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ABSTRACT 
In this paper we report on what tensions arise, as a small growing clean tech 
company attempt to keep their innovative culture, while striving to improve their 
efficiency. The company provides a particularly interesting case as it is in a midst 
of a strong growth phase in combination with that its management has both an 
awareness of and a willingness to take bold actions to achieve an ambidextrous 
organization. Both managers and employees are interviewed complementing the 
rather single sided focus on managers in existing literature. The two groups are 
found to have different views on what tensions are most crucial to manage; 
managers tend to focus on handling the tension between innovation understood as 
idea generation and efficiency while employees found the tension arising from 
managers inability to make decisions on what innovation projects to select more 
crucial. In addition, employees found the internal effort to increase sales and 
administrative process efficiency enabling also for innovation and do not perceive 
a tension between innovation and efficiency. Based in the study the use of a shared 
leadership model with a clear division between sensing and developing 
opportunities and managing procedures for efficiency is identified as a novel and 
interesting approach for achieving ambidexterity.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
In small firms characterized by entrepreneurship, people typically act autonomously and 
embrace uncertainty (Langlois, 2007) and communication paths are straightforward and 
self-established (Moores and Yuen, 2001). Such characteristics of small entrepreneurial 
firms have a positive impact on innovation (Kanter, 1993). While small entrepreneurial 
firms can be considered inherently innovative, the organizational aging has many times 
a negative impact on the innovation capability in mature and large firms. As resources 
are increasing in numbers so are the number of routines, and adapting to environmental 
changes and keeping pace in continuously producing innovations becomes increasingly 
more difficult (Sörensen and Stuart, 2000). Hence, how such decline in innovation 
capability can be avoided for firms as they grow and mature is a crucial question for the 
managers in entrepreneurial companies. Studies show that growing firms typically 
experiences a need to structure and formalize their business (Eisenhardt et al., 2010), 
which many times mean an increase in adoption of management control systems 
(Davila, 2005; Davila et al., 2009). The underlying reason is a need to control and more 
effectively and efficiently make use of resources as the firm grows in size and 
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complexity. The adoption of management controls is important, since the lack of 
enough structure and control is found to be a cause to why many small firms are not 
surviving the growth phase (Miller and Friesen, 1982). Innovation may be detrimental 
to an efficient performance and the underlying reason is that efficiency requires 
standardization, control and conformity supported by coordination and cooperation 
rather than flexibility, autonomy, risk taking, and tolerance for mistakes (Levitt, 2002). 
A firm with a limited budget and focused technology needs to adopt a trade-off strategy 
between efficiency and innovation (Benner and Tushman, 2003); tensions arise as 
emphasis on one these may mean harming the other (Argote, 1999; Sitkin et al., 1993). 
How small growing firms keep their positive characteristics of being innovative while 
enhancing efficiency as they grow in size constitute an important yet sparsely developed 
research area.  
 
The challenge of being innovative while also being efficient, relates strongly to the 
literature on ambidextrous organizations (e.g. Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996; Raisch et 
al., 2009; Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004; Lavie et al., 2010). In an ambidextrous 
organization the balancing of exploitation of existing solutions and exploration of new 
opportunities is specifically emphasized. An ability to manage both exploration and 
exploitation activities is found to support both a continuous improvement of existing 
operations and securing innovation. However, this has been found to be a far from 
straightforward task due to that managing each activity requires different means in 
combination with limited resources. This inevitably generates tensions that are making 
it difficult for the firm to achieve a satisfactory balance between exploration and 
exploitation, or between flexibility and structure, with consequences for efficiency and 
innovation.  
	
Lubatkin et al. (2006) emphasize that ambidexterity has to be performed differently in 
firms of different sizes.  However, existing literature is dominated by studies in large 
mature companies and reveals little of the struggles that small firms experience when 
formalizing as a response to their growth in size. In this paper we report on what actions 
a small fast growing entrepreneurial clean tech company take to keep their 
innovativeness while striving to improve their control and achieve an efficient usage of 
their resources.  

