect that
workshop participants will perceive activities such as brainstorming and selecting one idea as
different and difficult to pursue at the same time. Consequently, they will have to decide on
investing resources in one or the other. For us, the facilitated workshop format was thus an ideal
setting to observe how individuals, while in a social context, deal with having to switch between
exploratory and exploitative activities.
Sampling logic and details about the research setting
Our selection of workshops was informed by a purposive sampling logic (Lincoln and Guba,
1985), driven by a quest for rich and relevant data. In line with this logic, we decided to study
workshop series belonging to strategic foresight projects. Foresight has been defined as
“identifying, observing and interpreting factors that induce change, determining possible
organization-specific implications, and triggering appropriate organizational responses”.
(Rohrbeck et al., 2015: 2). Foresight projects often aim to establish a key set of factors that
drive change in an organization’s environment, understand the impact of potential futures and
derive actions that ensure an organization’s long-term competitiveness. During workshops
designed to reach those goals, individuals are likely to take part in both exploratory and more
exploitative activities, such as brainstorming about future trends versus selecting key trends and
using them to produce business models linked to current resources and capabilities (Popper,
2008). Due to their systematic mixing of explorative and exploitative tasks, foresight
workshops seem especially useful for learning about switching between these activities
(revelatory sampling logic, c.f. Langley and Abdallah, 2011).
Our further selection of the specific workshops was shaped by the criterion that we as
researchers would have to gain an overview of both (i) when switches between exploration and
exploitation were expected to happen in the workshops, and (ii) the participants’ behavior and
subtle dynamics playing out around switching points. This required a high degree of familiarity
with the design of the workshops and a deep immersion in the field. As we were both involved
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in various projects concerned with similar strategic foresight processes, we already fulfilled the
latter criterion of familiarity with the workshop design. To fulfil the criterion of immersion, we
utilized our access to contexts where we each could take part in and observe workshops.
To increase the richness and robustness of our data, we chose to study multiple workshops
rather than one, and to spread out the observations over time and across different research
contexts. Specifically, we studied in total six workshops conducted as part of two different
foresight projects. One project involved members from one organization while the other
involved participants from different organizations. This would, as we progressed with our
observations, enable us to identify and reflect on potential social and contextual influencing
factors while also identifying common patterns that emerged across specific project or
participant constellations.
The first process (from now project A) was set up in a small, private organization in the
professional services industry. The second process (from now on project B) was a collaboration
between several private and public organizations operating in the maritime industry. In both
contexts, there was a history of exploitation, i.e. the organizations had been working in stable
environments where incremental improvements to their existing offerings had been sufficient
to compete for many years. For such organizations, a typical ambidexterity challenge is a bias
towards exploitation (Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008). Individuals from the organizations we
studied were interested in counteracting this bias by engaging in strategic foresight. The projects
initiated during the workshops were supposed to be a first step to engage in exploratory search,
i.e. become more ambidextrous.
Project A aimed at understanding the future of the professional services industry and developing
at least one idea for a new product or service. Similarly, project B aimed at understanding trends
in the maritime industry and developing ideas for new business models informed by these
trends. Each project was centered around three core workshops. The first workshop aimed at
discovering relevant trends in the organizations’ environment, the second workshop at
assessing the impact of these trends on the organization(s), and the third workshop aimed at
deriving suitable responses (see Appendix A for more details). For each workshop, a core group
of 9-13 participants came together to work on a set of pre-defined activities. For project A, the
participants were the employees of the small organization and their CEO, who had initiated the
project. For project B, participants were representatives of organizations that had been invited
by the project owner – a network facilitator. For half a day, participants would engage in pre-
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planned exercises designed to produce outcomes such as a key set of possible scenarios, future
customer profiles or action roadmaps. The activities leading up to these outputs were typically
connected in a sequential manner. They required switching, but were also interrelated in the
sense that the output of one activity served as an input for the next one. The activities had been
chosen from an established repertoire of foresight methods that fostered either search and
discovery or refinement and choice. Accordingly, they provided participants with different aids
ranging from guiding questions over templates to flipcharts and post-it notes.
Table 1 provides an example of a task containing an explore-exploit and an exploit-explore
switch.
Table 1
Exploratory vs. exploitative activities
Switch

Explore  Exploit

Sample task from the
projects
Switch

“Consider how the world would look
“…and create a description.”
like in this scenario…”
Exploit  Explore

Sample tasks from
the projects

“Vote for your favorite product idea…”

“…and discuss what its implementation
would require.”

Own table.

Every workshop was run by one facilitator. After a brief introduction and some warm-up, he or
she would ask participants to form smaller groups to work on two to three bigger exercises,
which were followed by plenary presentations and discussions. In neither of the projects were
participants pre-assigned to groups. Typically, facilitators would just ask them to spread rather
evenly or, for some exercises, join a group they had (not) worked with in the previous exercise.
Project responsibles, such as CEO and project managers that were involved in planning the
workshops, would generally avoid joining the same group.

Data collection
Role of the researcher(s)
For both projects, one of the authors had the opportunity to join the organizing team and stay
involved all the way from crafting the initial project charter to planning, conducting and
evaluating the workshops. We participated in both projects in light of our research work,
fulfilling the function of an expert on foresight methods. We provided input regarding the
foresight exercises and we observed how they were eventually deployed and enacted.
Regarding our role in the workshops, in project A, the first author assumed the role of an
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observer assisting the facilitator (another researcher). In project B, the second author assumed
the role of the primary facilitator together with the project owner. The engagement in organizing
and facilitating the workshops allowed us to assume primary oversight of the research design,
data collection and analysis (Chisholm and Elden, 1993). This was pertinent for being able to
pinpoint where switches between exploration and exploitation were supposed to happen. The
discussions and dialogs within the organizing team as well as with the participants further
helped us to contextualize and triangulate our observations (Langley and Abdallah, 2011). This
was particularly helpful to counteract biases stemming from our rather academic perspective
on the application of foresight methods. For the members of the organizing team, we appeared
to be sparring partners with whom they could share thoughts, reflections and reservations. For
the participants in the workshops, we appeared to be the ‘planning part’ of the projects, which
also led them to approach us in coffee breaks to share their reflections on what does (not) work
in their respective organizations, or thoughts on single exercises. We also utilized the fact that
we were both highly involved in similar projects to discuss our own experiences of the process
we sought to explain, because the experiences of deeply immersed researchers may, at least in
part, reflect the participants’ experience of the emergent pattern (Jarzabkowski et al., 2017).
Data sources
In line with our aim to examine individuals and their interactions in depth (Thomas et al., 2011;
Tsoukas, 2009), our prime data source was observations of the actual workshops where
participants came together. We did not collect any background data on the individual
participants other than their formal roles, as our focus was on capturing their behaviors,
experiences and points of views as they came to be expressed during the workshops. For each
project, we took observational notes and wrote memos to capture as much as possible of what
was going on (atmosphere, mood, group dynamics). In addition, for project A, we had the
opportunity to video-record selected workshop sequences (mainly the plenary presentation of
group work results). Video data can be an effective means for capturing behaviors and
interactions among participants (e.g., Paroutis et al., 2015).
After each workshop, there was a debrief between the facilitator and the project responsibles in
the organizations, which we documented carefully. It allowed us to match our perceptions on
the progress achieved, criticality of conflicts that arose or mood of the participants.
Furthermore, in the team of authors, we intensively discussed and noted down our thoughts
about contrasts and similarities between the two projects, single workshops or exercises in order
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to capture as many of our own reflections as possible. Over the course of the projects, we created
a comprehensive data set consisting of documents such as project plans, agendas, workshop
presentations and documentations, notes from meetings and phone calls, emails within the
organizing team and feedback provided by the participants. These data were useful for enriching
and further validating our observation-based findings.
The data for project A were collected over the course of four months in the second half of 2016
and the data for project B over the course of four months in the first half of 2017. Appendix B
gives an overview on our entire data set.

Data Analysis
The data analysis was inspired by standard approaches to empirically grounded theory building
and concept development (Langley et al., 2013; Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss and Corbin, 1990).
Moreover, to examine the behavioral dynamics surrounding switches, we found it helpful to
consider where the execution of workshop tasks differed from the way they had been designed.
For this, we relied on resources describing the studying of process as a scripted pattern, where
the core idea is to use deviations between scripted and enacted patterns as signposts to unravel
why they occur (Jarzabkowski et al., 2017).
Step 1: Establishing deviations from scripted switches
Our knowledge about the workshop agenda and single tasks allowed us to establish when
switches between exploration and exploitation had been scripted. In particular, the data about
instructions and actions of facilitators allowed us to trace whether the time that participants
spent on either exploration or exploitation conformed or deviated from what had been scripted.
We knew that, for example, facilitators had given participants thirty minutes to brainstorm and
thirty minutes to consolidate their results, and we knew when they had started reminding
participants to switch to the other activity. By comparing detailed charts of the script (i.e.
workshop design as espoused by plans and facilitator instructions) with the actual behavior of
participants, we were able to pinpoint where and when switches were enacted according to the
script – and where they were not (due to participants either finishing an explorative or
exploitative task early or because they did not end the task as planned). The more activities
concerned with exploration outweighed activities concerned with exploitation, or vice versa, in
comparison to the script, the more pronounced we considered the deviation.
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In total, we observed 38 switching situations across the two workshop series. A key pattern that
emerged from comparing enacted and scripted sequences of switches was that participants
typically emphasized one activity over the other. For example, for an activity sequence bridging
two or more tasks (such as exploit – explore – exploit), the middle task tended to get squeezed
or skipped. In comparison to the script, bigger chunks of either exploration or exploitation had
been enacted. For 16 switches, we identified strong deviations from the script, where either
exploration or exploitation had been enacted at the cost of the other (i.e. participants did not
switch). For 12 switches, we identified weaker deviations where the time and effort spent on
either exploitation or exploration had been reduced compared to the script (i.e. a milder version
of enacting one at the cost of the other). 10 switches had proceeded with little or no deviation
from the script.
Step 2: Zooming in on enacted switches
While mapping deviations from the script proved to be helpful for reconstructing the workshops
as they had been enacted, it was not sufficient to achieve a comprehensive picture of what
happened when participants were required to switch between exploration and exploitation. To
understand better the behavior that accompanied switches, we combined the various data
sources we had collected to create contextualized profiles for each of the 38 switches. In these
profiles, we did not only describe whether a switch had been explore-exploit or exploit-explore,
and whether it was enacted with no, weak or strong deviations from the script, but also what
specifically happened around the point of switching. For example, we retrieved from our
observational memos and the video data the statements and comments participants made about
a task, whether the facilitator had to repeat instructions or intervene, and which emotions
surfaced when participants were asked to switch. From the de-briefing sessions, reflections and
follow-up emails in the organizing team we retrieved contextualizing statements and comments
on the developments. Furthermore, for each switch we tracked what we call the strength of the
script. This was a composite category including the factors that determined how much
autonomy participants were given on the exact point of switching. We included information on
the instructions (e.g., loose guiding questions vs. specific step-by-step instructions) and aids
and materials (e.g., pre-defined templates vs. blank flipcharts). Importantly, we also noted
whether the strength of the script changed over the course of performing a task, i.e. which
interventions facilitators would undertake (e.g., reinforcing instructions vs. adjusting
instructions). This allowed us to obtain a more fine-grained picture of the process that had led
up to the outcomes of ‘no’ versus ‘weak’ versus ‘strong’ deviations from the script.
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Our initial coding of the contextualized profiles was a thematic analysis to uncover negative
and positive reactions to switching. It identified numerous behavioral displays in connection
with the switches, such as bargaining about the script, challenging the purpose of switching or
completely ignoring the script. We subsequently summarized such displays in an aggregate
dimension called resistance to the script, which contrasted cases where the script was enacted
with little or no deviation. In the observational memos, such resistance was often captured by
timing-related statements. For example, participants demanded more time because they were
“not done yet” or, alternatively declared to be ”done and ready to move on”. Two distinct
patterns became apparent: Participants seemed to be either stuck and clinging to what they were
currently doing, or they seemed to be fast-forwarding and ready to drop entire activities. To
further understand these patterns, we refined our coding in an iterative process of going back
and forth between the literature and our original data. This means that we contrasted our
observations with the ambidexterity literature as well as with the literatures on task switching
and switching costs. The grouping logic that eventually emerged from this process was whether
observations were related to concrete actions participants initiated, or rather to emotional
displays (such as expressions of anger or curiosity) or specific ways of approaching decisions
during the activities (such as expressing doubts or certainty). Ultimately, we formed the
aggregate dimensions of behavioral displays that related to switching reactions, surfacing
emotions and decision-making tendencies. Figure 1 depicts our data structure, and Appendix C
provides the interested reader with sample data underlying the first-order constructs.
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Figure 1
Data structure
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Because surfacing emotions and decision-making tendencies seemed intrinsically tied to the
switch, i.e. the interplay of current and future activity, we chose second-order themes that would
allow us to express these temporal nuances. We borrowed some labels (c.f. Reinecke and
Ansari, 2015), explicitly feelings of wrongness and feelings or rightness, from the
metacognition literature. Work within this literature has established a link between individual
judgment and sensations of whether a given alternative or action feels right or wrong
(Thompson et al., 2011; Gangemi et al., 2015). We labeled the observed decision-making
tendencies avoiding closure and seeking closure, because these terms express an attitude
towards the current activity that arises in the light of the future activity.
Step 3: Comparing and conceptualizing the switching process
Initially, we had compared switches that had been enacted as planned with those that had not.
As our analysis progressed, it became apparent that negative emotions and resistance to the
script (such as bargaining for more time, challenging instructions to switch to another activity
or simply ignoring the facilitator’s instructions) occurred also for switches that had been
enacted without delays. By the time our initial coding categories had formed, we started to
observe connections between negative emotions, behavioral resistance and the type of activity
participants should (i.e. had been asked to) engage in. Similarly, we saw a connection between
positive emotions, committed behavior and the type of activity they were currently engaging
in. At this point, we found the thematic analysis of the behavioral displays (step 2) and labeling
of enacted switches according to whether they had worked as planned or not (step 1) too static
to capture the process causing this pattern. We thus went back to the contextualized profiles for
each switch, re-coded them with the language of the data structure, and chronologically ordered
the observed behaviors accompanying a switch. This allowed us to disentangle more clearly the
temporal connectedness of the enacted pattern (Pettigrew, 1990). By chronologically ordering
the coded data, we traced which behavioral displays were directed at the current activity, to the
facilitator’s request to switch, and to the requested future activity. Comparing these
chronologies across the 38 switches allowed us to unpack a distinct pattern of resisting exploreexploit and exploit-explore switches, and pinpoint some enabling factors for overcoming
resistance.
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Findings
Our data clearly indicated that individuals struggled with performing switches in both directions
(from exploitative to exploratory activities, and from exploratory to exploitative activities). Yet,
we identified some core differences in the behavior accompanying resistance to explore-exploit
switching compared to exploit-explore switching. Whereas resistance to explore-exploit
switches seemed driven by the desire to avoid closure of the current activity, resistance to
exploit-explore switches seemed driven by the desire to seek closure of the current activity.
Accordingly, the emotional and behavioral responses to the two types of switches differed and
resistance surfaced in distinct ways. To describe these patterns, we draw on the concepts of
feelings of wrongness and feelings of rightness. Referring to the immediate metacognitive
experience of whether a given response feels right or wrong (Thompson et al., 2011; Gangemi
et al., 2015), the concept is positioned at the nexus between cognition and emotion. Its use
allowed us to disentangle switching reactions more clearly, and propose one clear mechanism
how cognitive and emotional responses relate to one another during explore-exploit and exploitexplore switches.
In the following, we offer an overall account of the main patterns we observed. We do this with
the aid of two vignettes: narratives constructed from observations of situations representative
of others (Jarzabkowski et al., 2014). While single data excerpts such as field notes or verbatim
quotes may be deeply meaningful to the observer, readers who lack contextual information will
find them rather incomprehensible and have difficulties to access the observers’ experiences
(Emerson et al., 2011; Jarzabkowski et al., 2014). Thus, we believe the vignettes are the most
suitable format to make our observations accessible to the reader while giving sufficient
contextual information. After each vignette, we provide an analytical summary in which we
link the data to the theoretical categories we have developed in our data structure. We conclude
the findings section by illustrating a generic model of the central mechanisms at play when
executing explore-exploit and exploit-explore switches.

Explore-exploit switching
The following vignette exemplifies situations where participants were required to switch from
an exploratory to an exploitative activity, and where they struggled to stop exploring and settle
on a result (avoiding closure). It stems from the second workshop in project 1, which had the
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goal to probe into future customer needs and takes the perspective of the author who was
assisting John, the facilitator (pseudonyms used throughout).
The persona-building exercise. “Okay, I need you to stop writing and talking now”. The presentations
have already started with some delay, because the participants negotiated for an extension of the original
45 minutes they had to consider questions like ‘Who is this future customer?’ and ‘What are his or her
needs?’ Now, some are still frantically scribbling on the flipcharts, while Laura has started presenting.
None of the flipcharts seem to contain much more than keywords, though.
John will later reveal to me that at this point he had started to wonder whether we had made the right
choice when deciding against providing a pre-defined template for how to describe a persona. On the
positive side, allowing participants to discuss more freely had enabled good dialogs in the small groups
– dialogs that the participants were now eager to continue in plenary.
“So, how do you feel about the profiles that are up on the wall now?”, he asks after the presentations
have finished. After a pause, someone murmurs: “We did not get that far”, which is echoed by nods
from the others. “We did not get that far, and also, these personas are a lot like our current customers.”
Peter shouts that this is true, and that persona 2 is exactly like that one customer, which makes everybody
laugh. “But seriously”, Peter says, “I think we just need more time, and then we can create more
personas.” John remarks that for the next workshop it will be more important to “get some more meat”
on the profiles that have been created now. He adds that the point is not, in fact, to create as many
personas as possible. “But how can we know that those are the right personas to bet on?”, Peter asks.
A day later, we receive an email from the project manager who also worries that the results achieved are
not yet mature enough: “So, I have been reflecting about the workshop, and I have talked to some of my
colleagues. […] I am a little sceptic about whether we can already start developing product ideas. I
think it would be good to have some more time to go over the profiles at the beginning of the next
workshop.” Over a phone call, John and I re-encourage her to send around the profiles for further
refinement. John emphasizes that it is now important to build on what the groups have come up with.
The next workshop starts with a surprise. The participants have decided to add a fifth persona named
“The customer we do not know yet”. It is a completely blank profile, but they are really happy about it.

Analytical summary: The vignette illustrates how participants grappled with the fact that
settling on results did not yet ‘feel right’. Whereas they were very positive and engaged about
the current exploratory activity (i.e. brainstorming on future customer needs and
characteristics), the prospect of switching to exploitation (i.e. settling on results to be used in
the next workshop) evoked negative emotions. Switching seemed to ‘feel wrong’, because
participants did not feel finished yet and wanted to refine their results. But apart from the time
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constraints and stress the facilitator’s instructions to end the exercise might have caused,
participants also started doubting whether their results were at all complete. These dynamics
triggered an overall feeling of uneasiness about the prospect of letting go of the current activity.
This feeling seems to peak in the creation of a blank customer profile, which, to them, seemed
to be a comforting solution to overcome the feeling of being ‘unfinished’ with exploration. By
insisting on carrying the blank profile into the next exploitative activity, participants retained
the possibility to continue with exploring who that customer was – at the cost of further refining
and using the personas they had already developed. Actions initiated by the participants in this
vignette, such as negotiating for more time and reaching out to the facilitator, also nicely
illustrate how the desire to avoid closure of the current activity translates into active behavioral
resistance. Participants mobilized the means they had to pressure the facilitator, who was in this
case also willing to soften the script by granting them more time and repeating rather than
adjusting instructions.
Representativeness of vignette: The vignette is representative for many other observations on
switches from exploratory to exploitative activities. In the workshops we observed, such
activities were connected to identifying trends, exploring future market needs or searching for
new product ideas. Participants typically enjoyed these activities and displayed feelings of
engagement and curiosity. However, they also frequently remained in abstract talk and rarely
showed signs of approaching any kind of closure on their own. Requests to switch to
exploitation, for example choosing and elaborating on one result or consolidating outputs,
triggered resistance. In the observational memos, this resistance was often captured as a penand-paper allergy, i.e. participants shied away from making choices and putting results on
paper. Frequently, they ignored the script for as long as possible and then bargained about
postponing the switch to exploitation. Regarding the overall project progress, the desire to avoid
closure of the current explorative activity then led to quality problems: When exploitation came
too short, results typically lacked elaboration, depth and rigor. For example, the tendency to
remain in abstract talk frequently led to the production of lists of possibilities only, whereas the
desired outcome of a task had been to produce elaborated results ready for further use in the
subsequent workshop stages. Hence, an over-prioritization of exploration made it necessary to
dedicate extra time to qualify results.
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Exploit-explore switching
The following vignette highlights a situation where participants were required to switch from
an exploitative to an exploratory activity, and where they found it difficult to stop exploiting
and open up the discussion again (seeking closure). It stems from the first workshop in project
B, which had the goal to identify and rate trends that would impact the future development of
the region in which the participants were working. The vignette takes the perspective of the
author who acted as a facilitator.
The trend exercise. “All right”, I say out loud, to capture participants’ attention and introduce them to
the next task. It is getting late, and we are running behind schedule. The participants barely react. During
the short break provided after the last task, they have gravitated back into the three groups they formed
about an hour ago. They look satisfied with the content they have produced on the large sheets of paper
plastered over most of the windows. On them is a timeline of possible future events and trends for the
next 25 years.
Soon, I will ask them to further work with these trends and plot them on a matrix according to their
addressability and likelihood. First, however, I want them to discuss whether there are any trends we
have failed to mention. No one follows my invitation. One participant, Tom, seems especially
uninterested in reexamining his choices. He has already mentioned a business opportunity he wants to
pursue, and that he is happy to explain it to anybody who is interested. In an earlier exercise, he took
pride in being part of the group that finished conversations first. “Don’t think too much about it”, he had
advised the others who were still in a deep debate and requested more time.
Now, the participants already jump into considering how to plot the trends on the matrix. I try again and
request that they pause to take another minute to think (“Did we select the right trends here? What might
we have overlooked? Are there any weak signals we are missing out on?”) In my log, I make note of “a
slight expression of annoyance” in response to this and that “they look exhausted”. Participants do not
have much to add at this point (“this seems fine”, “looks great”) and move on to work with the matrix.
In the end, one of them nods towards the result “Is this not really good, huh?” Certainly, the six trends
plotted onto the matrix appear to be spot on in terms of the business interests of the participants. But in
retrospect, I wonder: did they pick their own favorites?

