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When distant partners become your closest 
friends: Ambidexterity through cross-industry 
collaboration projects

to alleviate the tensions that the simultaneous 
conduct of radical and incremental innovation 

innovation types may originate simultaneously in 
single project settings. Focusing on cross-industry 

suggest that individual learning potentials differ for 

and subsequent process architecture. 

Why cross-industry collaboration can lead to 
ambidexterity

dropped by 75%. Whereas these companies still 

an average current life expectancy of only 15 years 

that seem to manage high levels of change that 

In the attempt to clarify the factors that differentiate 

generated considerable theoretical and managerial 

exploring novel impulses to develop more radical 

learning perspective assumes the ability to 

source beyond the corporate environment and to 

of exploitative and exploratory activities through 
collaboration to generate both incremental and 

balance exploration and exploitation in single 
collaboration architectures. Applying the concept 

research assumes that exploitation and exploration 

for scarce resources and managerial attention 

paper contributes to the limited perspective that 
proclaims that exploitation and exploration can 
indeed nurture each other rather than being mutually 

and exploitative results.
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Methodology

multiple case study analysis to provide insight in 
the structural and procedural mechanisms that 
underlie cross-industry collaborations to generate 
organizational ambidexterity. We have collected 

recognition of their cross-industry developments. 

timeframe from 2002 to 2011. We conducted a total 

access to internal documents. We reported our 

their feedback to correct possibly erroneous 

develop archetypes that support ambidexterity in 
each type of collaboration.

Results: How companies pursue ambidexterity

employ different collaboration processes to derive 
distinct exploitative and exploratory learning 

overall collaboration outcome. First component 

precision of the problem statement anteceding 

as a function of project design. We apply this logic 
to cross-industry collaborations and suggest that 

potential to generate exploitative and exploratory 

illustrates that collaborations based on broad 

secondary individual exploratory learning for both 
collaboration partners. While Lavie and Rosenkopf 
(2006) found that alliance partners may generate 

provide evidence that the right setting and partners 
from distinct industries yet potentially overlapping 

processes that prohibit a potentially extended 
learning effect. 

exploitative processes are counterintuitive. While 
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large cognitive distance reach exploitative results. 

innovation performance and degree of radicalism.

propositions on innovation process architectures 

insights into the context dependency of particular 

be obtained through qualitative data instead of 

Managerial contribution

they also hold practical implications in the form 

no universal approach to innovation collaboration 
and that the characteristics of particular innovation 

incremental and radical innovation requires multiple 

higher performance impacts through exploration 

collaborations than through single focus alliances. 

management can leverage the cost and time-frame 
involved in exploration projects by linking them to 

provide the basis for nurturing exploratory ideas that 
are the basis of future developments.
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