2. THEORY   

2.1 THE INFLUENCE OF THE FIRM SIZE 
Small and large firms differ when it comes to actions to support both innovation and an 
efficient resource usage. Bos-Brouwers (2010) identified that, while small firms are 
responsive to opportunities, large firms show stability in finances and knowledge 
resources. Small firms are characterized by being flexible with centralized decision 
paths that is making it is easy to reach all employees to anchor a common view on the 
direction of the company. In addition, the top management, many times the same as the 
owners of the firm, is participating fully in identifying and developing new ideas.  
 
A more well-structured organization with formal roles and processes for decision, 
distances between decision-makers and employees, and a decentralization of 
responsibilities in the organization are found to be the result as the firm grows in size 
(Rothwell and Zegveld, 1982; Sörensen and Stuart, 2000; Eisenhardt et al., 2010; Bos-
Brouwers, 2010). These changes emerge through a number of phases that Miller and 
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Friesen (1983) identified as birth, growth, maturity, revival and decline. Typically, the 
growth phase holds an extensive structuring effort, further emphasized and analyzed by 
Davila et al. (2009). Miller and Friesen (1983) also interestingly found that phases 
assessed as successful, no matter of which phase, had a high and even distribution of 
innovation activities as well as more linear and concerted increase of formalized 
information processing and decision making during each phase. This indicates that 
managing the tensions arising as a consequence from the need to balance flexibility and 
structure is an important task for managers in all stages during firm development.  
 
There are definitely well-grounded reasons to believe that a growing entrepreneurial 
firm experience a need to structure and formalize and that such structuring, typically 
realized through adoption of new management controls is rationale. There are also 
reasons to carefully consider if structuring can be over-emphasized. Eisenhardt et al. 
(2010) illustrate this when addressing the need to balance structure and flexibility, 
looking particularly on the performance at an individual or a group level. In specific 
they develop an approach for leaders to unbalance in order to keep an organization 
flexible and consequently more conducive to innovation. The concrete 
recommendations they give is to use heuristics-based rules in strategic processes, 
simplify routines before they turn into over-formalized, and use structures that in 
themselves are inspiring flexibility.  
 
There is a fundamental value in deploying more structure in growing firms (Davila et al., 
2009) while mature and larger firms have a need to decrease the formalities that 
established structure bring (Gilbert, 2005). The entrepreneurial firm needs structure to 
create the coherence and direction, not the least when selecting what opportunities to act 
upon. For firms in dynamic markets, as small entrepreneurial companies are typically 
acting in, the selection and execution of opportunities rather than the discovering and 
creation of opportunities is more difficult (Eisenhardt et al., 2010). By using rule of 
thumbs or simple heuristics for selection of opportunities, managers in these settings 
provide constraints that allow a certain flexibility that the unfolding of opportunities 
requires.  

2.2 INNOVATION AND EFFICIENCY – FLEXIBILITY AND STRUCTURE 
In order to remain competitive organizations must keep delivering high quality products 
and services on time at a lower cost compared to that of their competitors and 
continuously offer innovative products and services (Prahalad and Krishnan, 1999; 
Brown and Eisenhardt, 1998). These efforts typically have different time perspectives: 
efficiency achieved in short time and innovation with a longer perspective. A mean for 
handling both short term and long term requests is, according to Brown and Eisenhardt 
(1998), keeping focus on meeting budgets and schedules with a flexibility that ensures 
proper conditions for innovation. Also relating to the needs of flexibility in innovation 
work is what  Lewis et al., (2002) showed: managers in more successful NPD projects 
varied the degree of monitoring and control over time; less in the early stages and 
increased degree in the later. In a similar vein, Van de Ven and Polley (1992) found 
that, as NPD projects progress, teams become increasingly focused and routine-oriented 
as a consequence from their goals becoming clearer. The tensions between innovation 
and efficiency in NPD may hence be managed through a proper project management 
being sensitive to different needs in different development phases.  
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Also Adler et al. (1999) posed propositions on how to balance between flexibility and 
structure and specifically on how to deal with routine tasks and non-routine tasks in a 
production environment. Though the context of this paper is different the propositions 
of enriching tasks with a reflection on both improvement and efficiency, to switch 
between routines and non-routines, and divide into different units being occupied with 
routine versus non-routine tasks, seem to be of high relevance to growing firms.   
 