Analytical summary: The vignette illustrates how participants grappled with feelings of
rightness towards the current activity (sorting trends they came up with) versus emerging
feelings of wrongness towards the future activity (searching for additional trends). Notably, the
pattern producing these reactions differs to the one described in the first vignette. At the point
where participants were required to shift from exploitation to exploration, they appear satisfied
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with what they have settled on, not uneasy or unfinished. While one person stood out by taking
the tasks rather lightly, participants were generally very dedicated and engaged in the
discussions. In fact, selecting where to place trends on the timeline seemed so satisfying that
they preferred to continue with this choice-based logic and fast forward to the next activity
(plotting trends on the matrix). They avoided opening up the discussion again of whether there
are additional trends and questioned the usefulness of such a suggestion. Informed by this
example and others, we may infer that the kind of cognitive closure achieved through
exploitation ‘feels right’. In the vignette, investing more cognitive effort in entertaining other
options was not a priority for participants. Rather than going back to reconsider what had
already been decided, they were interested in quickly moving on to further exploit what they
had created. The prospect of having to engage in another round of exploration seemed to trigger
signals of fatigue and strain. Accordingly, participants became a little annoyed when the
facilitator kept on pushing for debate.
Representativeness of vignette: The trend exercise illustrates a common pattern observed for
switches from exploratory to exploitative activities. In the workshops we studied, exploitative
activities required participants to create trend profiles or design prototypes of future product
ideas. These activities involved consolidating or elaborating on results, i.e. they were associated
with choice and focusing attention. Participants typically enjoyed these activities; a statement
from the workshop memos supporting this would be along the lines of ”Finally getting to
work!”. But in contrast to the positive feelings displayed during exploratory activities, feelings
of rightness during exploitation were typically less about curiosity than about feeling settled
and convinced. Moreover, participants frequently displayed signs of becoming locked in ideas
early on, narrowed down choices to one alternative right away or skipped the reflection of
underlying assumptions. In the observational memos, this was often captured as slipping into
implementation mode, i.e. participants went quite far in assessing the practical feasibility of
ideas. Often, they challenged whether a switch back to exploration was necessary, and resisted
if pushed on the matter. As for the quality of results, also the need to seek closure frequently
led to problems: When exploration came too short, results typically lacked reflection, breadth
and creativity. For example, the tendency to speed up decision-making often led to the choice
of low-hanging fruits and best compromises instead of more radical, distant ideas. Hence, an
over-prioritization of exploitation led to an acceleration of the process at first, but could over
time also harm its quality.
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Factors that enabled and constrained switching
While we set out to study the reactions displayed when switching between exploratory and
exploitative activities, our data also illuminated contextual influences that are worth
mentioning. Judging from our data, one potential explanation for whether participants were able
to overcome their feelings of wrongness directed towards the activity on the other side of a
switch lies in the specific activity design. Activity design characteristics that we captured as the
strength of the script, i.e. the specificity of instructions, the introduction and use of artifacts as
well as interventions by the facilitators, seemed helpful to overcome feelings of wrongness.
Cases where switches between exploration and exploitation were enacted with little or no
deviation from the script were mostly accompanied by a strong script. For example, in project
B, participants were guided step-by-step through a questionnaire that required them to engage
in both exploration and exploitation, which proceeded without any deviation from the script. In
other cases, physical artifacts in the workshop location seemed to be helpful for redirecting
participants’ attention to the next activity. For example, in project B, the presence of a physical
timeline on the wall seemed helpful for stirring curiosity about the next task and letting go of
the current one.
We also found evidence that direct interventions by the facilitators helped participants to move
from one activity to another, for example reminding them about why it is necessary to switch
now, or explaining that the results of a single workshop activity can hardly ever lead to the
feeling of being fully finished. Importantly, however, our analysis also exhibited several cases
where neither direct interventions by facilitators, nor an increase in the strength of the script,
helped to overcome resistance to switches. It seemed that in these cases, facilitators had
intervened too late, i.e. at points where feelings of wrongness had already surfaced as outright
resistance to switch. For example, in project A, the project manager struggled with
consolidating research on future industry trends into trend profiles (requiring a switch from
exploration to exploitation). She claimed the task was hard and hesitated to make a choice,
because “there might be so much more to explore”. In this case, it did not help to strengthen the
script by pushing harder and reinforcing instructions (reactive intervention). What eventually
helped was to bilaterally go through the overall purpose of the activity, its relevance for the
project and providing step-by-step guidance on the criteria that should guide the prioritization
and selection (proactive intervention). The early and up-front recognition of tensions seemed
crucial to adequately prepare the ground for switches between exploration and exploitation.
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Interim conclusion
Summarizing our findings, they show that switches between exploration and exploitation do
not feel right for participants, i.e. they grapple with working through contradictory assessments
of the value of engaging in the current vs. the future activity. Switches from exploration to
exploitation and switches from exploitation to exploration lead to the same behavioral response
(resistance), but they are driven by different decision-making tendencies; either avoiding or
seeking closure. The accompanying metacognitive experience is, however, always a feeling of
wrongness – irrespective of whether the switch is from exploration to exploitation or the other
way around. Such negative emotions turn alternating between exploration and exploitation into
a strain on participants. In Figure 2 and 3 we offer a simplified model displaying the most
central mechanisms we observed for explore-exploit and exploit-explore switches.
It follows from our model that switches between exploration and exploitation are generally
impeded when feelings of wrongness trump feelings of rightness. However, specific activity
design characteristics such as the skillful and timely use of interventions or artifacts may
alleviate feelings of wrongness, at least to a degree that allows organizational members to move
on and execute a switch. We now discuss these findings further in the light of the literature on
task switching and individual ambidexterity, and theorize on their implications for how to create
an enabling context for switches between exploration and exploitation.

89

Figure 2
Explore-exploit switches: Key mechanisms
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Figure 3
Exploit-explore switches: Key mechanisms
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Discussion
Our study was informed by the insight that the ability of individuals to switch between
exploration and exploitation is an important, but somewhat overlooked, microfoundation of
organizational ambidexterity (Tempelaar and Rosenkrantz, 2017; Laureiro-Martinez et al.,
2015). Advancing this state of affairs, our investigation of ambidextrous workshop offers two
main contributions: First, it draws attention to the potential emotional costs of individual
ambidexterity and how these interact with other known costs such as cognitive strain. Second,
by further unpacking the behavioral and emotional response patterns that underlie switching
reactions, the model we propose offers an initial grounding for solutions to how this process
can be facilitated at the micro level. Therefore, we also understand our findings as a basis to
connect the exploration-exploitation framework further to the pressing problems of
practitioners (Lavie et al., 2010).

Theoretical implications
Our study strongly confirms the behavioral tendency to reinforce either exploration or
exploitation (Levinthal and March, 1993; March, 1991). We found that imposing a switch on
participants was always accompanied by negative emotions. This suggests that switching comes
at an emotional cost for individuals independent from, but potentially moderated by, personal
or situational factors. Employing the concepts of feelings of rightness and feelings of wrongness
(Gangemi et al., 2015; Thompson et al., 2011) allowed us to describe the liminal period in
which such cost emerged, i.e. how cognitive and emotional responses built up to behavioral
reactions during switches. Importing these concepts to the literature on individual ambidexterity
offers a possibility to better describe and explain why switching between exploration and
exploitation produces stress for individuals and how the behavioral tendency to reinforce either
plays out at a given point in time. Current studies have mostly considered the cognitive roots
of the exploration-exploitation dilemma and informed us why balancing seemingly conflicting
tasks requires attentional control (e.g., Laureiro-Martinez et al., 2010; 2015). To this body of
work, we add a detailed account that shows that switching between exploration and exploitation
is also emotionally demanding for individuals, leading to the insight that emotional control
might also be important for skillful switching.
Importantly, we found that switching comes at an emotional cost irrespective of whether the
direction of a switch is explore-exploit or exploit-explore. This implies that the difficulty
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individuals experience is not with either of these activities, but switching between them. The
general notion in the literature indicates that switching to exploration might be somewhat more
difficult for individuals, because they are risk-averse and prefer the more certain, short-term
rewards of exploitation over the more long-term, uncertain ones of exploration (Kahneman and
Tversky, 1979; Laureiro-Martinez et al., 2015; Levinthal and March, 1993; March, 1991). Since
we studied workshops in organizations with a history in exploitation that wanted to become
more ambidextrous, we expected to find support for this. Yet, our findings much rather point
out that switching to the other activity, be it exploration or exploitation, was difficult. This
suggests that individuals exhibit a status quo bias, i.e. an attention bias, to whichever activity
they are currently engaged. If they feel unfinished with the current activity, a request to switch
leads to hostility towards the future activity. This insight chimes with findings in the literature
on task switching (e.g., Leroy, 2009), but also extends what this literature predicts. More
specifically, while the task switching literature would explain that switching between seemingly
opposing tasks is costly due to an attention bias, we point to the important role of emotions in
creating this bias.
Another way of framing attention bias towards the current activity may be to say that
individuals prefer to further exploit what they are currently doing, irrespective of whether this
doing is geared towards exploration or exploitation. In addition to pointing out the multi-faceted
and multi-layered nature of the ambidexterity construct, this insight also corresponds to studies
such as Tempelaar and Rosenkranz (2017), who discuss that within a given role, individuals
seem to exhibit a preference for exploitation, and Laureiro-Martinez et al. (2015) who find that
switching from exploiting a current course of action to exploring a different one comes at an
emotional cost for individuals.
Our findings hold the promise for advancing theory regarding how to manage for ambidexterity
at the micro level. Essentially, they support the idea that being requested to switch, triggers an
internal battle in individuals. On the one hand, human beings are naturally myopic and riskaverse. Therefore, they may be biased towards current activities. On the other hand, humans
are goal directed and sensitive to requirements and instructions imposed on them by the
organizations they work for, be it through artifacts, detailed procedures or other managerial
interventions. When it comes to fighting this internal battle, it has been suggested that
individuals can benefit from help to suppress or eliminate cognitions about tasks preceding the
current one (Leroy, 2009). Our findings confirm that interventions that aimed at redirecting the
attention of participants to the next task and supported ‘letting go’ of a prior activity were
93

helpful to perform switches. While the prescription of redirecting attention seems in line with
the idea that engaging in exploration and exploitation requires shifting between different
thought worlds (Kostova and Zaheer, 1999; Raisch et al., 2009; Laureiro-Martinez et al., 2010,
2015), at first sight it appears to conflict with the prescriptions of paradox theory. According to
the latter, any kind of cognitive suppression is detrimental to the process of coping with
paradoxical tensions (e.g., Lewis, 2000). Yet, we contend that these perspectives rather
complement than contradict each other. At specific points in time, individuals may need to
suppress cognitions about either exploration or exploitation to perform a switch between them,
because these activities compete for the same pool of resources (Gupta et al., 2006; LaureiroMartinez et al., 2015). Yet, over time and across tasks, being cognizant about why this is
necessary and acknowledging the tension between exploration and exploitation can certainly
be helpful. Our data, in which we found that pointing out the purpose of activities for the overall
workshop progress and proactively addressing that it is ‘okay to not feel completely done yet’,
lends support to this idea.

Managerial implications
Arguably, only blurred lines can be drawn between a supportive and enabling organizational
context versus the presence of unequivocal expectations and task demands (Gibson and
Birkingshaw, 2004; Kauppila and Tempelaar, 2016; Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2017). Thus
far, literature recommends that organizations should take personal preferences and inclinations
into consideration when deciding how much choice employees should be given regarding
spending time on exploration or exploitation (Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2017). Yet, in
practice, concerns for process coordination and teamwork may sometimes trump concerns for
individual autonomous decision-making. For settings and organizational processes where full
ambidextrous autonomy is not possible or desirable, our observations hold an important
implication: When autonomy about when to perform a switch is already restricted, switching
might best be enabled by decreasing autonomy even further by means of enforcing a rather
strong script. Specifically, proactive interventions by facilitators and step-by-step instructions
can be helpful for preventing individuals’ negative emotions from building up to the extent that
they block switching. In other words, when individuals are kept from following their individual
preferences and inclinations, specific instructions on how to behave ambidextrously are the
most effective means for allowing them to engage in that behavior.
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Without necessarily challenging the general idea that granting individuals ambidextrous
autonomy is fruitful (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004), our findings suggest that organizations
can also support ambidexterity by helping individuals working through the emotions that
surface when they have to perform ambidextrously while not necessarily feeling ready to do it.
In settings where the behavioral expectation is not only that individuals engage in exploration
and exploitation, but a strong script also dictates when to do so, strengthening this script even
further might help to alleviate individuals’ feelings of wrongness and enable them to perform
switches. In this regard, our findings may be particularly informative for the management of
innovation processes, where the outcomes of exploratory and exploitative activities build upon
each other (e.g., Bledow et al., 2009; Lavie et al., 2010). Activity designs in such settings (e.g.,
Lean, Design Thinking) frequently try to accelerate the dialectical process of constituting,
reinforcing and reconstituting novelty by enforcing multiple switches back-and-forth between
these stages.
A related implication from our study is the need to sensitize leaders to recognize the response
patterns that accompany switches. Leaders and facilitators that have to impose expectations
about when people and teams should switch between exploration and exploitation need to be
adequately equipped to respond to the emotional reactions that may surface. The distinct
patterns we found regarding reactions to explore-exploit versus exploit-explore switches herein
offer a valuable point of departure for understanding how to detect and alleviate latent tensions.
For example, as we found that feeling unfinished is an obstacle to perform switches, a possible
cure could be to create activity designs that decrease such feelings. Facilitators could use simple
means to allow participants to develop some sense of closure, for instance by dedicating
separate time slots to summarizing results.
Apart from activity design factors and facilitation, it is also an interesting question whether
leaders and organizations should train individuals in switching between exploration and
exploitation, i.e. whether individuals can learn to become better at switching. Indeed, many of
the individual dispositions that have been found to enable ambidextrous behavior (e.g.,
attentional control) are manageable, and thus learnable orientations (Laureiro-Martinez et al.,
2015). Over the course of the projects and single workshops, we did not find any indication that
participants got used to, or better at, switching. However, the switching of tasks within the
workshops was associated with greater difficulties than we had expected based on prior
experiences with conducting such exercises with trained strategists. Whereas our observational
data do not allow us to provide conclusive evidence here, factors such as prior work experience
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and behavioral competency profile (Bonesso et al., 2014) might indeed be important precursors
for individual ambidexterity. We therefore agree that exposing individuals to a variety of work
roles could increase their ability to engage in both exploration and exploitation (Tempelaar and
Rosenkranz, 2017).

Boundary conditions, limitations and future research
As behavioral insights into individual-level switching are still scarce, in this study we have
relied on an inductive approach to theory-building. The model we have proposed affords an
initial grounding of the behavioral response patterns that surface during explore-exploit and
exploit-explore switches. It remains a task for future research to augment it with additional
insights on switching costs. Not least to inform such future work, however, it is important to
reflect on the specific setting in which our model emerged and what this implies for its
generalizability.
Whereas facilitated workshops, such as the ones we studied, have become a common format to
engage in strategizing activities and innovation-related work (e.g., Hodgkinson et al., 2006;
Jarzabkowski et al., 2015), they can be seen as an extreme case of switching behavior along at
least three dimensions. First, we studied switches that were imposed on individuals. The
strength of the script for a specific exercise, i.e. the room that instructions left participants to
decide on the exact moment of switching, did herein introduce some variety that allowed us to
theorize on the enablers of performing enforced switches. Before comparing to settings with
different conditions, it must therefore be accounted for that participants in our study had very
little autonomy over their time and were requested to perform exploration and exploitation
irrespective of their personal preferences. Second, the switches we studied took place under
time and resource constraints. Because time and resource constraints do not leave an individual
room to address each demand to the fullest, such constraints can intensify the tensions perceived
(e.g., Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Third, participants were exposed to a number of switches
within a relatively short period. The switching reactions we observed might thus have been
particularly strong. Whereas an extreme case is one in which the phenomenon of interest is
particularly pronounced, this does not imply that the phenomenon itself is restricted to this
setting (e.g., Eisenhardt and Ott, 2017). The degree of switching reactions is likely to be
different in settings that differ along these dimensions, but they might still occur, e.g., in the
form of more latent tensions that strain individuals over time.
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Apart from the boundary conditions to our findings, it is also important to recognize the
limitations of the data that informed them. It is important to emphasize that while we aimed to
understand switching as experienced by individuals in the field (Garud et al., 2017), our study
still relies on the behavioral displays we captured, and this is important to keep in mind when
interpreting our findings. Although we draw on concepts from cognitive and social psychology
to describe the switching reactions we observed, we theorize on the basis of actions, behaviors
and the atmosphere we observed in the interaction between individuals. We cannot speak about
the unobservable cognitions of single individuals, but only about how they surfaced in the
behavior that individuals chose to reveal.
For future research, our study points to two main avenues. First, it stresses the importance of
generating further theoretical insights into the interplay of emotion, cognition and action for
executing individual ambidexterity. In particular, it seems promising to delve deeper into the
connections and feedback loops between behavioral and cognitive coping strategies for dealing
with explore-exploit tensions (Andriopolous and Lewis, 2009; Papachroni et al., 2016; MironSpektor et al., 2018, Smith and Tushman, 2005). Whereas our study focused on the behavior
observed, future research could more explicitly account for the translation of cognitive solutions
into behavior, possibly by means of experimental research. Moreover, it could be interesting to
take a more processual, longitudinal perspective to uncover how specific switching situations
trigger learnings on how to live with explore-exploit tensions (Lüscher and Lewis, 2008).
Second, we believe further work that investigates what an enabling context for individual
ambidexterity is, at different levels, would be highly valuable. After all, a central idea behind
microfoundational thinking is to better understand the processes of aggregation across different
organizational levels and the tensions that arise during such processes (Felin and Foss, 2005;
Barney and Felin, 2013). Highly relevant research streams to connect with in this regard are the
literatures focused on behavioral organization design (Foss and Lindenberg, 2013; Lindenberg
and Foss, 2011) and work design (Frese and Fay, 2001; Parker, 2014). By more explicitly
paying attention to the degree of autonomy individuals have regarding how to divide their time
between exploration and exploitation at the level of specific tasks, studies can further test how
activity design characteristics relate to individuals’ ability to behave ambidextrously. Here, it
would be important to find rather granular measures, because in any organizational setting
individuals are likely to meet some behavioral expectations on how to spend their time. Also,
future work that observes how switches between exploration and exploitation are enacted as a
part of more ordinary work practices might contrast our findings in interesting ways. Whereas
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individuals might have greater autonomy on how to divide their time when carrying out work
outside of tightly designed workshops or other coordinated processes, they might also face
different challenges in having to synchronize and coordinate their choices with the social setting
that surrounds them.

Conclusion
This paper attended to the question of how organizational members cope with explore-exploit
tensions in situ and, more specifically, how they react to clear expectations to switch between
explorative and exploitative tasks. Based on observational data from a series of facilitated
workshops, we unpacked that explore-exploit switches and exploit-explore switches lead to
similar emotional reactions and behavioral outcomes (resistance), but are driven by distinct
mechanisms related to seeking or avoiding closure. We further found that contextual conditions,
such as specific activity design characteristics, can make it easier for individuals to perform
switches between exploration and exploitation. We hope our work can spark more research on
the important question of how organizational members deal with explore-exploit tensions in
practice and stir discussion on the micro-level conditions that enable them to work through
these tensions.
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APPENDIX A
Project and workshop details
Theme
Initiator
Sector
Industry
Characterization
Project goal
Timeframe
Participants
Function of participants
Workshops
Workshop 1
Sample group tasks

Number of participants
Workshop 2
Sample group tasks

Number of participants
Workshop 3
Sample group tasks

Number of participants

PROJECT A
Future of the professional services
industry
One organization
Private
Professional Services
SME
Identify opportunities for new
product development
4-months
12 members of the organization
CEO and employees, thereof one
responsible for the project
1 preparation and 3 core workshops á
5 hours
Our Industry in 2025
- Consider how the world would
look like in this scenario and
create a description.
- What are challenges for us in such
a scenario? What are strengths?
Consolidate your results on two
separate flipcharts.
13 (full attendance + 1 intern)
Future Customer Needs
- Create a vivid persona profile: Who
is this customer? What are his or
her needs?
- Challenge the profiles of the other
groups, and add to them where
necessary.
11 (1 employee on sick leave)
Product Building
- Discuss ideas for offers to address
future customer needs. Elaborate
on your Top 3 ideas with the help
of the template.
- Vote for your favorite product idea
and discuss what its
implementation would require.
9 (3 employees on sick leave/holiday)
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PROJECT B
Future of the maritime industry
Multiple organizations
Public and Private
Maritime Industry
Industry Association
Identify future business opportunities
relevant for the region
4-months
9-13 participants from different
organizations.
Technical experts and managers,
thereof one hosting
1 preparation and 3 core workshops á
5 hours
Our Region in 2025
- Explore which trends may impact
the region in the future.
- Sort and rate trends according to
specific relevance criteria.

13 (representing 10 organizations)
Future Business Models
- Select a trend and develop a
business model around it.
- Assess and vote on complete
business model templates.
9 (representing 8 organizations)
Consortia/Project Building
- Explore each-others interests and
potential complementarities with
the aim to build project consortia.
- Discuss and note down: What are
the logical next steps for moving
the project forward?
13 (representing 9 organizations)

APPENDIX B
Data collected
Project A
Data*
Observations*

Authorship
Researcher

Input Documents
Workshops**
Output Documents
Workshops**

Core Team

Project Documents

Core Team

Project B
Data
Observations*

Authorship
Researcher

Participants

Input Documents
Workshops**
Output Documents
Workshops**

Organizer team

Project Documents

Organizer
Team

Participants

Format and Length / Number
- 28 hours of attending workshops (incl. preparation at facilities
and debriefs), thereof 53min. captured as video material and
transcribed on 12 pages and 27 photographs
- 21 hours of attending project meetings and phone conferences, 5
meeting minutes, numerous emails and phone calls
- 92 pages of notes and reflections on the workshops and projects
Agendas and invitations, 55 slides, 4 posters, project pinboard,
numerous templates for exercises.
- Trend ‘library’ (8-page summary, 30 reports and studies)
- 10 trend profiles
- 4 scenario descriptions (post-it walls, posters)
- 6 persona descriptions (post-it walls, flipcharts, photos)
- 11 product/service idea descriptions
- 20 pages + 11ppt slides workshop documentation
- Answer sheets warm-up exercises, feedback forms
5-page initial project description, 3-page final report + 30 ppt slides
Format and Length / Number
- 27 hours of attending workshops (incl. preparation at facilities
and debrief) and 36 photographs
- 17 hours of attending project meetings and phone conferences, 6
meeting minutes, numerous emails and phone calls
- 6 slides with emerging issues and concerns
- 104 pages of notes and reflections
Agendas and invitations, 96 slides, 4 posters, questions for online
voting, various templates
- Trend ’library’ (list of opportunities and ideas, list of 50 trends)
- Voting results from questionnaire and voting during workshop 1
- 50 slides with trend profiles
- 1 timeline with trend overview (posters, post-its)
- 6 in-depth descriptions of selected trends
- 7 descriptions of business model ideas
- Report with 7 project/business model profiles and consortia ideas
2 page summary of workshop process, 71 summary slides (including
final report), 10 page summary of project ideas

*Documents used to further analyze and categorize the data (such as spreadsheets, tables, slides) are not included in the count.
*Only final versions included in the count.
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APPENDIX C
Behavioral displays when enacting scripted switches between exploration and exploitation: Examples
1st-order category
Resistance
Ignoring, postponing, or skipping the
script
Questioning the outcome or purpose
of the script
Bargaining about the script
Enacting
Accepting the script and enacting it
with little or no variation
Feelings of wrongness
Feeling confused
Feeling unfinished
Feeling drained
Feeling annoyed or stressed
Feelings of rightness
Feeling convinced

Feeling settled
Feeling engaged
Feeling curious

Representative excerpts from field notes, reflections, and documents
Only 5/13 Ps submit answer sheets on how a future strategy statement can look like, answers are only keywords
(P1/WS1/T3); Ps ignore the pre-printed templates lying in the table in front of them (P2/WS1/T2)
Frustration seems to build up during the exercise, some Ps raise their eyebrows; Mark murmurs “What are we
doing here?” (P1/WS2/T8); Ps ask many questions about "the point of all this", "the idea behind this", "the goals",
when F pushes on the matter of consolidating discussion results. (P2/WS1/T1)
PM negotiates to create a shorter version of the business model report and deliver the rest later (P2/Post-WS3/T16);
Ps ask to move the exercise to the plenary because it is “hard to do it alone” (P1/WS3/T14)
When it is time to vote, Ps seem engaged and move quickly to the front and vote (P2/WS/T6); Ps thoroughly fill-in
the template (P1/WS3/T15)
Ps struggle a little bit to understand how to apply the selection criteria to their results (P2/WS1/T11); Several Ps
express that they do not know how to proceed and are not sure what is expected of them (P2/WS3/T18)
PM calls F after WS1 to ask whether it is still possible to add to the scenario descriptions (P1/Post-WS1/T2); Two
Ps write to F to after responding to the survey to ask whether they can add information (P2/Pre-WS1/T3)
Ps seem in need of a break (P2/WS1/T10); PM jokingly expresses to ‘be tired with this’ when F suggests to go over
the hypotheses underlying the scenarios again (P1/Pre-WS1/T1)
F pushes Ps again to finish, some Ps seem angry and Maria says “being interrupted all the time also does not help”
(P1/WS2/T8); Some conflict and debate emerges about the placement of trends on the timeline (P2/WS1/T8)
Daniel tells me in the coffee break that the scenarios they have described is “really something that we see already
and is happening” which makes me wonder whether they really considered alternative futures (P1/WS1); Ps seem
satisfied with the timeline they created (P2/WS1/T8);
After everybody has voted for the most relevant trends, the mood is very good (P2/WS1/T6); Ps only make small
adjustments when F asks them to challenge the positioning of the product ideas (P1/WS3/T17).
Tim says “this is much more interesting than the business modelling exercises we have done in the prior project”
(P1/WS1/T4); Peter states “It is fun to see how much we got out of here now!” (P1/WS1/T7)
Being asked how they like the day, Ps say they are looking forward to what happens with the results in the next
workshop (P2/WS1/T4); Daniel remarks the scenarios are “Quite some food for thought!” (P1/WS1/T4)
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Avoiding closure
Shying away from decision-making

Remaining in abstract talk

Seeking closure
Trying to speed-up decision-making

Early lock-in
Strain
Siloed discussion
Not being able to take decisions
without help
Appearing tired

Ps discuss that many follow-up questions need to be answered before one could say for sure (P2/WS2/T17); Almost
no one puts all the three voting points available on one idea, most distribute them on three ideas and Laura says she
puts one point on idea #5 because it should remain in the options (P1/WS3/T16)
The presentations show that the trends have been discussed on a rather high level, none of the groups has named
specific clients, technologies, markets, sources of information, etc. (P2/WS1/T2); F asks again whether the group
can specify the next steps that should be taken, but Ps are rather evasive (“one would need to consider the
implementation effort further”) (P1/WS3/T14).
Ps quickly reach consensus on where to sort ideas into a prioritization grid, state "yeah, yeah, here is fine for now."
(P1/WS3/T15); Tom jokingly advises the others “to not think too much about it” when putting his last post-it on the
wall (P2/WS1/T6)
Ps settle within half the time planned on four persona descriptions (P1/WS2/T9); Maria says her favourite scenario
is #2 and jokes in #3 she cannot work here anymore (P1/WS1/T5)
Ps seem attached to ‘their' persona, they do not really engage in discussing the others (P1/WS2/T9); F tries to ask
again to open up the discussion but it seems Ps want to stick to discussing their idea (P2/WS2/T15)
Ps team up to write the strategy statements, they do not want to do it alone (P1/WS1/T3); PM asks many questions
about the meaning of each part of the template, how to identify information, etc. She seems uncomfortable with
taking any decision on the likelihood of trends (P2/Pre-WS1/T4)
Daniel yarns and stretches when I hand out the templates (P1/WS3/T13); Ps start talking about that it is time to
wrap up, start the weekend, and travel to the holiday house (P2/WS2/T15)

P1=Project 1, P2= Project 2, WS=Workshop, T=Task, Ps=Participants, PM=Project Manager, F=Facilitator; otherwise pseudonyms used throughout.
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ABSTRACT
Past research has often attributed the failure of corporate attempts at business model innovation
(BMI) to structural barriers that impede the implementation of new business models in parallel to
existing operations. This study investigates cognitive barriers between those in charge of driving
the implementation of BMI projects (entrepreneurial agents) and decision-makers (corporate
sponsors). We place our study in Robert Bosch GmbH, a multinational corporation that has
established particularly favourable structures to support BMI, and is thus an ideal setting to
investigate how organizational members overcome remaining cognitive barriers. Based on the
analysis of four BMI projects as embedded cases, we find that (a) despite the intention of both
entrepreneurial agents and corporate sponsors to promote BMI, each of the four projects faces
several critical issues jeopardizing its survival, and that (b) implementing BMI at an ideal pace
depends on the effectiveness of what we call ‘cognitive alignment work’ between corporate
sponsors and entrepreneurial agents. We identify the nine constitutive elements of cognitive
alignment work and discuss its potential to increase the likelihood of BMI in corporate settings.
Keywords: Business model innovation, business model implementation, corporate venturing,
cognitive barriers, strategic decision-making
Status: Under review in Long Range Planning.
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1. Introduction
Based on a recent study, Christensen, Bartman, and Van Bever (2016, p. 31) state that “surveying
the landscape of recent attempts at business model innovation, one could be forgiven for believing
that success is essentially random.” Other scholars use less drastic words and describe a
corporation’s path to successful business model innovation (BMI) as a “bumpy road” (Foss and
Saebi, 2016). Nevertheless, both of these statements nicely reflect that the antecedents to
successful BMI remain a topic that is not yet fully understood in research and practice (Foss and
Saebi, 2017).
Business model research has provided ample discussion of the barriers that existing corporations
face when trying to engage in BMI (Chesbrough, 2010; Hacklin et al., 2018; Koen et al., 2011;
Saebi et al., 2016; Snihur, 2018; Snihur and Wiklund, 2018). These barriers can largely be
subcategorized as structural and cognitive barriers (Berends et al., 2016; Foss and Saebi, 2015).
Research on structural barriers has mainly discussed why conflicts about resource distribution,
threats of market cannibalization, or the unlearning of an existing business model turn BMI into
an organizational challenge (e.g., Rezazade Mehrizi and Lashkarbolouki, 2016; Snihur, 2018;
Sund et al., 2016). In turn, research under the category of cognitive barriers has drawn on common
concepts in the behavioural theory of the firm such as bounded rationality or cognitive inertia
(Argote and Greve, 2007; Cyert and March, 1963; Gavetti and Greve, 2012) to explain why it can
be harder for the members of an existing organization to acknowledge the need for BMI (e.g.,
Bouchikhi and Kimberly, 2003; Tikkanen et al., 2005; Tripsas and Gavetti, 2000). Commonly
discussed implementation hurdles under the latter are the resistance of managers who fear negative
consequences for their own business area from a newly proposed business model, or stakeholders
who challenge the point of divesting established business models that are still more profitable than
new ones (e.g., Chesbrough, 2010; Sosna et al., 2010).
Thus far, the dominant solution business model research has offered organizations to overcome
both cognitive and structural barriers is setting up their BMI efforts as entrepreneurial ventures so
that they are shielded from the barriers idiosyncratic to existing operations (Futterer et al., 2017;
Massa and Tucci, 2014; McGrath, 2010). In such a setting, the corporation confers the authority
for experimentation to a team of entrepreneurial agents and takes on the role of a corporate sponsor
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instead of a direct manager. In a similar vein, authors have discussed the factors that determine the
optimal degree of separation between new and existing business models (Markides, 2013;
Markides and Charitou, 2004; Snihur and Tarzijan, 2017).
Whereas the installation of autonomous ventures units or projects for BMI clearly reduces the
involvement of the corporate parent in implementing a new business model, it does not completely
eliminate the need for alignment between the entrepreneurial teams in charge of validating a new
business model and their counterparts in the corporate parent who are responsible for comparing
the value of a new business model to alternative investments the corporation could make. As a
complex form of innovation, a new business model does not go straight “from the drawing board
into implementation” (Sosna et al., 2010, p. 384). As in any internal venture, there will be critical
decision points where entrepreneurial agents will have to convince their corporate sponsors on
their preferred course of action, and those sponsors must evaluate whether this course of action
has potential to lead to profitable returns (Burgelman, 1983). We hypothesize that an important
but overlooked source of failure for corporate attempts at BMI lies in the cognitive barriers that
surface at such decision points and impede to take decisions on a new business model in a fast
manner. In this study, we therefore ask: How do corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents
align on the best way to implement a new business model?
To investigate this question, we study four new business models within Robert Bosch GmbH
(Bosch), a large German corporation in the automotive sector, from their initiation as a project to
the ultimate decision of whether Bosch should launch them. Based on the critical decision points
the BMI projects encountered during this time, we identify how corporate sponsors and
entrepreneurial agents worked towards establishing alignment on the best course of action. We
uncover which practices corporate sponsors and which practices entrepreneurial agents used to
ensure that decisions to validate and implement the new business models were taken as smoothly
as possible. Whereas both parties were interested in fostering Bosch’s BMI efforts, our findings
also suggest that the interaction dynamics between corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents
had unintended effects that reinforced the fragility of the new business models.
By highlighting the importance of continuous cognitive alignment work between the parties
involved in new business model implementation, our study directly responds to calls for greater
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attention to the decision-making dynamics within the BMI process (e.g., Berends et al., 2016;
Demil et al., 2015; Schneckenberg et al., 2017). For instance, Berends et al. (2016) pointed out
that additional research is needed to investigate how intra-organizational dynamics shape the BMI
process. By identifying the practices that help corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents
establish alignment, we further contribute to recent research on the organizational practices and
routines that moderate the successful implementation of BMI (e.g., van den Oever and Martin,
2015; Visnjic et al., 2017), and how decision-makers remain actionable despite uncertainties when
implementing BMI (Schneckenberg et al., 2017). Overall, our findings inform the question of why,
even when corporations have the strategic ambition to promote BMI, they might still face a low
probability of succeeding.

2. Theoretical Background
In business model research, there are two main understandings of BMI. Whereas one research
stream conceptualizes BMI as an overarching organizational change process, another one views
BMI as new types of innovative ventures that an organization can use to induce overarching change
and strategic renewal (Foss and Saebi, 2016, p. 208). In this study, we follow the latter
understanding and allow for the possibility that an organization operates multiple business models
“to ensure both its medium-term viability and future development” (Sabatier et al., 2010, p. 431).
Accordingly, we refer to those entrepreneurial ventures that a corporation sets up to implement
new-to-the-firm ways of commercializing a product or service as BMI projects. By new-to-thefirm, we mean a nontrivial difference to a corporation’s current operations in at least the value
offering, value creation architecture, or revenue model (Foss and Saebi, 2016; Spieth and
Schneider, 2016). We define new business model implementation as the validation of structures to
enact such a new commercial opportunity, i.e., the process during which organizational members
craft a new business model and make it real (Demil et al., 2015; George and Bock, 2011).
During new business model implementation, we can expect several assessment points at which
decision-making parties come together to decide whether a given course of action should be
sustained or altered. This is mainly because establishing a complex form of innovation such as a
new business model does not follow a neat, linear sequence from ideation to implementation.
Rather, new business model implementation has been described as a recursive process in which
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ideation and implementation interact via feedback and learning loops (e.g., Berends et al., 2016;
Demil et al., 2015; Dmitriev et al., 2014; McGrath, 2010; Sosna et al., 2010). For example,
Chesbrough (2010) provides various examples of business models that came into being through
intensive experimentation and concludes that establishing a new business model is not “a matter
of superior foresight ex ante—rather, it requires significant trial and error, and quite a bit of
adaptation ex post” (p. 356). Similarly, Sosna et al. (2010) describe new business model
implementation “as an initial experiment followed by constant fine tuning based on trial-and-error”
(p. 402).
To avoid new business model projects derailing at points of iterations and changes to initial plans,
it is crucial that the involved decision-makers buy in on their future, potentially altered, course of
action. In a corporation where BMI projects are set up as entrepreneurial ventures, these decisionmakers are the entrepreneurial agents in charge of implementing the new business model and the
corporate sponsors assuming the role usually played by external investors in new ventures. During
their interaction, entrepreneurial agents will present the results of their ongoing efforts to validate
a new business model and suggest their preferred course of action, and corporate sponsors will
have to decide whether to continue the flow of corporate resources to the venture (e.g., Burgelman,
1983; Garud and Van de Ven, 1992). However, much rather than simply pulling the plug when a
new venture yields negative outcomes, research has shown that corporate sponsors also assume
the role of mentors, champions, or critics for the new venture’s implementation (Van de Ven et
al., 1989). For instance, Sosna et al. (2010) offer an account of a corporate entrepreneur for whom
his managers’ feedback was key to the process of fine-tuning the new business model he was trying
to implement within the organization.
The particular outset for new business model implementation in corporate settings points to the
importance of the decision-making dynamics between corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial
agents. A prerequisite for making a decision on the further implementation of a new business
model in a fast manner appears to be that these two parties cognitively align on the most suitable
course of future action. By cognitive alignment, we mean that the decision-making parties reach a
shared understanding of how to interpret a given situation, and agree on a future course of action7.
7

Strategy scholars have studied the ongoing formation of shared meanings and sense of direction between members
of an organization under terms such as alignment (Vilà and Canales, 2008), integration (Jarzabkowski and Balogun,
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This, however, is not only a matter of information sharing and factual exchange: Behavioural
strategy research has well established that individual decision-makers develop somewhat unique
views of reality and that a mutual alignment of these views becomes critical to avoid decision
breakdowns in participatory settings (e.g., Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992). For the BMI process,
as for any participatory setting, researchers have argued that cognitive barriers to establishing
mutual alignment may arise from differences in individuals’ perceptions and interests (e.g.,
Tikkanen et al., 2005; Velu and Stiles, 2013).
For example, entrepreneurial agents may try to claim the maximum amount of resources possible
for their endeavour, whereas corporate sponsors also have to safeguard these resources to make
investments elsewhere. Furthermore, corporate sponsors are likely to have risen to their position
due to the success of the current business model, and shifting resources to BMI initiatives may
appear as a delicate act rife with consequences for their own objectives (Chesbrough, 2010). Apart
from diverging strategic interests, real uncertainties may also cause difficulties to establishing
alignment on new business model implementation. Corporate sponsors may find it hard to evaluate
opportunities that offer gross margins far below the mainstream business, target different
customers, or require other distribution channels (Chesbrough, 2010). Aggravating this problem,
new business models are likely to lack the deep wealth of data available to justify corporate actions
in the mainstream business channel (Chesbrough, 2010). The large number of logically possible
combinations between business model components and the nonlinear interdependencies between
them make it impossible to fully conceptualize a new business model and its effects up front
(Massa and Tucci, 2014; Snihur and Tarzijan, 2017). Accordingly, entrepreneurial agents may not
be able to fully simulate performance and interaction effects of the business models they are
experimenting with ex ante (e.g., Berends et al., 2016; Massa and Tucci, 2014; Sosna et al., 2010).
Considering these barriers, it seems somewhat surprising that intra-organizational decisionmaking has not yet received more attention in the literature on the antecedents to BMI. While
several studies have begun to explore the relevance of decision-making for BMI in a variety of
contexts such as coping with uncertainty (Schneckenberg et al., 2017), stakeholder interests
2009), strategic coherence (Lusiani and Langley, 2018), or settling on a coherent, plausible, and actionable strategic
account (Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013). We refer to cognitive alignment to emphasize the accomplishment of a
localized alignment between two parties on a one-off decision over the ongoing negotiation and socialization of
meanings within an organization.
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(Aspara et al., 2013), market cannibalization (Velu and Stiles, 2013), or the stage-gate process
(Tesch et al., 2017), the focus has not sufficiently been on the practices that facilitate alignment
between the different organizational parties involved in this process. Most work has more broadly
considered the role of organizational capabilities, leadership actions, and learning processes in
bringing about BMI (e.g., Achtenhagen et al., 2013; Demil and Lecocq, 2010; Doz and Kosonen,
2010). Yet some of these studies touch upon the relevance of establishing alignment between
decision-makers. For example, Doz and Kosonen (2010) elaborate on the importance of dialoguing
and revealing individual interests for establishing leadership unity on an organization’s BMI
efforts. Snihur (2016) considers the actions new ventures take to legitimize and shape their
identities for external audiences. But few studies deal empirically with the question of how intraorganizational decision-making affects the implementation of a new business model. A notable
exception is Van den Oever and Martin (2015), who study how middle managers engage in
championing and issue-selling to push BMI initiatives. Based on their case study in a Dutch water
authority, they find that middle managers use decision-directing tactics such as continuous
information and leveraging the support of external parties for their ideas to convince superiors
about their ideas. What is not yet considered in the current literature, however, is the question of
which practices both entrepreneurial agents and corporate sponsors employ to establish alignment.
Corporate sponsors also have the strategic intent to foster BMI and ensure that decision-making
proceeds as smoothly as possible. What is it that both these parties do to aid the implementation
of a new business model? Given that corporations frequently organize their BMI efforts as
dedicated internal projects or ventures, answers to this question seem highly valuable to both
research and practice.

3. Research Design
3.1 Research strategy
To study how corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents align on new business model
implementation, we required a setting that yielded the opportunity to reconstruct the dynamic
process of (mis)alignment between them over a larger timespan, i.e., multiple situations in which
alignment was either achieved or lacking. We chose to retrospectively investigate the
implementation of different BMI projects in one organization to track such situations. Compared
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to single-case research, multiple-case research has the advantage of making it more likely that the
resulting theory will be accurate, generalizable, and parsimonious (Eisenhardt, 1991; Eisenhardt
and Ott, 2018). That is, the multiple-case study design lowered the possibility that our findings
arose due to a specific project constellation. On the other hand, studying cases embedded in the
same corporation ensured that contextual parameters such as the corporate strategy and degree of
support for BMI initiatives were stable. We deliberately chose a corporation in which the strategic
ambition to grow new BMI projects was strong and which had already implemented many of the
state-of-the-art recommendations on how to overcome the structural barriers to BMI (e.g., visible
top-management support, venture-like management). This choice allowed us to attribute the
success or failure to establish alignment between corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents to
their ability to overcome remaining cognitive barriers. This was possible to a larger extent than in
a setting where both cognitive and structural barriers to BMI would have to be tackled in parallel.