The suggestion by Adler et al. (1999), to divide tasks of different character is also 
common in the literature on ambidextrous organizations. The separation of exploiting 
current deliverables and exploring new opportunities , i.e. organizational, timely and 
domain separations, is a reoccurring solution for managing both exploitation and 
exploration (Tushman and O’Reilly, 1995; Raisch et al., 2009; Lavie et al., 2010). 
However, the problem with separations is isolation and as a consequence many 
innovation initiatives fail to become accepted in the organization and have the accurate 
resources for being accomplished. Also, a smaller firm has no slack and no possibility 
due to resource restrictions to separate for exploration and exploitation (Lubatkin et al., 
2006).  A contrasting solution is what is referred to as contextual ambidexterity (Gibson 
and Birkinshaw, 2004), which put the individual employee in the center. Through 
contextual ambidexterity individuals make choices between exploiting what they have 
and exploring new things in their everyday tasks, as for sales or R&D to focus on 
existing customers’ needs or elaborating on new customers and their needs. This 
requires systems and structures that are more flexible and allowing employees to use 
their own judgement as to how they use their time and a greater focus on nurturing a 
context where employees are autonomous, similar to the actions addressed by Davis et 
al. (2009).  
 
The role of top management in these situations is to shape the actions that give structure 
to the firm, the management controls, for the appropriate nurturing and it is also critical 
how they act themselves on a day-to-day basis. The context will then be further 
reinforced by the actions taken by the employees throughout the organization. As earlier 
described, innovation and efficiency are in literature mainly treated as separate 
constructs and there is no solid theory on the relationship between the two, particularly 
in the context of NPD.  Nevertheless, other approaches has also been suggested, which 
instead emphasizes that innovation and efficiency can co-exist. Miron et al. (2004) 
found that innovation does not necessarily compete with efficiency, and companies may 
maintain a balance between both dimensions; the same personal and cultural 
characteristics were found to enable both dimensions. 
 
In a similar line as in the general management literature, there is in innovation 
management a tendency for researchers to suggest different managerial implications 
when it comes to level of formal structure to support innovation. Some streams has as a 
point of departure that controls inevitably should be adopted in order to support both 
innovation and efficiency (Eisenhardt et al., 2010), while other sources stress the 
importance to allow freedom, autonomy and communication (Kanter, 1993; Amabile, 
1998) as a too formal structure doesn’t allow the flexibility required for innovation 
(Kanter, 1993;). 
 
The behavior of employees in a company is also shown to be explained by the 
management style of their managers. Leaders influence firms ability to achieve 
innovation (e.g. Mumford et al 2002; West et al 2003; Elkins and Keller 2003), 
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efficiency (Cohen and Bailey 1997) and not the least to achieve ambidexterity (Lin and 
McDonough III 2011; Carmeli and Meyram 2009).  More recent research investigates 
how structured approaches are understood and used in practice and a particular 
interesting emerging field of research is the rule making (Christiansen and Varnes, 2009) 
or use of heuristics (Eisenhardt et al. 2010). Christiansen and Varnes (2009) showed 
that structured approaches (i.e. a type of managerial technology that consists of rules) 
differ both with respect to their degree of elaborateness and exhaustiveness in firms. 
Additionally, firms differ greatly in terms of how rigorously they enforce the rules and a 
difference is also seen between functional managers and project managers Stevens et al., 
1999). Functional managers, more often than project managers, considered the rules on 
product development as mandatory, but both groups saw the rules as generally 
important, possibly affected by that functions are usually more formalized structured.  
 
Conclusively, literature on managing innovation is emphasizing the possible 
contradictions between efficiency and innovation or between structure and flexibility, or 
for that case between exploitation and exploration, showing that there is a need for 
further investigating of how these contradictions are handled, particularly in firms in the 
growth phase. In order to contribute to this we attempt to investigate how managers and 
employees are experiencing the tensions arising during the growth phase of a small 
company due to a need of securing both innovation and efficiency. 