3.2 Empirical setting
The BMI projects we studied belong to Robert Bosch GmbH, a multinational corporation with its
core business in the automotive supply sector. In 1886, Bosch was founded by Robert Bosch in
the area of Stuttgart, Southern Germany. As of 2017, the Bosch Group operates globally in 60
countries with a manpower of roughly 402,000 employees and generates annual sales in the
amount of ca. 78 billion euros. Whereas the development of automotive technologies such as
sensors and electric components for the car industry remain the Group’s largest business, it has
also diversified into other areas. Currently, Bosch is organized in the business sectors Mobility
Solutions, Industrial Technology, Consumer Goods, and Energy and Building Technology (Bosch,
2017).
Bosch is a corporation that has earned a longstanding reputation for its engineering excellence and
ability to come up with technological innovation. In the light of industry trends such as
digitalization and servitization, however, its top management decided to make BMI a core pillar
of a comprehensive strategic change programme. It encouraged its business sectors to assess
possibilities of transferring existing technologies and competences to novel markets via pairing
them with new business models, and to actively scout market developments that might open up
the possibility to develop new-to-the-firm business models. To facilitate this process, Bosch’s top
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management took care to provide sufficient resources and internal support structures. Specifically,
a new central department, Corporate Business Model Innovation, was set up to support the
business divisions and regions in the development and implementation of new business models
and increase the topic’s internal visibility. Business units that wished to pursue a BMI project
could draw on the support of Bosch’s internal BMI experts. Furthermore, they could also use
accelerator and incubator programmes that Bosch had established and tap dedicated innovation
funds or side-budgets to develop new business models as autonomous ventures outside the existing
business unit structure.
In Bosch’s largest business sector, Mobility Solutions, these efforts had resulted in the
establishment of a variety of initiatives and projects to foster BMI in the time between 2006 and
2016. We considered those initiatives as BMI projects that Bosch had (a) installed to find new-tothe-firm ways of commercializing a product or service (i.e., ways that differed from the traditional
one-off sale of an automotive component to a car manufacturer), and (b) which had surpassed the
ideation stage (i.e., received corporate funding as a dedicated project). The initial screening of this
project portfolio resulted in the confirmation of the various trigger points for BMI in corporate
settings (Demil et al., 2015; Spieth et al., 2014). Some projects built heavily on Bosch’s existing
competences and technology, whereas others explored entirely new markets for the automotive
supplier. Furthermore, the BMI projects differed in the driving forces behind their initiation.
Whereas some of Bosch’s BMI projects had come into being as the result of deliberate top–down
decisions where top management had decided “we want to do something in this area,” others had
been initiated by single employees. Because we expected such factors to influence the projects’
implementation pathway but were interested in similarities despite such differences, we chose to
study four projects that represented a maximum contrast among these factors (Eisenhardt and Ott,
2018). In practical terms, we started with the retrospective analysis of the implementation pathway
of two projects and then decided together with Bosch’s internal BMI experts which other two
projects would offer a maximum contrast to these two initial projects along the dimensions
“distance to core business” and “driving force.” Table 1 characterizes the four projects we studied:
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Mercury, Nova, Vega, and the Orion Initiative8. Appendix C provides further details on each
project.
Table 1
Summary of project characteristics
Driving
force
Distance to
core
business

Nova
Bottom–up.
Employees developed
their proposal in
concept time.
Low.
Technology transfer as
core idea, related
market for Bosch.

Mercury
Bottom–up.
Employees developed
their proposal in
concept time.
High.
Market need as core
idea, new market for
Bosch.

Orion
Top–down.
Business unit head set
up innovation
workshops.
Low.
Technology transfer as
core idea, related
market for Bosch.

Vega
Top–down.
Top management
initiated strategic
fields.
High.
Market need as core
idea, new market for
Bosch.

All four projects were steered by entrepreneurial teams that had the task to validate the new
business model and report back whether and how it made sense for Bosch to launch this business
model on a larger scale. Our analysis focused on this critical period of making the ultimate decision
for or against a rollout. Despite different starting dates, this period lasted approximately two years
for all four projects. By the end of our data collection, Bosch had decided to launch three and
ceased one of the four projects.

3.3 Data collection
To provide a rich account of the new business models’ implementation pathways, the main data
sources we used were interviews with key informants from the projects (Garud et al., 2018;
Pettigrew, 1990). While the interviews provided us with in-depth insights on critical discussions
and milestones, we took care to triangulate interview data with other data sources to counteract
retrospective bias and validate the dates of important events (Eisenhardt, 1989; Langley, 1999).
Appendix A provides an overview on the data we collected.
Documents and event attendance
Initially, we used internal records such as project reports and, when available, external records to
gain a rough understanding of the projects’ development paths in terms of key phases and
implementation milestones. This allowed us to create preliminary timelines, which we used as a

8

Pseudonyms used throughout.
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background to enter the interviews and ask informants to validate, refine, and contextualize the
key events during the implementation of the new business models. We also collected internal
guidelines on BMI and strategic projects at Bosch to be able to assess when the teams had followed
predefined processes and when they had acted on their own accord, and attended internal events
at which the teams presented the new business models, often providing insights into their internal
journeys.
Interviews
For each of the four projects, we spoke to those employees and managers who assumed a key role
in its early implementation. For example, rather than talking to all the members currently involved,
we took care to identify those individuals who could speak about the critical phase of the business
model’s initial validation. These were typically the project initiator(s), the project manager or
business developer, and early team members. Although some of the projects started out with only
two initiators, we tried to speak to three interviewees with different roles and responsibilities per
project to have the ability to triangulate statements. We also spoke to internal BMI and strategy
consultants who had acted as sparring partners for the projects or were well informed about their
status. Inspired by the critical incident technique (Bott and Tourish, 2016; Flanagan, 1954), in the
semi-structured interviews, we asked informants to outline what they retrospectively perceived to
be critical incidents during the BMI project’s implementation. We asked them to contextualize
what made these incidents extremely positive or negative for the project and to provide us with the
decision stories (Eisenhardt and Bourgeois, 1988) of what had happened at these points. We took
care to ask probing questions to determine whether we understood correctly why an incident was
perceived to be critical and matched them across interviews. We also spoke more than once with
several informants to validate our understanding of the cases (see Appendix A). For further data
analysis, we only included those incidents that were raised consistently across informants and
would have indeed been powerful enough to bring the project to a halt.

3.4 Data analysis
Our analysis of the critical incidents during new business model implementation developed along
three key steps:
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(1) Establishing alignment need. For the single incidents reported, we created contextualized
profiles of what happened, when, who was involved, etc. These profiles allowed us to see more
clearly which issues corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents had to align on during the
implementation of a new business model but also the iterations by which these parties ultimately
reached a decision. Most importantly, the contextualized profiles allowed us to understand the
outcomes and consequences of the interactions between entrepreneurial agents and corporate
sponsors. From our data, we were able to reconstruct the ideal outcome entrepreneurial agents had
envisioned for the interaction with their corporate sponsors. Accordingly, we categorized critical
incidents into whether they had resulted in (i) alignment, (ii) provisional settlement, or (iii)
misalignment. For example, when corporate sponsors accepted the recommendation of the project
team – irrespective of whether that was pushing or stopping investment in the new business model
– we used this as an indicator that the two parties had reached alignment on the further course of
action. When corporate sponsors dismissed a suggestion, we took this as an indicator of
misalignment, and when they deferred a decision or asked for more information, we took this as
an indicator of provisional settlement.
(2) Coding for alignment practices. To better understand how corporate sponsors and
entrepreneurial agents managed or failed to establish alignment, we went back to the original data
and coded for what each party did to create platforms and spaces for taking decisions on the further
implementation of a new business model as smoothly as possible. That is, we went looking for the
tools and methods – the practices (Whittington and Vaara, 2012) – that helped entrepreneurial
agents and corporate sponsors achieve alignment during new business model implementation.
Whereas our reading of the data was certainly informed by our knowledge of the literature on the
cognitive barriers to BMI and we specifically set out to look for practices, we still used an open
coding approach to create an initial set of codes, which we intensively discussed and refined in the
team of authors over the course of further data collection and analysis. Pooling together first-order
categories and second-order themes similar to the technique described by Gioia et al. (2013) – that
is, high similarity within a category and high dissimilarity between categories – we eventually
built a data structure that consisted of a set of five practices on the side of the entrepreneurial
agents and four practices on the side of the corporate sponsors (Figure 1, Section 4.2). Appendix
B provides representative sample data for each category.
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(3) Conceptualizing the alignment process. Whereas the coding process proved helpful in
establishing which practices were deployed by the two parties, it also decontextualized them from
when they had been deployed, i.e., the specific situation and decision dynamic (Langley, 1999). In
our last analysis step, we therefore went back to the original data to reassemble the links between
the need for alignment, the practices to establish it, and their outcome. In practical terms, we went
back to the profiles of critical incidents and coded the practices onto every decision story. We then
arranged the data in chronological order to reconstruct the dynamic process of alignment or
misalignment taking place between entrepreneurial agents and corporate sponsors until reaching
an ultimate decision for or against the rollout of a new business model. With the aid of spreadsheets
and visualizations, we were able to see the back-and-forth between practices and how they affected
the alignment process on new business model implementation over time. In the following, we
discuss in greater depth the triggers, outcomes, and elements of what we call cognitive alignment
work during new business model implementation. We summarize our findings in generic form in
a conceptual model of the alignment process (Figure 2, Section 4.3).

4. New Business Model Implementation at Bosch
4.1 Alignment need: BMI projects as fragile constructs
Our analysis of the BMI projects at Bosch substantiates that new business models indeed do not
go straight “from drawing board into implementation” (Sosna et al., 2010, p. 384). All four BMI
projects faced critical incidents that put their survival at risk and could not be attributed to
structural barriers such as a lack of top-management support or funding alone. Despite being set
up as autonomous ventures with the formal authority to push the implementation of a new business
model forward, the projects remained fragile constructs, each facing between three and ten
incidents powerful enough to bring them to a halt (Table 2).
A good illustration for this fragility is project Nova, which was initiated by two employees who
wanted to explore a new business opportunity for Bosch in the area of electric mobility. They used
their concept time to conceptualize a business model and received funding from an innovation
grant awarded by Bosch’s top management to take its implementation further. It did not take the
team long to validate that the new business model indeed yielded substantial market potential and
offered a sound business case.
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Table 2
Overview of critical incidents within the projects
Project
Nova

Mercury

Orion

Vega

# of critical incidents
10
Alignment: 4
Provisional settlement: 2
Misalignment: 4
3
Alignment: 1
Provisional settlement: 1
Misalignment: 1
5
Alignment: 3
Provisional settlement: 1
Misalignment: 1
6
Alignment: 2
Provisional settlement: 3
Misalignment: 1

Examples
Corporate sponsors do not agree to issue further funds unless the team submits a revision of
the business plan and comes up with a prototype.
Outcome: Provisional settlement; Issue: Getting funding; Consequence: Implementation
stutters (extra cycle necessary)
Project team files funding application, which is rejected because of insufficient maturity.
Corporate sponsors encourage a resubmission in six months.
Outcome: Misalignment; Issue: Getting funding; Consequence: Implementation blocked
Project team suggests transfer from business unit A to business unit B to be able to leverage
on the competences of business unit B and corporate sponsors agree.
Outcome: Alignment; Issue: Finding a home; Consequence: Implementation accelerates
Project team suggests business model configuration A to conquer the strategic cluster in
which Bosch wants to become active. Corporate sponsors tentatively agree with further
validation as long as it is within budget.
Outcome: Provisional settlement; Issue: Approving course of action; Consequence:
Implementation stutters (uncertainty)
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One of Nova’s initiators reflects: “We had a look at what specifically we would need to make it
happen. And it quickly became clear that [Bosch] has all the competences. It was almost like free
lunch… And yet, we almost screwed it up.” A critical issue for the team was to find a business
owner within Bosch who would support them once their initial grant funding ran out. Over the
course of one year, Nova’s initiators tried to find a business unit willing to take them in. “They did
not want us. ‘I do not want to hear anything about that’ they said. So, I had to go peddling
everywhere and find a new business owner.” Nova received feedback such as “we don’t sell such
things” and “that’s not our customers” from four business units before it finally succeeded in
finding one that “immediately understood” and became the new home for the project.
At the point this issue put Nova’s continuation at risk, it had clearly passed the ideation stage and
validated its market feasibility. It had received a substantial amount of funding and consequently
enjoyed a certain level of both top-management and internal attention. Furthermore, it is
noteworthy that Nova was not initiated on entirely barren ground within Bosch. Its initiators were
inspired by the company’s overall strategic intent to foster BMI and their business unit’s efforts to
screen new business opportunities. Yet, despite all these seemingly favourable conditions, the
project faced points where cognitive barriers such as individual perceptions on the business
model’s fit to Bosch jeopardized its continuation.

4.2 Alignment practices: Joint efforts to overcome the fragility of BMI
Both corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents at Bosch regarded dead ends such as the issue
of finding a home for project Nova as undesirable. They were equally interested in a smooth
process of validating a new business model and taking decisions on whether Bosch should launch
a new business model in a fast manner. Hence, both of these parties engaged in a specific set of
practices to facilitate this decision-making process. In total, we identified four such practices on
the side of corporate sponsors, and five such practices on the side of entrepreneurial agents
(Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Data structure
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Practices by corporate sponsors
To enable a smooth and fast alignment with the entrepreneurial agents, corporate sponsors at Bosch
relied on four practices we labelled project-like steering, enforcing established organizational
principles, ensuring strategic fit, and reinforcing individual assessment.
Project-like steering. As corporate sponsors began to realize that BMI projects required different
steering mechanisms than other corporate change initiatives, they granted them side processes such
as more frequent reviews and a more direct reporting line to top management. Typically, Bosch
would assign the formal responsibility for a BMI project to a senior manager and assemble a
steering committee for each project. They wanted BMI projects to have the possibility to seek and
obtain decisions quickly and be shielded from too many managers having a say in their
development. The projects, however, had mixed feelings about project-like steering. On the one
hand, they uniformly agreed that a direct line to the top was crucial for their success and
appreciated that they were not micromanaged. On the other hand, they also perceived it as an
enormous pressure to report to the top. Corporate sponsors would typically interact with the teams
via milestone plans they had defined together with the teams. To avoid risky investments for
Bosch, corporate sponsors freed up budgets for the next development stage when the teams met
their milestones, whereas the failure to do so could lead to further audits, a suspension of funding,
or the cessation of the project. Given this, project-like steering turned every meeting with corporate
sponsors into an investor-pitch-like situation. The teams played by the implicit rule “one question
you cannot answer and you are out.”
Enforcing established organizational principles. To make a qualified decision in a single review
meeting, it was important for corporate sponsors to ensure a certain format for the preparation of
decision documents. Accordingly, Orion’s management planned with “four to five people working
on just that for 50% of their time until the next meeting,” whereas Vega was proud to “meanwhile
have a certain experience in preparing these documents so that they go through.” The creation of
decision documents was, however, not the only area in which corporate sponsors relied on
established organizational principles when deciding how to best support a project. For example,
corporate sponsors would typically adhere to Bosch’s existing functional and hierarchical hygiene.
Equipping the BMI projects with structures in which “equals can talk” was especially important
because Bosch relied on a consensus-driven decision-making approach. A project’s steering
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committee would thus try to reach a majority vote, or defer decisions. It was clear to everyone that
“no one decides alone,” “all the business units have a fair say,” and “you listen around” before
making a decision. This way, corporate sponsors tried to make sure that the BMI projects had the
legitimacy to proceed further and their implementation was supported throughout the organization.
Ensuring strategic fit. Corporate sponsors had to ensure that the way the projects developed was
in line with Bosch’s overall ambitions. Although a BMI project would not receive initial funding
had it not proven a certain “Bosch fit,” the degree of this fit was often a matter of interpretation
later on. As one of Vega’s team members reflects, “I was surprised that we had to answer questions
like ‘Why are we doing this? How does it fit to our overall strategy?’ over and over again after a
substantial amount of money had been invested.” Challenging strategic fit was also related to
Bosch’s market role and the safeguarding of its existing relationships along the value chain. For
example, it was clear that Bosch would not launch any business models interfering directly with
those of its current customers. Furthermore, corporate sponsors ensured that the project teams’
competences would be sufficient to successfully operate the new business models. When they saw
that synergies and complementarities across the organization could be leveraged, they supported
the projects where possible with access to existing technologies, letting them borrow the
manpower of other units, or allowing them to hire staff that could be reassigned if needed.
Reinforcing individual assessment. Given the newness and uncertainty involved in the possible
business model configurations presented by the teams, Bosch’s managers frequently had to rely
on their gut feelings. Also, the assessment of the Bosch fit and to what degree the projects
interfered with existing business were not criteria free of contestation. It was clear that certain
managers had pet projects, whereas others remained opposed irrespective of promising business
cases or successful prototypes. For example, Nova and Mercury were controversial projects. Their
implementations were characterized by intense negotiations between supporters and opponents.
What was decisive for the projects’ survival at such points was the degree to which individual
sponsors were willing to speak up for them. For example, Nova’s initiator reflects that “in case we
would have failed, it would have also been a dark spot on the CV of those standing up for us…they
really risked something.” When asked to sponsor a new business model, managers hesitating was
therefore common. They had little time to spare, needed to carefully safeguard their resources, and
follow their own strategic agenda  which could work in favour or against the projects.
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Practices by entrepreneurial agents
Vis-à-vis the practices employed by corporate sponsors, entrepreneurial agents engaged in five
practices we labelled building an entrepreneurial line of arguments, speaking the language of the
corporation, securing the means of existence, multilateral coalition building/lobbying, and
reinforcing entrepreneurial stubbornness.
Building an entrepreneurial line of arguments. The first and most straightforward practice
employed by the teams was to substantiate the value formula behind their business models. They
pitched ambitious market potentials and milestones as well as short return-on-investment periods.
As they were typically unable to simulate the interplay of all business model components
beforehand, they also took care to not only appeal to rationality. For example, they tried to stir the
imagination of corporate sponsors by creating emotionally loaded pictures with stories, paintings,
or prototypes. A particular challenge the teams faced was that they had to convince their
counterparts to invest in the ongoing validation of the business model, not yet its execution. As the
project manager of Vega explained, “You cannot validate an idea at zero cost. We are not speaking
about millions, but you need to free up a bit to chew on it with external experts and things like
that.” The teams tackled this challenge by appealing to their sponsors’ preference to avoid riskcapital type of investments and asking them for commitment one stage at a time. “It is a segmented
approach. We never said we need that amount of money for the next years, we only said, ‘Let’s
define milestones and then we see whether we reach them or not,’” reflected the project manager
of Vega on how they dealt with the impossibility of addressing all the uncertainties inherent to
configuring a new business model upfront.
Speaking the language of the corporation. The projects also heavily relied on the demonstration
of a transparent and comprehensive decision path behind a recommendation and communicated in
a way that would appeal to the dominant mindset and decision-making processes at Bosch. They
uniformly described the preparation of presentations and documents for the meetings with their
corporate sponsors as a “craft” and an “art in itself.” The teams knew that the likelihood of
acceptance would increase and the possibilities to challenge their propositions would decrease
when they used well-known methods and strategy tools, and “not just something scribbled on a
flipchart.” They explained that “It creates trust. Especially in the beginning it is a high barrier, but
over time it gets better; you have been there before, you earn a certain level of trust. But in the
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beginning you are just someone asking for money.” In practice, the teams leveraged that they had
used internal strategy and accounting guidelines, played through “1,000 questions in advance” and
prepared a “Plan B and C” they could offer when challenged on their suggestions.
Securing the means of existence. Despite the fact that all the projects we studied had received
some initial funding, they constantly worked on securing the resources necessary for their further
implementation. Examples include getting the right competences aboard, finding a business owner
to accompany their launch, and pushing through to be allowed to do things differently. Bosch had
already granted them side processes, but where these side processes were not flexible enough to
accommodate the new business models’ needs, the teams made the case for why they had to have
a decision even before the next steering committee meeting, report different KPIs than comparable
projects, or involve external actors who had never worked with Bosch before. They uniformly
described this as a “process of persuasion” that was complicated by the fact that they asked for a
lot of “firsts.” To prepare the ground for being allowed exemptions and securing the resources they
needed, the projects also heavily relied on internal self-marketing. “So what we did was really
running around in the organization and convincing people that this is a good idea and we belong
here,” said one of Mercury’s project managers.
Multilateral coalition building/lobbying. Also, securing and mobilizing internal supporters and
thought leaders was often described as the “key success factor,” an “absolute necessity,” or a “deal
breaker” to ensure the projects’ continuation. Individuals with formal authority and high internal
standing connected the teams to other units and helped them prepare for filing their requests. Such
“patrons” would call their peers before the team approached them, vouch for their suggestions, or
simply mention to others that they support the new business model. To forge such coalitions, the
teams made a great effort to generate a “favourable mood” for their projects and to pursue “active
stakeholder management.” They presented the business models at different departments
throughout Bosch, arranged meetings with business unit heads and board members with the simple
purpose of ensuring the project’s name became familiar, kept in regular touch with the colleagues
who served as interfaces to Bosch’s headquarters, and included lists of all the departments that had
supported them when giving internal presentations. As soon as they became aware of diverging
positions among their stakeholders, the entrepreneurial teams also tried to accommodate individual
concerns and “whip the votes” before the next meeting with their sponsors. Mercury’s project
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manager explained the need for such pre-validations: “Arranging personal meetings, being known
personally, discussing it on a personal level, that’s key… these people come together three times
a year for two hours and are asked to make a decision based on a five-minute pitch. What can I put
in five minutes? Definitely not all their preferences and everything they want to know for a
decision.”
Reinforcing entrepreneurial stubbornness. Lastly, a commonality of the projects we studied was
that the teams were resilient to setbacks. Each of the four projects could have come to a halt at
multiple times had the individuals within them not continued their work with persistence,
flexibility, and an impatience to push the implementation forward. In several instances, they dared
to go unconventional, almost sneaky, ways to get what they wanted. For example, Nova’s team
cornered a sceptical member within their steering committee into personally trying out the
prototype of the new business model before making a decision. Facing a live-or-let-die decision,
Mercury’s team relentlessly called the scheduling offices of their stakeholders to arrange personal
meetings beforehand, not accepting no for an answer. Reflecting on how they dealt with setbacks,
they said, “We considered that [giving up], but then it would just have been like ‘Alright, thanks,
we need to decide between projects either way. Then we have more funding for others’…so we
made the best out of it, because you don’t give up your baby that easily.” The high tolerance to
hearing “no,” paired with a strong personal belief in the business models they were validating, was
a characteristic that all the projects had in common.

4.3 Alignment process: Interaction dynamics between practices
We summarize the findings thus far in Figure 2, which can be understood as a generic model of
the process of establishing alignment for new business model implementation in corporate settings.
It simplifies for a specific situation what we have identified as the continuous “alignment work”
of both parties to enable a smooth decision-making process. With the practices they employed,
Bosch’s managers delineated the discursive space that allow for establishing alignment – for
example, the format and regularity of taking critical decisions. Within this space, the teams applied
a set of practices to achieve alignment on a particular decision.
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Figure 2
Cognitive alignment work: A generic model
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An important point the model demonstrates is that only full alignment as an outcome of the
interaction between corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents will allow decision-making to
proceed in a fast manner and at planned pace. Provisional settlement and misalignment inevitably
trigger additional alignment loops. Misalignment blocks the course of action entrepreneurial
agents want to pursue and require them to come up with an alternative solution. Provisional
settlement also provides only the basis for stuttering, tentative progress because the possibility that
the current course of action will be dismissed in the next alignment loop remains. For example,
when decision documents were not properly prepared, Bosch’s project teams had to revise them
before corporate sponsors would agree to take a decision. Taking into consideration the rhythm of
review points, the teams tried to avoid at all costs the verdict “Revise. Come back in half a year.”
In our observations, the interaction between corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents was rife
with unintended consequences. Sticking to the example of preparing decision documents, the risk
of having to take another alignment loop made the project teams put an enormous amount of effort
into preparing for review meetings. As one of the project managers reflected, “Considering the
time we invested in the preparation, it is really unbelievable. Scary to think that time could have
been used for client meetings.” Corporate sponsors, however, had intended these meetings to be a
smooth and non-intrusive way of aligning with the projects and giving them as much autonomy as
possible.
The interplay of practices was further characterized by self-reinforcing dynamics. A simple
example of one practice giving rise to another is corporate sponsors following their own strategic
agenda and gut feelings, which in turn triggered the projects to make a habit out of pre-validating
their suggestions with every single stakeholder and building multilateral coalitions. Another
example, highlighting, rather than the constant back-and-forth of practices in the process of
establishing alignment, is an issue in securing funding. For example, the projects tried to build a
convincing and ambitious line of arguments to secure as much resources as they could absorb.
Given that corporate sponsors have to safeguard resources and allocate them between projects,
they challenged the projects’ funding requests. This in turn pushed the teams to pitch even more
ambitious plans and budgets. As described by one of the project managers, “You can only start
when you outline plans so ambitious that people take the bait. Everybody pitches a hundred million
revenues in three years. Nobody manages [this], nobody.” Over-ambitious pitches in turn led

132

corporate sponsors to insist upon even more rigorous guidelines for the preparation of decision
documents so that they could clearly see the assumptions behind business cases and assess their
validity.
What these examples highlight is that the interplay of practices frequently increased the need for
alignment, which they were initially supposed to decrease. Not surprisingly, many interviewees
reflected on the actions they took as double-edged swords. Whereas both parties had the best
intentions to ensure smooth decision-making for BMI, the interplay of the practices they used
could also have the opposite effect and increase the amount of alignment work necessary. Thus,
we conclude that the practices work as both the cure and cause for the projects’ fragility. We
suggest that this dynamic might be a powerful explanation for why the implementation of BMI in
corporate settings is a fragile process that is susceptible to failure.

5. Discussion
The investigation of new business model implementations at Bosch makes two main contributions
to business model research: First, the case informs the question of why corporate attempts at BMI
remain fragile despite a corporation’s strategic intent to foster them. Second, it holds important
insights on how to lower the cognitive barriers to BMI and increase the odds for its success, which
we elaborate on further below.

5.1 Theoretical implications
A core finding from our study at Bosch is that all the BMI projects we analysed remained fragile
constructs over a sustained period of time. By fragility we do not mean the mere fact that, when
meaning to validate a business model, projects faced decisions that could indeed have brought
Bosch’s engagement to a halt. Instead, we refer to the overall time it took to get to the ultimate
decision for/against a rollout (ca. 2 years), the number of live-or-let-die situations the projects
faced after they had received funding as an entrepreneurial venture (min. 3), despite the fact that
Bosch had supporting structures for BMI in place and both corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial
agents tried to ensure a smooth decision-making process. Thus, our study strongly supports the
implication that the strategic intent to foster BMI and the creation of supporting structures alone
are insufficient in leading corporate attempts at BMI to success. This is in line with studies that
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have pointed out that finding a suitable structural setup for a new business model seems to be a
necessary but not yet sufficient condition for its successful implementation (Khanagha et al., 2014;
Markides, 2013; Smith et al., 2010). When the focus on overcoming structural barriers is
insufficient, this inevitably calls for greater attention to the cognitive barriers to BMI.
Current research on the cognitive barriers to BMI has mostly considered which individual-level
factors hamper the initial ideation of a new business model. For example, studies have considered
why some managers are more or less likely to ideate a new business model than others (Dewald
and Osiyevskyy, 2015; Martins et al., 2015; Osiyevskyy and Dewald, 2015a, 2015b). The
relevance of the social interactions among the individuals in an organization during the subsequent
process of implementing a new business model has received less attention. However, intraorganizational decision-making for BMI is arguably fundamental in settings where multiple parties
have a say in the decision to launch a new business model. Our investigation on the interaction
between corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents herein adds the insight that individuals’
cognitive barriers to BMI need to be overcome not just once but on a continuous basis. In the
interactions with their corporate sponsors, the entrepreneurial teams we studied continuously
invested time and effort in addressing concerns that came up, persisted, or eventually reappeared.
The other takeaway from our study is an answer to the question of what organizational members
do to overcome cognitive barriers and align on the best way to implement a new business model.
Here, our findings add to the literature on the antecedents to BMI and strategic renewal.
Specifically, our findings on the set of practices that corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents
use to align on the implementation of a new business model expand the findings of authors such
as Van den Oever and Martin (2015), who considered the influencing tactics middle managers use
to convince their superiors to invest in BMI. Our study also looked at the practices used by those
who need to be convinced, i.e., the corporate sponsors responsible for distributing investments
wisely and safeguarding strategic fit. We thus add to the current literature with a more fine-grained
view on the repertoire of practices both entrepreneurial agents and corporate sponsors draw upon
to align on new business model implementation. Pointedly, our proposed model on the trigger,
outcomes, and elements of cognitive alignment work provides an initial grounding on how intraorganizational decision-makers try to lower the barriers to BMI. It provides a starting point for
further theorizing on the decision dynamics of BMI (Berends et al., 2016; Demil et al., 2015) and
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the way organizational members deal with issues that arise when trying to anchor a new business
model in an existing setting (Markides, 2013; Smith et al., 2010; Visnjic et al., 2017).

5.2 Managerial implications
Per the recommendations of the current literature on BMI, Bosch represents a corporation that has
done everything by the book. BMI enjoyed top-management support, there were accessible and
sufficient resources, venture-like management granted the teams autonomy, and they had access
to internal BMI experts and accelerator units. Yet, such structural support was unable to fully
prevent situations that jeopardized the survival of promising new business models. We argue that
understanding how such situations can arise is particularly relevant because projects in a
provisional settlement or misalignment state are prevented from developing at an ideal pace.
Stuttering and tentative implementation, however, carries the additional risk of losing momentum
and decreases the likelihood that the next alignment loop will lead to a definite decision. That is,
there is a risk that a new business model gets stuck in such phases. It neither develops at an ideal
pace nor is terminated in a timely manner. This might not only be costly for the corporation but
also results in being a late mover on the market.
For managers, our findings suggest that both the right technique and time invest are decisive for
the effectiveness of cognitive alignment work. First, it seems critical to equip the intraorganizational parties taking part in BMI decision-making with the skill set necessary for
overcoming the cognitive barriers inherent in this process. In the case of Bosch, for instance, it
was important that both corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents were able to draw on the
full repertoire of practices to be in a position to flexibly adapt to a specific situation’s demands.
Furthermore, several of the interviewees stressed that it would have been impossible to apply these
practices and do what they did without the “Bosch experience.” Corporations that set up their BMI
efforts as entrepreneurial ventures should thus take care that these teams are equipped with the
necessary competency and experience profiles.
Second, as we found that the interaction between practices can work as both the cause and cure for
the project’s fragility, it also seems important to sensitize entrepreneurial agents and corporate
sponsors on the interplay of their actions and avoiding unintended side consequences. Because
corporate sponsors have a greater formal authority than entrepreneurial agents in deciding upon
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the format, regularity, and characteristics of spaces and platforms in which alignment can take
place, reflecting on the decision-making dynamics they want to create during new business model
implementation seems to be of particular importance. An important reflection to consider here is
the relation between time dedicated to cognitive alignment work and making decisions. In the case
of Bosch, the entrepreneurial teams frequently questioned whether “five-minute pitches”
accompanied by “loads of paperwork” was the most effective way for enabling corporate sponsors
to make informed decisions. Finding the optimal coordination mechanisms within a given
structural setup, i.e., those that ensure new business model implementation at an ideal pace, thus
seems to be an important area for further research. A promising avenue in this regard could lie in
recent work that connects research on business models to research on organization design
(Fjeldstad and Snow, 2018).

5.3 Boundary conditions, limitations, and future research
Implementing a new business model is an extreme case in that it is a particularly complex and
uncertain endeavour for a corporation. However, as Berends et al. (2016) conclude in their study
on BMI projects, any form of innovation is likely to face internal resistance and require leadership
and political manoeuvring. Indeed, the practices we identified might reasonably occur in other
settings where two parties have to align on how to take an innovative venture forward. Still, it is
important to reflect on the specific setting from which our findings emerged. First, we studied new
business model implementation in a corporate setting. Our findings are conditional on the
alignment need between two parties; in other words, they lose generalizability in settings where,
for example, decisions are taken by a lone entrepreneur. Second, it is important to reflect on our
proposed model’s boundary conditions, i.e., what increases or decreases the need for alignment
between two parties.
The practices we have reported occurred in all the projects. In our analysis, the interest was not in
comparing the extent to which one project relies more on one practice over another, but in
identifying the practices that were used. Also, our data did not allow for inferences such as “the
more practice A was used, the greater the likelihood of alignment.” In saying this, however, both
data on the projects’ characteristics (Appendix C) and the existing literature allowed us to reflect
on the nuances underlying an alignment need that one is likely to observe in a certain situation.
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First, the literature on strategic decision-making generally accepts that the trajectory of the
decision-making process depends on the complexity and politicalness of a decision (e.g.,
Eisenhardt and Bourgeois, 1988; Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992). Whereas simple matters may
follow smooth pathways, complex and contentious matters may be accompanied by delays and
complications. In our study, we focused on critical incidents during the implementation of a new
business model. That is, we were in general more likely to capture situations in which the need for
alignment was high. Still, our data indicated that parameters such as the degree of contestation
about a decision within a steering committee influenced the amount of work the project teams
dedicated to preparing it and the amount of time and effort they spent on, for example, prevalidating decisions with stakeholders. Second, apart from the particular decision at hand, the
overall breeding ground on which a project fell within Bosch and whether it had strong supporters
or opponents seemed to affect alignment need. Top–down-initiated projects such as Orion and
Vega seemed to rely to a larger extent on practices that helped them show that a specific business
model configuration is best for becoming active in an area of strategic importance, whereas
bottom–up-initiated projects worked hard to demonstrate their potential to contribute to an area of
strategic importance. Third, alignment need can reasonably be expected to be influenced by the
decision-making parties themselves. Foss and Saebi (2017) state that individual characteristics, in
terms of human capital, skills, motivation, and engagement, influence the BMI process. This is
supported by empirical reports such as Sosna et al. (2010), who state that the “who” was as
important as the “how” for the BMI process they studied. We thus conclude that the complexity
and contestation of a single implementation decision, as well as the composition of decisionmakers, determines the extent to which cognitive alignment work needs to be applied.
In addition to the boundary conditions to our model, it is also important to reflect on the limitations
of the data that informed it. Given our interest in studying the dynamic process of (mis)alignment
between corporate sponsors and entrepreneurial agents, we studied four BMI projects that survived
this process, at least for a certain period. Practices leading to misalignment and failure may be
underrepresented in our data, but the critical incidents we compared yielded different outcomes –
alignment, provisional settlement, and misalignment. Thus, we believe our data can truthfully
speak to our research question. Next, our interviewees’ accounts of their experiences with BMI
were certainly subject to typical concerns with interview data, such as retrospective sense-making
by image-conscious informants (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). To mitigate them, we took
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common measures such as speaking to informants from various project positions, asking probing
questions, and validating what interviewees told us with other data sources such as reports and our
own impressions from attending internal events (see Section 3.3). The largest source of potential
bias in our data probably stems from the fact that internal BMI experts and strategy consultants,
not board and steering committee members with the ultimate authority over a business model’s
fate, represent the perspective of corporate sponsors; however, Bosch’s BMI experts and strategy
consultants were able to provide deep insights into the practices corporate sponsors used to align
with the teams, and these practices were also clearly represented in entrepreneurial agents’ reports,
internal guidelines, and frameworks. Overall, we relied on the retrospective construction of the
projects’ implementation pathways via interviews and documents. Although this allowed us to
capture a longer time span and include more cases, future studies should apply ethnographic
approaches to observe cognitive alignment work in situ. Also, future research that validates the
presence of the practices we have found in different settings would be valuable. Interesting settings
in this regard would be, for instance, organizations with longer experience with BMI than Bosch
or a less strategically formulated intent to drive BMI. A particularly interesting avenue could be
the comparison of the prevalence of certain practices over time. Whereas the projects we studied
frequently remarked that they entered “unknown territory” and that their corporate sponsors had
to deal with a lot of “firsts,” this might look differently after some years of experience and insight
with BMI.

6. Conclusion
This study shed light on the puzzling question of why corporations struggle with implementing
BMI initiatives even though they provide them with favourable starting conditions and follow
state-of-the-art recommendations per the literature. Whereas many solutions propose overcoming
the barriers to BMI by focusing on structural solutions, such as conferring the autonomy for
experimentation to autonomous ventures, our findings show that adequate structures are not able
to fully overcome the cognitive barriers to BMI. By fixating on the interaction between corporate
sponsors and entrepreneurial teams pushing for the implementation of their BMI projects in a large
corporation, we showed that a smooth decision-making process between the two parties relies to a
great extent upon the effectiveness of what we call “cognitive alignment work” between them. We
find that alignment work consists of four practices for the corporate sponsors and five for the
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entrepreneurial teams. Although both parties engage in these practices to enable a fast decisionmaking process during new business model implementation, their interaction can also lead to
unintended consequences such as delays and dead ends. Overall, our study informed how
organizational members deal with issues that arise when trying to anchor a new business model in
an existing setting and point to the relevance of intra-organizational decision-making for BMI. We
aspire to encourage further work on this topic in general and on the cognitive barriers that surface
when decision-makers align on new business model implementation in particular. For
organizations, how to facilitate such distributed decision-making processes in a way that local
objectives can give way to the larger whole is a highly relevant question they should be asking.
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APPENDIX A
Overview of data sources
Case
Interviews conducted*
Project-specific information
Introductory talks
Nova
- Project manager
Semi-structured interviews
- Project initiator / 80 min.
- Project initiator / 80 min.
- Project manager / 45 min.

Mercury

Orion

Vega

Introductory talks
- Project consultant
- Project initiator
Semi-structured interviews
- Project initiator / 60 min.
- Project initiator / 40 min.
- Team member / 30 min.
Introductory talks
- Project consultant
- Project initiator
- Team member
Semi-structured interviews
- Project consultant / 30 min.
- Project manager / 80 min
Introductory talks
- Project consultant
- Project consultant
- Project consultant
Semi-structured interviews
- Project initiator / 30 min.
- Project initiator / 60 min.
- Team member / 60 min.

Company-specific information
Semi-structured interviews
Bosch
- Head of BMI / 30 min.
- BMI expert / 30 min.
- BMI expert / 30 min.
- BMI expert / 30 min.
- BMI expert / 30 min.

∑

#

Events attended

#

Documents collected**

#

1

- Project presentations
and Q&A session (2)
- Video talk of the
project for internal
dissemination (1)

3

Internally prepared
- Project report (1)
- BM description (1)
- Organization chart (1)
- Article in employee
magazine (1)
- Press releases (7)
External coverage
- Case studies (2)
- Online articles (6)
Internally prepared
- Project report (1)
- Project status update (1)
- BM description (1)
- Press releases (4)
External coverage
- 6 online articles
Internally prepared
- Project report (1)
- Project status update (1)
- BM description (1)
- Article in employee
magazine (1)
- Press releases (8)
Internally prepared
- Project report (1)
- BM description (1)
- Article in employee
magazine (1)
- Press releases (7)
External coverage
- Online and newspaper
articles (14)

11

3

2

- Project presentation
and Q&A session (1)

1

3

3

- Project presentations
and Q&A sessions (4)

4

- Project presentation
and Q&A session (1)
- Podcast for internal
dissemination (1)

2

2
3

3

5

- Annual BMI event (3)
- Annual strategy event
(3)

25

6

16

*Position indicates interviewee’s function in project, not specific title or current position.
**Home page and intranet site not explicitly included here.
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Internally prepared
- Strategy guideline (1)
- Presentation of strategic
priorities (1)
- Presentation of strategic
clusters (1)
- Annual reports 20062016 (10)
- White paper on BMI (1)
- Company fact sheet (1)
External coverage
- Case study on BMI (1)
- Article on BMI (1)

8
7

6
12

10

14

15

2
85

APPENDIX B
Selected data supporting each first-order category in Figure 1
PRACTICES BY ENTREPRENEURIAL AGENTS
First-order category
Representative quotes
Building an entrepreneurial line of arguments
Building and validating the value
“We estimated the market potential, all the numbers, and that way we are also able to indicate potential revenue lines.”
formula
“And we were able to show: There is real business potential here.”
Seeking commitment one stage at a
“You never request to go all-in right away. You propose Phase 1, then you come back with a new proposal, and then sequentially
time
you can get more budget.”
“The creative way that we proposed […] it was also a process of persuasion.”
Painting an emotionally loaded picture
“I had illustrated it [a prototype]. And that image – that was it! That’s when they caught fire.”
of the future
“A lesson for me is the force, the power of images. That was ultimately the decisive point where we got the yes.”
Speaking the language of the corporation
Adapting to internal decision-making
“We use the strategy guideline, not just because it is there. It makes sense. You can show a structured approach, and without this
criteria and processes
theoretical backup, your propositions are also very easy to challenge.”
“He had experience with the strategy department and that helped us so much. Without the Bosch Experience, it is just not going to
run.”
Ensuring transparency and
“We specified what are the markets, which one do I enter, why do I want to enter, what am I capable of, what not.”
comprehensibility of decision path
“We show ‘We looked into this then into that. This is what we propose’ – that is important. A decision-maker feels better then.”
Demonstrating fit with the dominant
“We have several alternatives, and now we are working on selling them in a way that will allow us to move forward.”
corporate mindset
“For such projects, choose a topic with a link to the core business, not too distant.”
Securing the means of existence
Recruiting a business owner with
“The business unit can provide stepping stones, but that’s it […] it will also need its money somewhere else and typically cannot
budget
sponsor big side projects.”
“[…] then I had to start “hawking around” to find a business owner.”
Making a claim for being allowed to
“You need the internal support. You need the okay to do things differently.”
do things differently
“[…] from the start we had to push through the fact that we have different KPIs than projects in the classic business fields.”
Intensive internal self-marketing
“You must not underestimate the importance of internal visibility for an endeavour such as ours. And we do a lot in this regard.”
“Events, executive meetings, fireside chats, interviews, and reports on internal platforms, we take every opportunity to present.”
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Selected data supporting each first-order category in Figure 1 (cont.)
First-order category
Representative quotes
Multilateral coalition building/lobbying
Finding a top-management patron
“They supported us, and in the end, they even stood up against those that were against our proposal.”
“Through the advocacy and support from certain people, a lot of things became possible, which otherwise would be hard to reach.”
Mobilizing internal thought leaders
“We had support from [N.N.], a little superstar here internally, so that helped a lot.”
“We had a great promoter, [N.N.], who also helped us to get in touch with his manager.”
Monitoring and catering to different “Balancing the needs of the corporate parent and the venture, that is certainly the high art of diplomacy.”
political positions
“We are putting a massive amount of effort into building this knowledge within the corporation and showing what we are doing
here in order to generate a favourable mood [for the project].”
Pre-validating course of action
“Always at checkpoints, it is important that we pick up certain stakeholders beforehand, and this effort must not be
underestimated.”
“It is important to get certain central departments on board beforehand.”
Reinforcing entrepreneurial stubbornness
Being persistent and tenacious
“They really believed in the project. We also had some critical phases […]. At this point, it was very important to have people on
(high tolerance for hearing “no”)
board with a mindset like ‘Let’s go, we will follow through with it and do that now.’”
“I permanently lobbied for the project, always lunch appointments, bringing nice charts – my head was literally exploding.”
Going bold and smart
“What works out pretty well is to call the secretary and ask for a free opening within the next two weeks. Then everyone starts to
laugh, ‘Can you imagine how busy he is?’ But then you need to drill a little and let them know, ‘I am willing to take any free
opening. When something will be cancelled, we are absolutely flexible’ […] and then you get there.”
“We just called and asked whether we can apply last minute. It was a free programme. In that sense, we abused it a little.”
Pushing to move quickly (being
“We said that it takes too long for us, we cannot wait longer. This [business model] is about being as quick as possible on the
impatient)
market and strategically occupying it.”
“We were like, ‘What are you waiting for? Nothing else is going to happen, we need to move faster than that!’”
Project-like steering
Establishing direct line to decision“For such a project, you need a direct link to the board. We need that. It is absolutely important.”
makers
“When we needed a decision to go left or right, we had a reliable one within 24 hours. This [direct link to the top] made decision
processes so fast; it made us so extremely fast.”
Avoiding risk-capital type of
“We are not in Silicon Valley. There, you might easily get offered a billion, and when it does not work, so be it – but not here.”
investment (small, short-term
“The initial investment is limited because you cannot tell the team, ‘Here, take the 200 million, let’s see what you make of it.’”
invest)
Fixing regular live-or-let die
“The top management steers through this point, the milestone, and as long as it works as planned, there is no problem. Okay, if
reviews (time intervals, goals,
this is covered by the budget, then go ahead, and, afterwards, come back at the end of the year and we will see from there.”
budget)
“If you cannot answer basic questions at a strategy circle, next thing you are out. Because the impression is ‘You do not know the
future direction for the project yourself. It is a good start. Keep doing it and come back later.’ And then half a year has passed.”
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Selected data supporting each first-order category in Figure 1 (cont.)
PRACTICES BY CORPORATE SPONSORS
First-order category
Representative quotes
Enforcing established organizational principles
Sticking to vertical hygiene
“All topics in that field are automatically affiliated with that business unit.”
(functional responsibilities not mixed) “Why we ended up there? Hard to say. I guess we are a service, so they are like ‘services to this unit’”
Sticking to horizontal hygiene
“I attended almost all meetings [laughs]. One, the critical one, I was not allowed to attend.”
(hierarchies not mixed)
“[N.N.] directly communicated with [N.N.], so that was much easier for us. They spoke level to level.”
Seeking consensus among decision“You listen around and when two or three already say ‘We know it, we like it.’ of course the chances increase
makers
dramatically.”
“Another issue is that the process gets very complicated because there are many people that all have a fair share in saying
something and they all need to be aboard.”
Ensuring strategic fit
Securing fit with target markets and
“Of course a new business model faces questions such as ‘Can we really do this? It is new. Do we have the ability? How
competences
can we manage this? Should we maybe buy something?”
“These are our customers, these are not – that of course was always an issue.”
Safeguarding existing value chain
“Entering into competition with our current customers – no option.”
relationships
“They quickly decided that we are staying in the market role of a tier 1 supplier, not going to the end customer.”
Leveraging synergies and
“We pretty quickly realized that we have an incredible amount of advantages by working together with the different
complementarities across the
business units.”
organization
“You shout “Anyone within Bosch doing this?” And here, they open their drawer, and we can use it.”
Reinforcing individual assessment
Listening to gut feelings (reason-free
“You just notice right away that this is one of his [top manager] favourite topics.”
‘no’ vs. ‘pet projects’)
“There was precisely one person saying that he by no means wants the project because it would only bring disturbance
and confusion.”
Defining own degree of affiliation
“If we had failed, it would also have been a dark spot on the CV of those standing up for us…they really risked something.”
with the project (keeping them at
“They really dared to act, also act against the strong opposition of [N.N.] back then.”
distance vs. standing up for them)
Safeguarding resources (rejection
“Many [executives] have too many things on their minds […] ‘Do not tell me about something like that right now. This is
reflex)
not important at the moment. I am fully occupied with daily business.’”
“They are packed, packed with appointments. Their heads are full. They deal with a lot of pressure. They just don’t have
the time for it.”
Following own strategic agenda
“Well, there is our decision criteria, and then there are of course certain opinions in the corporation where we should go
next.”
“We later found out what was really behind the suggestion to transfer our project: There was another unit running below
capacity.”
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APPENDIX C
Details on project characteristics
Nova
Strategy translation.
Initiators aware of their
business unit’s effort to scan
new business opportunities.
Medium.
Limited scope, investment in
technology transfer.

Mercury
Strategy translation.
Initiators participated in their
business unit’s innovation
initiatives.
Small.
Small scope, negligible
technology investment.

Physical setup

Not separated.
Within Bosch.

Separated.
Outside Bosch.

Initial funding
source

Innovation fund.
Fund for 2-3 projects/year
awarded by top management.

Incubator programme.
Corporate side budget to develop
areas of strategic interest.

Reporting line

Top management.
One board member as direct
report, all board members as
steering committee.

Programme directors.
Investment and advisory board as
direct reports.

Autonomy

High.
Freedom within budget and
milestone plan. Triannual
steering committee meetings.

Initial business
development
experience
Internal visibility
and standing

Breeding ground

Size/funding
requirements

Strong opponents
and supporters

Orion
Strategy translation.
Project team formed after a
series of innovation
workshops.
Large.
Comprehensive scope,
investment in technology
transfer.
Not separated.
Within Bosch.

Vega
Strategic cluster.
Project team installed to define
suitable business models in
area of interest.
Large.
Limited scope, substantial
infrastructure investment.

Growth fund.
Corporate side budget to
develop areas of strategic
interest.
Top management.
One board member as direct
report, all board members as
steering committee.

Growth fund.
Corporate side budget to
develop areas of strategic
interest.
Top management.
One board member as direct
report, all board members as
steering committee.

Low.
Strict deliverables defined by the
programme. Quarterly reviews as
main coordination forum.

High.
Freedom within budget and
milestone plan. Triannual
steering committee meetings.

High.
Freedom within budget and
milestone plan. Triannual
steering committee meetings.

Medium.
Initiator had some experience,
business developer joined
early on.

Medium.
Initiator was business developer in
prior function.

High.
Business development expert
involved from the start.

High.
Project team consisted of
experienced project managers.

Known.
Flagship project in new
market.
Yes.
Strong opponent and strong
supporter among board
members.

Unknown.
Low-key experiment.

Known.
Futuristic pioneer.

Yes.
Strong opponent and strong
supporter among steering
committee members.

No.
Consensus with some steering
committee members
challenging the feasibility.

Known.
Flagship project in new
market.
No.
Consensus with some steering
committee members
challenging the strategic fit.
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Separated.
Outside Bosch.
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ABSTRACT
How actors evaluate the prospects of novel technologies is unlikely to remain static over time. In
this paper, we focus on a specific group of actors, incumbents, and study how the five largest
German car manufacturers publicly framed the potential of electric mobility in the 25-year period
from 1993 to 2017. Based on the analysis of 125 letters to shareholders and 328 public CEO
interviews, we find that the car manufacturers were able to maintain ambiguity about their position
on a potential technology shift from combustion to electric engine over a sustained period of time.
We discuss temporal maneuvering as a distinct way of temporal framing that helps to
accommodate opposing stakeholder demands and retain flexibility to adjust to ongoing
developments. We describe three maneuvering tactics that underlie this mechanism and how the
car manufacturers used them to temper or stir expectations about the breakthrough of electric
mobility. What actors such as incumbents communicate about technology prospects is important
because it can guide meaning-making and prospective action in emerging fields.
Keywords: Framing, temporal framing, strategic ambiguity, incumbents, electric mobility
Status: In preparation.
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Introduction
“It is definitely a hype that is built around electric cars.
And I say that despite our own research in that area.“

“It is definitely not a hype.
Electric mobility will and must come.“

(CEO BMW, 2008)

(CEO BMW, 2016)

In technology shifts, the question of when a novel technology breaks through is a critical one.
What actors communicate about their expectations becomes an important source of agency to
influence the ongoing developments (Purdy, Ansari, & Gray, 2017). A particularly interesting case
in this regard are incumbents, such as the car manufacturer BMW referred to in the introductory
quotes, for whom the emergence of a new technology (in this case EVs) implies a strategic
dilemma, because it has the potential to render the current technology obsolete. In the light of
potentially conflicting interests of multiple constituents such as analysts, competitors, authorities,
or employees, the communication of incumbent’s about the new technology’s prospects can
become a delicate issue (Fiss & Zajac, 2006; Rhee & Fiss, 2014).
In this study, we set out to investigate how incumbents frame the prospects of a new technology
and their own change efforts to external constituents over the course of a potential technology
shift. Our empirical setting to investigate this question is the emerging field around electric
mobility in Germany. Based on 328 CEO interviews in the German press and 125 letters to
shareholders, we study how the five biggest German car manufacturers, Volkswagen, BMW,
Daimler, Porsche, and Audi, communicated about the potential of electric mobility over the 25
years from 1993 to 2017.
Our findings on their framing trajectory during this period lend support to existing research that
shows that the position of incumbents on contested issues tends to gradually shift from opposition
to support (Litrico & David, 2017). Yet, our findings also show that, within this gradual shift, the
car manufacturers continuously shifted between stirring and tempering expectations about the
proximity of a technology shift. Drawing on recent literature on temporal framing (Nadkarni, Pan,
& Chen, 2019) and strategic ambiguity (e.g., Sillince, Jarzabkowski, & Shaw, 2012), we elaborate
on temporal maneuvering as a mechanism that enables the maintenance of ambiguity about the
own position.
Part of what makes our findings interesting is that they point to the dilemma that incumbents face
in the liminal period in technology shifts where it is clear that the old technology will no longer
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maintain its current status: On the one hand, they have an incentive to temper expectations for a
novel technology and protect their current operations. On the other hand, there is an incentive to
stir expectations in order to legitimize investments into the new technology. Thus, on a broader
level, the use of temporal maneuvering might also reflect the bigger strategic dilemma that
incumbents face in technology shifts.
Our study contributes to current work that suggests that the construction of ambiguity can be a
mechanism to cope with the ambiguity an actor meets in the context it is embedded in (Denis,
Dompierre, Langley, & Rouleau, 2010; Jarzabkowski, Sillince, & Shaw, 2010; Sillince et al.,
2012). Whereas such work has mostly considered which rhetorical strategies actors use to
construct ambiguity, it has paid less attention to the use of linguistic cues about time, for instance
how vague or distant potential futures are presented. Our study also contributes to the literature on
temporal framing, or more broadly, strategic framing. Thus far, framing studies have mostly
considered how actors engage in framing to persuade audiences about their particular position pro
or contra a contested issue (e.g., Guérard, Bode, & Gustafsson, 2013; Lounsbury, Ventresca, &
Hirsch, 2003). Yet, recent work has also shown that actors’ positions are unlikely to remain stable
over time (e.g., Litrico & David, 2017). Here, the notion of temporal maneuvering can help to
assess how the strategic use of time-related cues supports an actor in the gradual preparation and
explanation of shifts in its position to external constituents.

The strategic use of time in organizational change
Research has long recognized the critical role of verbal and textual communication in constructing
meaning about organizational change efforts for internal and external constituents (Mintzberg,
1973). Recently, Vaara, Sonenshein, and Boje (2016) pointed to the importance of “narratives” in
shaping others’ interpretations of the events unfolding around them, and Ocasio, Laamanen, and
Vaara (2018) highlighted the relevance of communicative practices, vocabularies, and rhetorical
tactics in channeling attention during strategic change processes.
A central aspect in the communication about change is time. The very notion of change connects
the past, the present, and the future as well as manifestations of time such as rhythm, pace, or
horizon. Whereas time has long been of interest to management researchers (Ancona, Goodman,
Lawrence, & Tushman, 2001; Ancona, Okhuysen, & Perlow, 2001), it has recently received
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renewed interest, also in relation to change processes (e.g., Bansal, Reinecke, Suddaby, & Langley,
2018; Kunisch, Bartunek, Mueller, & Huy, 2017).
With regard to the strategic use of time in organizational change processes, two broad lines of
inquiry can be distinguished: (1) Research on the use of time-related statements in communicating
about change, and (2) research on the relevance of time and temporality in the social construction
of change. Research in the first category has mostly considered how firms, and their chief
executives, intentionally use language to garner positive reactions from external constituents such
as analysts, competitors, or the general public (König, Mammen, Luger, Fehn, & Enders, 2018).
Herein, scholars have considered the timing of announcements for signaling and impression
management (Gao, Yu, & Cannella, 2016) or the temporal framing of competitive action
(Nadkarni et al., 2019). Time, in this line of inquiry, is conceptualized as objective clock time, i.e.
an uniform, quantifiable unit that serves to coordinate and synchronize actions (Ancona,
Okhuysen, et al., 2001). In contrast, the second line of inquiry tends to conceptualize time as
subjective or event time, i.e. socially constructed time. Herein, researchers have considered how
actors align their different time conceptions (Reinecke & Ansari, 2015), link interpretations of the
past, present, and future (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013), or produce temporal structures to organize
their activities (Yates & Orlikowski, 2002).
Both lines of inquiry acknowledge that time-related statements can evoke reactions in other actors.
Yet, in the first line of inquiry the strategic, intentional use of time is much more pronounced than
in the second one that focuses more on the emergent, joint process of meaning-making between
actors. In this study, we lean more toward the first line of inquiry, the strategic use of time toward
external constituents. In order to consider how the German car manufacturers framed the prospects
of EVs and their own position on electric mobility, it is helpful to review in greater depth the
concepts of (i) temporal framing, and (ii) strategic ambiguity.

Temporal framing
Frames are interpretive lenses that actors strategically evoke through their communication in order
to shape meaning and mobilize support (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014). To frame is to “select some
aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way
as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or
treatment recommendation” (Entman, 1993: 52). Often applied in research on social movements
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(Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford, 1986), framing as a strategic
instrument to mobilize consensus and actions in others has also received increasing attention in
organization and management research (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014). Here, scholars have used a
framing lens to assess phenomena such as the framing contests between organizational members
in strategy-making (Kaplan, 2008) or CEOs metaphorical communication to external constituents
(König et al., 2018).
Time is an important element when seeking to mobilize consensus and action in others. For
example, Benford and Snow (1988) refer to diagnosis (identifying and attributing a problem) and
prognosis (proposing a solution or plan of attack) as core framing tasks. The term “temporal
framing”, however, has been more specifically associated with the provision of time-related cues
in an act of speech or text corpus. Recently, Nadkarni et al. (2019) conceptualized temporal
framing as a three-dimensional construct consisting in (i) temporal vagueness (lack of clarity and
completeness; “soon, long-term” vs. “2010, five years”), (ii) temporal distance (length of an action
timeline; “one day, one week” vs. “five years, a decade”), and (iii) frequency (repetition of
vagueness and distance cues). They base these dimensions in inter-temporal choice theory (Berns,
Laibson, & Loewenstein, 2007; Loewenstein, 1988). Inter-temporal choice theory holds that the
more vague and distant a future action is presented, the more it leads to temporal discounting in
an audience, i.e. a reduced sense of urgency and motivation to take action.

Strategic ambiguity
Ambiguity exists when there is a “state of having many ways of thinking about the same
circumstances or phenomena” (Feldman, 1989: 5). Scholars disagree on how such a state can arise.
Some see ambiguity as a feature intrinsic to contexts that are risky or uncertain and something that
ought to be reduced because it impedes planning and decision-making (Cohen, March, & Olsen,
1972; Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992). In turn, others see ambiguity as a state that is rhetorically
constructed and can be political necessity (Sillince, Jarzabkowski, & Shaw, 2012; Eisenberg,
1984). Here, “strategic ambiguity”, i.e. ambiguity in the communication of goals, is seen as
something that organizations can purposefully invoke to accommodate the conflicting demands of
different constituents (Eisenberg, 1984). Accordingly, scholars have also argued that ambiguity
might enable, not hamper, change processes (Gioia, Nag, & Corley, 2012; Jarzabkowski et al.,
2010; Sillince et al., 2012; Vaara, 2007).
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Summarizing, research on strategic ambiguity has pointed out that (i) actors can exploit ambiguity
where they encounter it as a condition of the context they are embedded in, and (ii) also actively
construct ambiguous meanings to harness and maintain strategic ambiguity as a resource. In terms
of how actors construct ambiguity, most scholars have paid attention to actors’ rhetorical strategies
(e.g. Jarzabkowski et al., 2010; Sillince et al., 2012). Here, out study adds empirical insights into
the question of how the strategic use of time, temporal framing, relates to the construction of
strategic ambiguity.

Methodology
Empirical context
To study how incumbents engage in temporal framing during technology shifts, we placed our
study in the automotive sector where the potential transition from the combustion engine to the
electric engine is currently under negotiation and timelines and actors’ interests are subject to lively
discourse. We limited our study to a national setting, Germany, to be able to construct a more
comprehensive and richer account of how incumbents took part in the local discourse which is
likely to be closely entangled with issues of national regulation, infrastructure, or user preferences.
The German setting, in particular, seemed suitable because the country is home to several large
car manufacturers such as Volkswagen, BMW, Daimler, Porsche, and Audi 9. We focused on the
period between 1993 and 2017 because it demarcates the period from the first national field test
with electric vehicles to the time where all the five car manufacturers had publicly announced to
turn from the combustion to the electric engine.
In general, the German car manufacturers were not among the first-movers to bring EVs to the
market (Bakker, Lente, & Meeus, 2012; Bohnsack & Pinkse, 2017; Bohnsack, Pinkse, & Kolk,
2014). Yet, they also look back at a long history of experimentation with electric mobility. For
example, already in 1972, a small fleet of BMW 1602 with electric engines became a symbol of
the Olympic Games in Munich. In 1993, the Federal Ministry of Research then initiated a first
field test of electric vehicles together with the car manufacturers BMW, Mercedes-Benz, Opel,
VW, Neoplan, and Fiat on the island of Rügen (Eden et al., 1997). Since then, the evolution of

9

Audi and Porsche are owned by the Volkswagen group but report as separate entities. We did not include Opel,
because it is owned by the French PSA Group and unlikely to equally take part in the national discourse.
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electric mobility underwent staggering periods characterized by ups and downs in regulatory and
public attention as well as competition with the hydrogen and fuel-cell technology. By the end of
the year 2017, however, all the five car manufacturers had announced the electrification of their
product portfolios.

Data collection
To study the car manufacturers’ strategic framing efforts, we were interested in data sources that
contained their unfiltered, direct statements. We thus focused on CEO communication. As key
representative of the company, the CEO’s communication to shareholders, industry peers, and the
general public is an important means of self-presentation and allows for channeling attention to
specific issues. In particular, this type of data can help to capture viewpoints and framing efforts
contemporaneously (Kaplan, 2011).
Letters to shareholders in annual reports
A key data source were the CEO statements, i.e. the letters to shareholders, in the annual reports.
In total, we collected 125 such reports for the five companies issued over the 25 years. Researchers
have frequently used annual reports to study how companies interpret their environment (e.g.,
Kaplan, 2011). For German firms in particular, the annual report is one of the most important
communication channels (Fiss & Zajac, 2006). Within the annual report, the letter to the
shareholders is meant to provide a broad overview of the firm's present situation and future
prospects. Although fiduciary requirements herein make it hard to suppress negative issues, the
letter also serves as a subtle way of directing readers’ attention to specific issues and manage public
impression.
Interviews in the public press
In addition to investor-targeted communication, we also included interviews directed at the wider
public. Archival data such as newspaper articles, newsletters, or filings to regulatory agencies are
key resources for framing studies (Maguire & Hardy, 2009). The fact that such statements are
carefully prepared for external audiences can provide rich, contemporaneous insights into actors’
strategic framing efforts (Gurses & Ozcan, 2015). To capture a fulsome picture of the car
manufacturers’ framing efforts, we included media outlets that can be expected to cover the
national discourse on electric mobility and provide the car industry with a platform to
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communicate its views. Specifically, we included the five most widely circulated daily newspapers
(excluding yellow press), five weekly newspapers, three business magazines, and three industry
magazines. For the sixteen outlets, we performed a full-text search for interviews with the
respective CEO at the time (see Appendix A.1). To hedge against the opportunity of wrong or
missing indexation, we ran the same search in more than one full-text archive and checked whether
additional interviews came up (see Appendix A.2). When full-text archives were not available for
the entire period from 1993 to 2017, we manually added articles by reviewing the outlets’ printarchives. In total, we identified 490 CEO interviews over the 25-year period. We then reviewed
the abstracts of these interviews and filtered out those on industry developments and the
company’s strategy, i.e. those that could potentially contain statements on the future of electric
mobility. We erased interviews that clearly focused solely on issues irrelevant to our study, such
as leadership style, CEO compensation, or Formula 1. This process resulted in a total of 328
interviews with the CEOs of the five companies we considered for further analysis (see Table 1).
Table 1
Interviews per company and year
Year
Audi
BMW
Daimler
Multiple*
Porsche
VW
∑

93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02 03
2
1
1 3 1 2 1 3 3 4 5
8
1 2 2 1 1 4 1 3 5 2 4
1
2
2 5 1 2 1
2 1
4
2 5 3 3 4 4
4 6 5 7 2 9 13 15 14 9 18

04
1
3
1

05
4
5
7

06
3
2
5

07
7
3
3
1
2 2 4 3
4 11 2 6
11 29 16 23

08
3
5
2

09
1
5
6

10
2
2
2

11
5
4
5
1
3 2 2 1
5 2 5 2
18 16 13 18

12
6
3
3

13
1
3
1

14
2
2
1

15
1
4
3

16
4
6
4
1
2 1 2 3 2
3 4 1 3 4
17 10 8 14 21

17 ∑
43
3 81
2 71
4
1 43
6 86
12 328

*Multiple CEOs giving one interview together

In the 1990s, the car manufacturers’ CEOs were generally less present in the public media and
interviews with them focused mostly on the company’s performance and future sales expectations.
Around the turn of the century, CEOs become more prominent public figures and the media outlets
started to feature multipage, often exclusive, interviews with them. Smaller manufacturers like
Audi and Porsche received comparably less attention than their bigger competitors.

Data analysis
Two analyses were critical for the purpose of this study: First, the temporal bracketing of the car
manufacturers’ framing efforts in distinct phases, and second, the identification of temporal
maneuvering patterns within these phases. Both analyses emerged from an identifiable set of steps:
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First-order analysis
In a first step, we tried to reconstruct the major points of frame change. Such a temporal bracketing
strategy does not only offer descriptive value, but also enables the examination of how these
brackets connect (Langley, 1999). We carefully read the interviews and letters to the shareholders
and extracted those statements that related to electric mobility. Chronologically ordering these
statements already allowed for high-level insights into the evolution of the car manufacturers’
position and the topics that dominated the discourse about electric mobility over the years. We
also paid particular attention to projections, i.e. statements which contained a timeline for the
breakthrough of electric mobility or estimates of EV sales in the future. In a next round of binary
coding, we then categorized each statement into whether it referred to the car manufacturers’ own
actions and plans or the general state and prospect of the technology. We also categorized the
statements into whether they were oriented more toward evaluating the present situation or future
developments.
For each of the 25 years, we then plotted the four categories into a table format (see Table 2).
Table 2
Sample display of coding table
Diagnosis

Prognosis

Own action

Technology

Where are we?

Where is the
technology?

Own action

Technology

Where are we going to Where is the technology
be?
going to be?

Comparing these yearly tables enabled us to see where notable changes in the car manufacturers’
framing efforts occurred. We used these points of discontinuity as signposts for the transition from
one phase to another. In total, we differentiate between three phases in which the car manufacturers
gradually moved from opposing electric mobility to supporting it: In the phase from 1993 to 2007,
the dominant framing efforts can, in a nutshell, be described with the catchphrase “The technology
is immature, we experiment”. Over the years from 2007 to 2014, this slowly shifted to “The
technology is still inferior, we invest in improvements”. In the years from 2014 to 2017, the
framing efforts then started to sound like “The technology is ready, we go all-in”.
What was striking in the data, however, was that many statements did not seem “to fit their time”.
For example, in phase 3, the car manufacturers had announced to “go all in” and should
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consequently have had an interest to stir expectations on the proximity of a technology shift to
EVs. Yet, many statements at that time seemed to aim at tempering expectations (see Table 3).
This triggered us to look deeper into the interaction between diagnosing and prognosing elements
in the their framing efforts.
Table 3
Higher-order framing versus lower-level maneuvering: Representative quotes*

Pro

Lower-level maneuvering

Higher-order framing

Contra
Phase 1: 1993-2007
”The technology is immature, we
experiment.”

Phase 2: 2007-2014
”The technology is still inferior,
we invest in improvements.”

Phase 3: 2014-2017
”The technology is ready, we go
all-in.”

”Well, we can offer it (the electric car)
[…] But generally, we only present
solutions when they are mature.”
(Schrempp-Daimler-1995)

”Currently, electric cars are an
inferior use case compared to cars
with a combustion engine – at higher
cost.” (Zetsche-Daimler-2012)

“The future drives electric.” (MüllerVW-2016)
“We are convinced: Now is the time
to go all-in.” (Zetsche-Daimler-2016)

Temper expectations

Stir expectations

Temper expectations

”Why did nobody invent the 2-litervehicle? These things do not work at
the push of a button.” (SchremppDaimler-1995)
“I believe the customer prefers a
combustion engine, which conveys
more driving fun than the electric
engine.” (Milberg-BMW-2000)
“[…] there are better solutions than
hybrid cars. Specifically, I mean the
stronger distribution of Diesel
engines“ (Zetsche-Daimler-2003)

”Electric cars will be accepted much,
much faster than we currently
expect.“ (Piëch-VW-2008)
”I wanted to emphasize that we must
not underestimate the speed of
change.“ (Reithofer-BMW-2011)
”The companies that built typewriters
do not exist anymore. Can we exclude
that it will not be the same in 10 years
in our industry?” (Reithofer-BMW2009)

“I am just saying that it is not going to
happen tomorrow.” (Müller-VW2017)
“The industry is definitely on the way
toward electric mobility. The crucial
question is: In which timeframe?”
(Zetsche-Daimler-2016)
“One cannot possibly assume that the
whole world is going electric
tomorrow.” (Stadler-Audi-2016)

*translated from German original; information in brackets added where context from journalist’s question is important

Second-order analysis
Initially, we also had intended to binarily code the single documents into whether they took a more
negative (sceptic, pessimistic, defensive) or positive stance (confident, optimistic, encouraging)
on electric mobility. Yet, such a categorization turned out to be difficult and we eventually
dismissed the plan. This was because positive or negative assessments were frequently followed
by a condition or parenthesis. For example, the car manufacturers framed electric cars as having
much potential, but hurried to add that, currently, the field is not there yet. In other cases, they
framed the field as taking up extremely slowly, just to insert that they are trying to accelerate
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developments. Temporal markers such as ‘still’ or ‘not yet’ abounded as connectors between
opposing and supporting statements in the CEO interviews. As a consequence, it was difficult to
categorize them clearly as pro or contra electric mobility. To further assess this peculiarity, we
engaged in a second round of coding. This time, we specifically focused on time-related statements
where the car manufacturers connected different arguments about the past, present, and the future.
In coding these connections, we were guided by the question which effect they had on a reader,
i.e. whether they softened a prior assessment or gave it more weight. The emerging patterns that
became apparent was that the car manufacturers used time-related statements in distinct ways to
offset each other. We further verified this pattern across the data set, and ultimately pooled codes
together according to their similarity, i.e. high similarity within a category, and high dissimilarity
between categories (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). We refer to the
resulting categories as “temporal maneuvering tactics”.
In the following, we first provide a case narrative of the incumbents’ temporal framing efforts
along the three phases. We then describe in greater detail the maneuvering tactics that became
apparent in these phases.

A case of temporal maneuvering
As evident in our initial data screening, various developments in the mobility sector such as the
emergence of alternative propulsion systems, car sharing, or autonomous driving challenged the
car manufacturers’ confidence in making projections on future market developments. As Dieter
Zetsche stated in 2016 when questioned on Daimler’s future course of action: “We are creating
conditions for developments that we do not even know yet. That is the point: Nobody can plan
what is going to happen.” Specifically with regard to EVs, he remarked: “With e-mobility it is a
little like a ketchup bottle. You know that something is coming, but not when or how much.”
Indeed, the development of the EV in the 25 years between 1993 and 2017 had been characterized
by a “technology race” with the fuel-cell and hydrogen technology and frequent changes to
regulation. Considering the temporal framing efforts of the car manufacturers, i.e. how temporally
vague and distant they remained, a first observation is that they publicly leveraged the fact that
they face many unknowns and projections on the breakthrough of EVs can only be vague under
such circumstances.
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„[…] there will be a point where more e-cars than combustion cars become registered. Whether
that is going to be in year 2025, 2030, or 2035, that I don’t know.“ Matthias Müller, Volkswagen,
2016

They refrained from indicating clear timelines when questioned on both the potential breakthrough
of EVs and their own plans, and emphasized the importance of retaining the flexibility to adjust to
future developments.
“When demand increases, we will increase production (of EVs). When it doesn’t, we won’t.”
Martin Winterkorn, Volkswagen, 2013

Over the course of years, projections on the breakthrough of electric mobility were occasionally
made but explicitly labelled as tentative. Interestingly, the increasing proliferation of EVs toward
the end of the 25-year period did not seem to decrease the temporal distance of such projections.
Projections became more frequent as the car manufacturers themselves began to engage in the
production of EVs, but they did not necessarily draw the point of breakthrough nearer (see
Figure 1).
Figure 1
Projections on the breakthrough of electric vehicles

But overall, the car manufacturers clearly moved from a rather opposing, sceptic stance toward
EVs to a more optimistic, supporting stance over the 25 years. In this gradual move from contra
electric mobility to pro electric mobility, their framing efforts correspond to what Litrico and
David (2017) have identified as the typical framing trajectory of a front-stage actor, i.e. an actor
that is highly exposed to a contested issue and to a concerned audience. Such an actor is likely to
initially employ frames that buffer, i.e. shield and defend the core business activity, but under
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increasing pressures to respond also likely to eventually shift to frames that show more openness
to change.
Phase 1: “The technology is immature, we experiment.” (1993-2007)
In the mid-1990s, the car manufacturers’ chief executives increasingly started to meet questions
about their sustainability efforts. Whereas in the early 1990s competitive concerns and issues such
as the Rover takeover by BMW had been at the center of attention, around 1997 the discourse
shifted when the European Commission announced the emission target of 120g/km for new cars
to fulfill the agreements of the Kyoto-Protocol. The car manufacturers met questions in this regard
with rather defensive counter-arguments such as “fuel-efficiency is built into each of our models”
and tried to marginalize the impact the automotive industry could possibly have on reducing
overall emissions. Yet, they also started to postulate that environmental protection and modern
cars were “no longer mutually exclusive”10.
In the early 2000s, when speculations on the potential of the fuel-cell and electric engines became
more frequent, the car manufacturers increased their experimentation efforts with these
technologies. They started to work on concept cars and, in 2006, Daimler launched a pilot with
100 e-smarts in London. Accordingly, the car manufacturers were increasingly questioned on the
rationale behind such projects and their projections for EVs but framed their actions as those of
futuristic pioneers engaging in technology studies. When first hybrid cars appeared on the market,
they were downplayed as being a “bridge technology” that can only be as efficient as their
combustion engine. Consistent with the overall framing in phase 1 (“The technology is immature,
we experiment”), the temporal framing efforts were overly aimed at tempering expectations about
electric mobility.
Phase 2: “The technology is still inferior, we invest in improvements” (2007-2014)
In 2007, the launch of Toyota’s Prius and Tesla’s Roadster received a lot of public attention, and
the German car manufacturers were increasingly challenged on how they plan to catch up with
such developments. In 2008, German chancellor Angela Merkel publicly declared the intent to

10

All the car manufacturers launched technologies for reducing emissions and increasing fuel-efficiency: Volkswagen
introduced Blue Motion and TDI (Turbocharged Direct Injection), Daimler introduced BlueTec, and BMW a set of
measures running under the umbrella term Efficient Dynamics. Daimler started what it called a “Diesel Offensive” for
the US market.
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have one million EVs on the roads by 2020 and two years later the National Platform Electric
Mobility was founded. In comparison to phase 1, the car manufacturers now framed EVs as a key
element in the “reinvention of the automobile” but also stressed that they could not yet be certain
whether the fuel-cell or hydrogen might become the dominant technology. Still, EVs became their
flagship innovation projects and they started to put them on more formalized feet: BMW started
Project i, an initiative with the target to develop the Megacity Vehicle for electric urban mobility,
and Audi started the e-Performance Project House to pursue its e-tron strategy.
Although the car manufacturers still framed EVs as unfeasible for the mass market in terms of
driving range and price, they defended their increasing investments with an eventual, long-term
business case and stressed that developing electric cars was simple without alternative for reaching
emission targets. The most visible change, however, was that they started to frame EVs as fun to
drive, and thus not only a product for buyers who are concerned about the environment.
”Eco is indeed cool. […] Electric, hydrogen, fuel cell - that is cool.” Dieter Zetsche, CEO
Daimler, 2009

Frequently, they argued that the field could take-up much faster than currently expected.
Consistent with the overall framing “The technology is still inferior, we invest in improvements”,
the temporal framing efforts during this phase aimed at stirring the expectations for a potential
shift to EVs. Toward the end of the phase, between 2010 and 2013, the car manufacturers then
brought first models to the market: Daimler offered the e-smart and E-A/B Class, Volkswagen the
e!-Up and Golf-E, and BMW proudly presented the i3 and i8.
Phase 3: “The technology is ready, we go all-in” (2014-2017)
By 2014, electric mobility together with car sharing, autonomous driving, and digitalization had
become the dominant topic in the CEOs’ communication. In 2015, the emission targets for new
cars were raised to 95g/km in 2020 and one year later Germany introduced a buyer premium for
electric cars and plug-in hybrids. Importantly, at the end of 2015, the Volkswagen emission scandal
(also called Dieselgate) became public11. Investigations unfolded under a lot of media attention in
the following years and involved all five car manufacturers. In the public, the Diesel turned into
the 1:1 opponent of the EV. The car manufacturers were increasingly pressured on providing

11

The US Environmental Protection Agency found out that the company had intentionally programmed TDI engines
to activate emission controls only during laboratory testing.
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projections when EVs would be ready for the mass market, which they met with announcements
to significantly expand their investments and product portfolio, potentially even into e-motorcycles
and e-trucks. Limitations of EVs such as a limited driving range or the lack of charging
infrastructure were now framed as being resolvable, provided that private and public sector take
concerted action. By the end of 2017, all car manufacturers had launched corporate change
programs with a focus on EVs. Daimler announced to establish an own sub-brand for EVs, EQ,
and Audi and Porsche, which had so far only been present with concept cars, launched “electric
offensives”. Porsche proclaimed “a new Porsche era” would start-off with its Mission-E and
Volkswagen announced the target to generate 20-25% of its sales with EVs by 2025.
In phase 3, the car manufacturers started to frame EV as their future core business. Whether electric
mobility was going to break through was no longer a question, but the timeframe was still subject
to debate. The car manufacturers stressed that the combustion engine still has to remain part of
their product portfolio “for decades to come”. They emphasized the need to manage a dual product
portfolio to cross-finance investments and pointed to the operational challenges of refurbishing
their production facilities. In interviews, they were increasingly questioned about issues such as
job security and how they aim to achieve the turn to EVs as a responsible employer. Contrary to
the overall framing “The technology is ready, we go all-in”, the framing efforts during this time
therefore also aimed at tempering the expectations for the proximity of a shift to EVs again.

The tactics underlying temporal maneuvering
This study focuses on the way actors retain strategic ambiguity about technology prospects and
their own position over a sustained period of time. At first glance, the German car manufacturers’
efforts to frame the prospects of EVs do not seem too ambiguous. They adjusted their projections
in line with factors such as the maturity of the technology, market demand, and regulation. Yet, on
a more fine-grained level, they also juggled with competing frames. For example, only in the very
early years of phase 1 did statements completely deny the future potential of EVs. Similarly, the
car manufacturers rarely completely spoke out against combustion engines. Even in the light of
Dieselgate, the maximum turn against this technology was marked by statements that, at some
point, the electric engine is likely to replace the combustion engine.
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Table 4
Tempering versus stirring expectations: Maneuvering tactics*
Tactic

Putting developments
into perspective

Tempering expectations

Stirring expectations

“In 2008 (we will launch a hybrid). But
[…] it is discussed as if the hybrid can
solve all problems – which is clearly not
the case.” (Winterkorn-VW-2007)

“Zuffenhausen is the heart of Porsche. Where
else would be better a better site for a car
(Mission-E) that marks a new Porsche-era?“
(Blume-Porsche-2016)

“The electric engine is currently at the
center of attention, right. But we actually
work on 56 new models, of which 7 are
purely electric. The others will still have a
combustion engine.” (Diess-Volkswagen2017)

“We secured the rights for the type
designations “i1” to “i9”. So you can see what
might still follow.” (Reithofer-BMW-2013)

“We expect positive customer reception
(for the i3) but still (production) won’t hit
a six-figure number of cars per year.”
(Reithofer-BMW-2012)
“[…] in the first five years no car
manufacturer on earth will be earning a
single cent with electric cars. We are all
going to spend a lot of money on this and
we will not get anything back in the
short-term.” (Zetsche-Daimler-2011)

Invoking risk

“In the first phase of electric mobility
there is a big general question mark
behind profitability.” (Stadler-Audi-2016)
“Of course it will be a challenge for all
car manufacturers to convince customers
about the new technology.” (ReithoferBMW-2013)

“We already proudly presented a threeliter Lupo ten years ago. When we lifted
the curtain, there were a few journalists.
But when ten minutes later we presented a
new Bugatti-model, the photographers
almost trampled themselves to death.”
(Winterkorn-VW-2009)

Mobilizing learnings

”We could also have satisfied an even
higher demand (for the i3), would electric
mobility in Germany have taken up faster
and without a buyer’s premium. But
different things did not develop the way
we expected them to.” (Krüger-BMW2016)

“Don’t be mistaken, we are not participating
in this with two or three niche models. We
have put electric mobility front and center in
our corporation.” (Winterkorn-VW-2013)

“I am sure there are existential threats for
single firms (in the future), for example when
they cannot invest sufficiently in alternative
engines.” (Zetsche-Daimler-2014)
“Building electric cars is not an option, it is a
clear necessity. […] Maybe we are still going
to achieve 120 g/km with conventional
technologies. But then that is it, then
technically all options are exhausted.“
(Reithofer-BMW-2013)
“We need to sell more, much more EVs.
Otherwise, we will fail the CO2-targets and
face massive penalties. Not to mention job
security in our industry.” (MüllerVolkswagen-2017)
“We must not try to preserve the boilerman
on the E-Locomotive. In earlier transitions
incumbents disappeared and new ones came
into being. We want and can prove the
opposite.“ (Zetsche-Daimler-2016)
“Once there was a company leading the cell
phone market. Then there was a different
company that built PCs and created a whole
new market with the smartphone.“ (ReithoferBMW-2016)
“I understand these concerns […] It was the
same in 1991 with the second revolution of
the automotive industry. But with
automization, work did not become less but
more because work contents shifted.”
(Müller-VW-2017)

*translated from German original; information in brackets added where context is important
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What we observed by studying the framing efforts of the German car manufacturers is the
continuous struggle of an actor group to satisfy the demands of divergent constituents such as
authorities, investors, and employees while trying to retain maximum flexibility to adjust to the
ongoing dynamics. In handling this struggle, the car manufacturers seemed to frame the potential
turn to EVs as both temporally distal and temporally proximal, i.e. they shifted between stirring
and tempering expectations in the audience they were addressing. The basic pattern that emerged
from the data was the following: Framing electric mobility as unattractive in the present was
frequently softened by stirring expectations about its future potential. In turn, framing electric
mobility as attractive in the present was frequently softened by tempering expectations about its
future potential. In the following, we discuss the set of tactics that underpinned such “temporal
maneuvering”. In total, we identified three such tactics: putting developments into perspective,
invoking risk, and mobilizing learnings. In addition to the description, Table 4 provides sample
data underlying each “maneuvering tactic”.
Putting developments into perspective
A first maneuvering tactic was to put events and actions into perspective. In order to stir
expectations, the car manufacturers emphasized that the impact on the future of something that
might seem like a small step in the present must not be underestimated. For instance, the first EV
models they eventually brought to market were framed as “the beginning of a new era”, and their
corporate change programs as the “biggest turnarounds in corporate history” or “just the
beginning”. In turn, when the purpose was to temper expectations, the car manufacturers
downplayed the future impact of something that might seem like a big step in the present. For this
purpose, the first hybrids and EVs were framed as “not the solution to everything” and the initiation
of corporate changes programs turned into “5 kilometers of a marathon”. Putting developments
into perspective assigned impact and scope to developments. It served as a very direct way of
guiding meaning-making and offering an alternative interpretation to an audience.
Invoking risk
A second maneuvering tactic was to invoke risk. In order to stir expectations, for instance, the car
manufacturers leveraged on the necessity to produce and sell more EVs as critical to avoid
penalties or that, without investing in EVs, it was not a given “that the car manufacturers of today
will be the car manufacturers of tomorrow”. Invoking risk in this manner was mainly used when
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they were challenged on actions, such as investments, they had either taken or were planning to
take. However, the tactic of invoking risk also served to legitimize inaction and temper
expectations in an audience. This became manifest mostly in doubting whether, or when, EVs
could be produced at a profitable margin and questioning future market demand. Invoking risk was
not a direct way of guiding meaning-making in an audience, but rather aimed at casting doubt and
caution.
Mobilizing learnings
A third tactic was the mobilization of past learnings, or history. In order to stir expectations, for
instance, the car manufacturers frequently referred to technology shifts in other sectors such as the
transition from mechanic to electric typewriters, horse carriages to automobile, steam to diesel
trains, or mobile to smart phone. Whereas they often mobilized such examples to stir expectations
on the high speed at which change could potentially occur, they also employed them to reduce
anxiety and emphasize that all these past technology shifts had only led to a redistribution, not a
loss of jobs. In turn, the past was also mobilized to temper expectations on the speed of change.
Here, the car manufacturers mostly referenced their own experiences with models that had failed
to meet sufficient customer demand. Frequent examples that were mobilized for this sake were
early attempts with eco-cars in the late 1990s that did not meet sufficient customer demand such
as Volkswagen’s 3-liter-Lupo or Audi’s Eco-A2. In its effect, mobilizing past learnings was
similar to invoking risk. It aimed at casting doubt about how to interpret developments. It was
different from invoking risk, however, in that the reference point was the past, not the future.
The three maneuvering tactics each had a temporal element to them; putting developments into
perspective referred to framing present developments, invoking risk referred to events that might
take place in the future, and mobilizing learnings referred to past experiences, or history. In their
effect, however, all three tactics worked to either stir or temper expectations about the future. They
paint a picture of how the car manufacturers were able to continuously bounce back and forth
between the demands of different audiences. Depending on whether journalists or a specific
situation required them to defend their action versus inaction, low versus high investments, or
tentative versus full support of EVs, the three tactics allowed them to quickly adjust. Arguably,
temporal maneuvering thereby supported the maintenance of strategic ambiguity.
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Discussion
As other scholars have argued, tactics or practices that aim at retaining ambiguity try to convey
decisions in a manner that make them acceptable to a variety of stakeholders that can then each
assert their own interests to them (Denis et al., 2010; Eisenberg, 1984; Jarzabkowski et al., 2010;
Sillince et al., 2012). Temporal maneuvering does fulfill this criterion. By offering alternative
interpretations about the future, it allows different audiences to identify themselves with what has
been stated.
To clarify the distinct contribution of temporal maneuvering to the literature, it makes sense to
contrast it to other concepts on the use of time in organizations. As shown in Table 5, scholars
have proposed various such concepts. Temporal maneuvering has important similarities, but also
differences to some of them.
Table 5
Concepts on the use of time in organizations
Concept & key authors Orientation

Context

Description

Temporal structuring
Orlikowski & Yates (2002)

Interactional

Organizing
activities

How actors continuously produce and reproduce the
organization of activities with regard to temporal aspects
such as cycles, paces, and time frames.

Temporal brokerage
Reinecke & Ansari (2015)

Interactional

Aligning
temporal
structures

How actors connect temporally incongruent worlds and
negotiate diverse temporalities in order to achieve
ambitemporality.

Temporal work
Kaplan & Orlikowski
(2013)

Interactional

Strategy making

How actors link their interpretations of the past, present,
and future to construct a strategic account that enables
concrete strategic choice and action in the present.

Temporal framing
Nadkarni et al. (2019)

Unidirectional

Competitive
action
announcements

The intentional use of linguistic cues related to
(i) temporal vagueness, (ii) temporal distance, and
(iii) their frequency to shape an audience’s evaluation of
the perceived importance and urgency of action.

Temporal maneuvering

Unidirectional

Change
communication

The intentional offering of alternative futures to balance
conflicting demands and maintain strategic ambiguity.

We suggest temporal maneuvering as a mechanism to describe how a group of incumbents retained
strategic ambiguity about technology prospects over a sustained period in time. It is a mechanism
that intentionally offers alternative futures that work to stir or temper expectations in an audience.
As such, temporal maneuvering is similar to the concept of temporal framing (Nadkarni et al.,
2019) in that it refers to the intentional sending of linguistic cues in public forums to evoke an
effect in an audience. Yet, temporal maneuvering is different from temporal framing in that it does

170

not aim to evoke a specific interpretation of the perceived importance and sense of urgency of an
action timeline. On the contrary, it aims to retain ambiguity about action timelines. Temporal
maneuvering shares with concepts referring to the social construction of time such as temporal
work (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013) or temporal bricolage (Reinecke & Ansari, 2015) that
interpretations of the past, present, and the future in an audience are not fixed and something that
actors can shape. The core difference to such concepts on the use of time, however, is that temporal
maneuvering does not aim to align, narrow down, or synchronize interpretations.
In summary, a number of concepts on the use of time have been suggested in the recent literature.
We define “temporal maneuvering” as having two distinct characteristics: First, it is a mechanism
that intentionally offers alternative futures so as to retain strategic ambiguity about the exact timing
of events and actions. Second, it is a mechanism that hinges on the presence of ambiguity in the
contexts where it is applied. In other words, it is a mechanism that works in settings where there
indeed is room for interpretation about long-term developments that can be exploited. The
potential technology shift to the EV arguably provided the German car manufacturers with such a
context. They might have been in a more suitable position to make projections and steer the
ongoing developments than other actors, but given the scope of a potential technology shift the
statement from Daimler’s CEO we referenced above (“We are creating conditions for
developments that we do not even know yet.”) certainly had truth to it.
It seems plausible that temporal maneuvering might also occur in other settings where actors have
to communicatively signal, prepare, and handle the phase out and phase in of an old versus a new
technology. Here, it would be interesting for future research to compare differences in the use of
maneuvering tactics. In turn, it also seems worthwhile to investigate whether, or in which forms,
temporal maneuvering exists in other, less ambiguous, contexts where word can quickly turn into
action and it is easy for an audience to hold actors accountable for projections.
In general, research that considers how constructions of time relate to the construction of ambiguity
are still scarce and seem to yield opportunities for future inquiry. Thus far, scholars have tended
to focus on either; the construction of time or the construction of ambiguity. For instance, Sillince
et al. (2012) studied the rhetorical construction and exploitation of ambiguity. Their findings point
to the fact that ambiguity is not something that remains static but transforms over time. An
interesting avenue for further research would be to explore how “maneuvering room”, i.e. the
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opportunity space that actors have for offering alternative futures, morphs over time. The study of
Sillince et al. (2012) also points to another interesting avenue for further research, namely that
ambiguity cannot only impede but also enable action. Given our data, we cannot make any
inferences as to whether the maneuvering efforts of the car manufacturers caused action or inaction
in other actors such as authorities or customers. Studies on such effects, however, seem promising
considering that temporal maneuvering is a specific form of framing. Scholars have frequently
applied a framing lens to study the micro-interactions between different actor groups in emerging
fields. For instance, they have considered the framing contests between incumbents and
newcomers or social movements (Guérard et al., 2013; Lounsbury et al., 2003; Gurses & Ozcan,
2015). A connection to temporal maneuvering might hold particular potential in light of studying
one phenomenon that has, according to Gray et al. (2015), not yet received much attention; namely,
how actors maintain “frame plurality” and, thereby, ambiguity in an organization or field. In
general, there seems to be potential in connecting studies on the strategic use of time to recent
work on the microprocesses of meaning-making between actors and their relevance for
institutional emergence (Gray et al., 2015; Leibel et al., 2018; Litrico & David, 2017; Purdy,
Ansari, & Gray, 2017).

Conclusion
This paper has identified temporal maneuvering as a mechanism that helps to construct and
maintain strategic ambiguity. Based on a study of how the incumbent car manufacturers in
Germany grappled with a potential technology shift to EVs and their own change efforts, we found
that they both tempered and stirred expectations on electric mobility. In order to do so, they put
present developments into perspective, invoked future risk, and mobilized past learnings. These
three temporal maneuvering tactics offered alternative futures to audiences, and thereby helped to
retain strategic ambiguity about the exact timing of events and actions. The concept of temporal
maneuvering is of interest to scholars who have considered the practices that construct ambiguity
(Denis et al., 2010; Sillince et al., 2012) and the microprocesses underlying frame change (Gray
et al., 2015; Purdy et al., 2017). As the concept of temporal maneuvering can help researchers to
gain further insights into the question of how time and temporality are strategically used to hamper
or enable action, it is also of interest to broader research on the strategic use of time in organizations
(e.g., Bansal, Reinecke, Suddaby, & Langley, 2018; Kunisch, Bartunek, Mueller, & Huy, 2017).
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Insights into the communicative tactics of actors that face a strategic dilemma, such as the car
manufacturers with the potential technology shift to EVs, can be important to better understand
the dynamics in technology shifts and what happens “inside the tipping point”. Because
expectations and timelines are an important source of agency, mechanisms such as temporal
maneuvering are ultimately also relevant for the formation of meaning and prospective action in
the fields that emerge around novel technologies.
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APPENDIX A.1
CEOs in office from 1993-2017*
Years
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017

Volkswagen

Audi

Porsche

1993-1994
Franz-Josef Kortüm
1993-2002
Ferdinand Piëch

1993-1999
Bernd Pischetsrieder

1993-2009
Wendelin Wiedeking

1995-2006
Jürgen Schrempp

2002-2006
Martin Winterkorn

2015Matthias Müller

2006Rupert Stadler

1999-2002
Joachim Milberg
2002-2006
Helmut Panke

2009-2010 Michael Macht
2007-2015
Martin Winterkorn

BMW

1987-1995
Edzard Reuter

1995-1997
Herbert Demel
1997-2002
Franz-Josef Paefgen

2002-2007
Bernd Pischetsrieder

Daimler

2010-2015
Matthias Müller

2015Oliver Blume

2006Dieter Zetsche

2006-2015
Norbert Reithofer

2015Harald Krüger

*Audi is part of VW, Porsche became part of VW in 2009; Daimler was called Daimler-Benz before 1998, and DaimlerChrysler from 1998-2007. Daimler includes the brands Smart founded in 1994 and
Mini in 2001.
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APPENDIX A.2

Availability

Searched via

Results*

Filter 1**

Filter 2***

Handelsblatt

1993-2017

Full-text archive, GENIOS

317

53

37

FAZ Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung

1993-2017

Full-text archive, GENIOS

209

64

55

Süddeutsche Zeitung

1993-2017

Full-text archive, GENIOS

317

55

42

Die WELT

1999-2017

LexisNexis, GENIOS

705

17

12

Der Tagesspiegel

1993-2017

GENIOS, LexisNexis, FACTIVA

403

13

7

FAS Frankfurter Allgemeine
Sonntagszeitung****

2001-2017

Full-text archive, GENIOS

57

32

26

Die ZEIT

1993-2017

Full-text archive, GENIOS

71

31

23

Der Spiegel

1993-2017

GENIOS

291

31

28

Financial Times Deutschland****

1993-2012

GENIOS

523

1

0

Die WELT am Sonntag

1997-2017

LexisNexis, GENIOS

236

41

36

Business
Magazines

Type

brand eins****

1999-2017

Full-text archive; LexisNexis;
FACTIVA

62

4

4

manager magazin

1993-2017

Full-text archive, GENIOS

977

19

16

Wirtschaftswoche

1993-2017

Full-text archive, GENIOS

988

34

26

Automobilwoche

2005-2017

LexisNexis, GENIOS

228

26

10

Automobil Industrie

2002-2017

FACTIVA, LexisNexis

184

47

6

Autohaus

2003-2017

GENIOS, GENIOS

77

22

0

5,068

490

328

Weekly
Newspapers

Daily
Newspapers

Source

Industry
Magazines

Archival data collected

∑

*Exemplary search string, filter set to 1993-2017: (Stadler or Winterkorn or Paefgen or Demel or Kortüm or Kortuem or Piëch or Krüger or Krueger or Reithofer or Panke or Milberg or Pischetsrieder or
Zetsche or Schrempp or Reuter or Oliver adj Blume or Matthias adj Müller or Michael adj Macht or Wiedeking or Winterkorn or Piëch or Piech) and (Interview or Gespräch or Gespraech)
** Criteria applied: Interview (not just article with quotes)
***Criteria applied: Interview with CEO; CEO held office at point of interview; Interview addresses industry developments and the company’s strategy (not e.g. family disputes or a CEO’s personal life)
and not overly narrow topics (e.g. Formula 1, CEO compensation, specific national governance laws, details of a merger, etc.); no doublet.
****FAS started operations in 2001; FTD ceased operations in 2012; brand eins started operations in 1999.
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This dissertation was driven by the desire to better understand how firms manage transitions, i.e.
the microprocesses that underpin the long-term change effort of going from one state to another.
In the following, I discuss the contribution of the single studies, reflect on some challenges when
studying microprocesses, and point to potential areas for future work. At the end of this section,
Table 1 provides a summarizing overview of the four studies.

6.1 Key findings and contributions
Study #1 considered the interaction between firms’ business models and transitions in the wider
societal environment. By connecting a firm-level concept, the business model, to a framework in
transition research, the multi-level perspective, the article offers what Schaltegger, LüdekeFreund, and Hansen (2016: 271) acknowledged as “[one of the few] consistent theoretical
framework[s] that [connect] business models with the dynamics of markets, industries, or society”.
The core contribution of such a theoretical framework is that it can serve as a reference point for
further research at the interface of business model and transition theory. The study also contributes
to the overarching aim of the dissertation to investigate the microprocesses of transitions in that it
demonstrates that the concept of a business model operates at three different levels within a sociotechnical system and describes the interaction between these levels. It provides insights into the
impact of local, organizational action on global, more systemic changes.
Study #2 considered individuals’ transition from one activity to another, i.e. the response patterns
that surfaced when they were asked to stop exploring and start exploiting, or vice versa. By
bringing in the problem of switching between activities, it investigated the mechanism of temporal
separation, which prior literature on individual ambidexterity has somewhat circumvented by
focusing on the question how individuals balance exploration and exploitation over a certain period
of time (cf. Mom et al., 2009; 2015). The study contributes to the overall objective of the
dissertation with explanations on the microprocesses that reinforce the status quo at the individual
level. It shows that switching is both cognitively and emotionally demanding for individuals.
Based on the identification of two different response patterns for explore-exploit and exploitexplore switches, the study suggests that, in settings where individuals are not able to follow their
individual preferences on when to explore and when to exploit, clear behavioral instructions, such
as provided by activity design or facilitation, can support them in managing transitions from one
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mode of behavior to another. These findings are of relevance to firms that need to translate
overarching shifts in their strategic agenda into the task portfolios of their employees.
Study #3 focused on the social interaction between organizational members as a microprocess that
can either drive or hamper the organizational move toward a new state. By investigating the
implementation of new business models in a corporate setting, the study lends support to the
hypothesis that suitable organizational structures alone are insufficient to achieve business model
innovation. Much rather, it finds that organizational members need to continuously tackle the
cognitive barriers that work against the implementation of novelty. The identification and
description of the bundle of practices that we labeled cognitive alignment work can support firms
that try to achieve continuous organizational adaptation by initiating new ventures or innovation
projects. In a nutshell, the study underlines that such structures need to be accompanied by the
skillful use and time invest in facilitating processes in which organizational members work through
challenges that come up when deciding on how to move the organization toward a new state.
Lastly, study #4 dealt with the issue of communicating about transitions. Specifically, it
investigated how firms handle the delicate act of communicating the phase in of new operations
while maintaining, and preparing, to gradually phase out existing ones. Focusing on the temporal
framing efforts of incumbents, i.e. what they postulate about the prospects of a new technology
and their own actions, the study suggests temporal maneuvering as a mechanism that firms use to
either temper or stir the expectations on the timing of a potential technology shift. A better
understanding of such communication patterns is not only conducive for understanding transitions
in firms, but also in entire fields. As the communication of firms guides meaning-making and
prospective action in other actors, their temporal framing efforts are also microprocesses relevant
for wider societal change.
Taken together, the studies in this dissertation investigated the significance of microprocesses for
enabling or hampering transitions. With their focus on explaining the social aggregation of action
and communication into higher-order outcomes, they also fit one of the core research avenues that
practice scholars have recently articulated; namely to move beyond the micro in order to address
macro issues and link local activities and organizational change efforts to larger social phenomena
(Dittrich, Jarzabkowski, & Lê, 2019; Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008; Seidl & Werle, 2018; Seidl &
Whittington, 2014).
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TABLE 1
Managing transitions: The significance of microprocesses for organizational change.
Study 1

Study 2

Study 3

Study 4

Overarching link

Change Initiation

Change implementation

Issue for firms &
research aim

What are the roles of business
models in societal transitions?

How to support individuals in
switching between exploration
and exploitation?

How do organizational members How do firms temporally frame
align on the implementation of
transitions?
new business models?

Multiple case study

Multiple embedded cases

Method & setting

Conceptual paper with
illustrative cases

Data (primary)

Single case study

Business models in German
electricity sector.

Workshops in project A and
Four BMI* projects within
project B in in two Scandinavian Robert Bosch GmbH.
organizations.

Electric mobility in German car
industry (VW, Daimler, Porsche,
BMW, Volkswagen, Audi).

Archival data

Observations

Archival data

Articles and websites to explain
the business models of the
Big 4* incumbents and two
start-ups.

Observations in six workshops to Interviews with managers to
capture participants’ behavior;
understand critical incidents in
projects ran over 4 month each. the projects’ development over
their initial first two years.

Letters to shareholders and
public CEO interviews to capture
contemporaneous views on
EVs*** from 1993 to 2017.

Business models  Societal
transitions

Switching  Individual
ambidexterity

Temporal maneuvering 
Strategic ambiguity

Interviews

Business models play three roles Switching between exploration
within societal transitions.
and exploitation is demanding
for individuals.
They can hamper transitions

Cognitive alignment work 
New business model
implementation

Structural support alone is
insufficient to overcome
Microprocess & key (i) as part of the current regime, Resistance to explore-exploit and cognitive barriers to business
model innovation.
insight(s)
or they can drive transitions
exploit-explore switches has
distinct response patterns.
(ii) as intermediates between
The effectiveness of cognitive
novel technology and the
alignment work is a critical
Specific activity design
existing regime, or (iii) as a form characteristics and facilitation
antecedent to new business
model implementation.
of non-technological niche
can enable switching.
innovation in its own right.
Status****

Change communication

Published.

Revise & Resubmit.

Under review.

*RWE, Vattenfall, EnBW, E.ON; **Business model innovation; ***Electric Vehicles
****Please see Appendix I for a detailed overview on the history and current status of the articles.
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Over the course of technology
shifts, firms try to retain strategic
ambiguity about the timing of
their actions.
Temporal maneuvering is a
mechanism to maintain
ambiguity by (i) putting present
developments into perspective,
(ii) invoking future risk, and (iii)
mobilizing past learnings.
In preparation.

6.2 Methodological reflections and avenues for future research
I believe that the single papers provide sufficient information on the limitations of the studies and
how we ensured compliance with established criteria to assess the rigor of qualitative work
(Eisenhardt et al., 2016; Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). They also point
to specific areas for future research. Instead of recounting them here, I will reflect on some
overarching issues that I found challenging in studying microprocesses and some avenues for
future research on managing transitions that takes a micro-perspective.
Zooming-in versus zooming-out. Rouleau (2005) once used the metaphor of a microscope to
explain why the study of micro-processes in organizations can enable the understanding of the
larger whole. Sticking to this metaphor, I found calibrating the microscope quite tricky. For
instance, dealing with the phenomenon of organizational change, it seemed important to reveal as
much as possible about the case context and the specific kind of change a firm wanted to achieve.
Yet, I also wanted to build simple and generalizable theory on a microprocess. Certainly, the
research question at hand guided such choices, but still there were tradeoffs among accuracy,
generality, and simplicity (Langley, 1999). For example, in study #2, we focus on single
workshops, and herein even single activities, to explain how individuals switch between
exploration and exploitation. Why these workshops took place, i.e. which trends and dynamics in
their industries the two organizations wanted to tackle, fades to the background. The bigger case
context ultimately was just not so central to explaining how people switch between activities.
Similarly, in study #4 on the car manufacturers, we work with single statements from CEOs over
25 years to describe a distinct pattern in their communication. Apart from digesting the amount of
data, it was difficult to strike a balance between providing as much information as necessary for a
reader to understand single statements in the bigger context and writing up an extensive
chronology of the industry events in 25 years.
Writing up the links. In a related manner, it is challenging to convincingly demonstrate a link
between micro-level evidence, such as data snippets from interviews or reports, and macro-level
outcomes. This does not only relate to finding these links in “messy” process data (Langley, 1999),
but particularly to what comes after, namely writing them up in a manner that allows others to see
them, too. For example, in study #1, we discussed intensively whether we should illustrate the
system-level dynamics we wrote about with examples from single firms’ business models. We felt
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it was important to demonstrate the practical relevance of our arguments, but we were also afraid
that it reads as an abrupt disconnect. In study #2, we use vignettes to give insights into our raw
data, and then provide analytic summaries to link them to our theoretical concepts. In study #3, we
explain the process through its elements and blend in examples and quotes to make these elements
come to life. There is no recipe for writing up the links. But, luckily, there are a number of recent
publications that give advice on different compositional structures to write up qualitative process
research and on how to tackle the issue of linking microprocesses to macro- level outcomes
(Berends & Deken, 2019; Kouamé & Langley, 2018).
Building bridges. Beyond the difficulties in writing up the links, an expansion of the research
agenda to studying larger social phenomena through a practice lens might, ultimately, also require
practice scholars to build bridges to ideas and concepts in research fields that have traditionally
dealt with “the macro”, such as institutional or systems theory. Based on my experiences in
study #1, I can say that building such bridges is no easy endeavor and meets the frontiers of
different ontologies and research traditions. In hindsight, I believe that it was possible for us to
build a bridge between firm-centric business model theory and system-centric transition theory
because (i) there were already clear calls in both literatures to establish such a link, and (ii) both
literatures are relatively open to different conceptualizations of the core constructs they deal with.
For instance, business model researchers acknowledge definitions of a business model that range
from a physical activity system to a mental model in managers’ minds (Massa, Tucci, & Afuah,
2016). Similarly, transition researchers understand the multi-level perspective as a framework at
the interface of interpretivism and evolutionary theories and they acknowledge that, although it is
a global model that tries to map the entire transition process, it can be complemented with local
models on the behavior of single actors (Geels, 2010; Geels & Schot, 2007). Other fields might
not be as open to building bridges. For research that wants to study larger social phenomena
through a practice lens, I believe much potential lies in links to communicative institutionalism, a
field that already favors the idea that micro-interactions such as “acts and practices of discourse
and communication [account] for the communicative constitution, maintenance, and
transformation of institutions” (Cornelissen, Durand, Fiss, Lammers, & Vaara, 2015: 14).
Taking robust action. A salient issue when studying how firms manage transition is the challenges
this process implies for the individuals inside organizations. Becoming most visible in study #2
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and study #3, dealing with and sustaining the tensions that organizational change implies, can be
demanding for individuals. Considering that contemporary management practice often seeks to
empower employees to take on greater responsibility for change, it seems important to pay greater
attention to the negative consequences that occur when individuals have to continuously deal with
tensions in both research and practice. Considering prescriptions in the current literature, it is
striking that many of them deal with cognitive solutions for coping with such tensions. For
example, scholars have recently suggested that a paradox mindset can be helpful to alleviate
individual feelings of defeat or disappointment when individuals have to deal with tensions,
because a paradox mindset acknowledges that tensions are not necessarily negative and do not
need to be closed down (e.g., Jarzabkowski et al., 2019; Miron-Spektor, Ingram, Keller, Smith, &
Lewis, 2018). While this is certainly not wrong, individuals must then still translate such cognitive
solutions into action. Therefore, I believe much potential remains for studies that consider how
organizational memberswho are cognizant about the need to change but also about the
impossibility to entirely resolve the tensions they facecan take robust action.

6.3 Conclusion
Change is a ubiquitous topic in management research and practice. In the light of societal
challenges such as securing energy supply, reducing harmful emissions, or managing digital
transformation, many established firms face the need to make changes to their practices and
business models. For such firms, it is a pressing issue how to facilitate this process and pursue
opportunities that are feasible only in long-term while already starting to dismantle the status quo
in the present. This dissertation has considered the significance of microprocesses for
organizational change. It investigated how such processes interact across levels, and provided
insights not only into the behavioral failures and unintended consequences that occur during this
interaction, but also into the factors that enable the organizational move toward a different state. I
therefore hope, with all due modesty, that the findings presented in this dissertation will help to
advance our understanding of how to manage transitions.
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APPENDIX I:
History and status of the dissertation papers as of 31 March 2019
The three roles of business models in societal transitions: New linkages between business model and
transition research
 The paper has been published in a special issue ‘Embracing the Variety of Sustainable Business
Models’ in the Journal of Cleaner Production. According to Google Scholar (March 2019), it has
so far received 16 citations. An early short paper version has received 24 citations.
 Prior versions were presented at the AOM Academy of Management (ONE Division) in Atlanta in
2017 and a paper development workshop connected to the special issue held in Brussels in 2016.
An early short paper was presented at the conference ‘Business Model Innovation and
Transformation’ hosted by the Erich-Gutenberg-Arbeitsgemeinschaft Köln e.V. held in Nuremberg
in 2014, and the ISPIM Annual Innovation Conference held in Dublin in 2014, where it was
awarded the “That’s Interesting!” Award granted by Aalto University School of Business in
recognition of the conference paper “that most effectively pushes the boundaries of our existing
knowledge, challenges taken-for-granted assumptions in the field, denies old ‘truths’, attracts the
reader’s attention, and makes an original argument”.
 The experience with working at the interface of two research fields, each with its own assumptions
and traditions, also sparked the development of another conference paper on how the concept of a
business model can be used to study the role of organizations in sustainability transitions. It was
presented at the 33rd EGOS Colloquium held in Copenhagen in 2017 and nominated as best
student paper in the sub-theme ‘The Role of Organizations in Sustainability Transitions’.
Executing ambidexterity: Unpacking behavioral mechanisms when individuals are required to
switch between exploration and exploitation
 The article received a revise&resubmit for the special issue ‘Microfoundations of Organizational
Ambidexterity’ in Long Range Planning.
 A prior version of this paper was presented at the AOM Academy of Management (STR Division)
in Chicago in 2018 and discussed at the KIN Summer School in Amsterdam in 2018.
The importance of cognitive alignment work for new business model implementation: The case of
Robert Bosch GmbH
 The article is currently under review in Long Range Planning.
 Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the ‘Strategy Process and Practice Research
Workshop’ at the SMS Strategic Management Society Annual Conference in Paris in 2018 and the
EURAM European Academy of Management in Reykjavik in 2018.
When incumbents change their mind: Temporal maneuvering in technology shifts
 A prior version of the article has been accepted for presentation at the AOM Academy of
Management (ONE Division) in Boston in 2019. It was nominated as a Best Paper.
 Earlier versions were discussed at a paper development workshop ‘Strategy, Climate Change and
the Energy Transition’ and the ONE Doctoral Colloquium at the AOM Academy of Management
in 2018 in Chicago and the Doctoral Colloquium of the GRONEN (Group for Research on
Organizations and the Natural Environment) Conference in 2018 in Almería.
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