3. RESEARCH DESIGN  

The company studied has 32 employees and has since its start in 2004 developed 
advanced biotech solutions for waste management in “commercial kitchens”, e.g. 
restaurants. It is at present in a strong growth phase and has a strong ambition to start 
exporting. Products delivered to the market are contributing to a sustainable 
development and is challenging the traditional distributors of waste management.  Since 
start the company has increased its number of deliverables to the market extensively and 
its former founders have also spun off new businesses.  
 
Data collection has been made with semi-structured interviews (Kvale, 1996) with an 
interview guide covering how the company has developed regarding the deployment of 
structures and management of innovation. Interviews with twelve respondents have 
been conducted, representing a multitude of functions (COO, R&D, sales, service, 
marketing), hierarchical levels and years of working for the company. The interviews 
were conducted between 60-90 minutes and the interviews were transcribed, coded and 
analyzed accordingly. Themes emerging from the data sets were used in complement to 
predefined issues, in order to fully utilize the benefit of qualitative interview data 
(Silverman, 2011). Data were also organized as events relating to the development of 
the company and for this the researchers also gained generous access to relevant 
documentation to support the identification of what different types of structuring efforts 
that were introduced over time and how these introductions were associated to changes 
in the organisation and product system offers. In an iterative manner researchers have 
met with company representatives with a dual purpose: to validate findings and to 
contribute to the development of the company, attempting to fully utilize the qualitative 
research method applied (Miles and Hubermann, 1994).  
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4. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS  

4.1 AN SME GROWING INTO THE NEED OF FORMAL STRUCTURES 
During the initial stage of the company, informal ways of working and lack of 
systematic means for organizing the work dominated. The culture was entrepreneurial 
with a strong problem-solving attitude and all efforts were jointly run by the four 
funders. A strong customer focus permeated the activities and product development was 
created in collaboration with customers, with solutions radically new to the market as 
well as continuously incremental improvements. A short time into the company’s life 
stage certain functions were lightly structured, i.e. economy and service and until the 
company reached about 25-30 employees this informality and lack of formal 
management control systems worked satisfactorily. However, by an age of about eight 
years and a size of around 30 employees a need of increased structure arose. Top 
management perceived a general need to establish processes in order to secure 
efficiency and a specific need to organize R&D. A driver for organizing R&D was an 
insight that idea generation as well as new business development was mainly run by a 
few individuals. This was considered to create a too high reliance on these people, a 
high work load on the same people and not utilizing the full potential of all employees.  

4.2 MAPPING COMPETENCE TO CHANGING TASKS 
As the company grew, hierarchical levels as well as specific functions were established. 
This naturally means a certain competence division. Innovation is not according to the 
managers a specific task of one function though there is a tendency among employees to 
see innovation as belonging more to R&D. When the company was starting to recruit 
personnel with a specific competence and for a specific task, it became hard for 
everyone to have full insight in the company and its products compared to in the earlier 
phases of the firm. Expectations on employees being entrepreneurial hence may come in 
conflict with the required specialization and as the firm evolve even more nuances to 
individual preferences or skills emerge which are different to the founders. This 
includes foremost taking initiative and capture opportunities. Issues were also found to 
occur on the top management level as the CEO became aware of his owns limitations in 
creating and implementing formal structures and management control systems. As a 
consequence, a COO was hired to work explicitly on structuring activities and 
increasing efficiency, to relieve the CEO in these tasks.  
 

4.3 THE TRICKY TASK TO DEVELOP A MANAGEMENT OF INNOVATION  
The first formalization activity that was deployed to manage innovation was the 
implementation of an idea box. For a couple of years it worked well, i.e. a large number 
of ideas were collected and the reward system was appreciated among employees. The 
idea box was complemented with a technology road map that was developed based in 
needs identified using external expertise. An R&D manager was hired, emphasizing the 
intention to structure R&D efforts. Shortly after this recruitment, a number of actions 
were initiated to increase structuring of the whole organization. For sales and service 
department, formal processes were developed and deployed, reported by respondents to 
be highly appreciated and functional.  
 
At the time for the study, a formal R&D process has not yet been developed nor a more 
systematic approach to manage innovation. Interviews reveal frustrations concerning 
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these matters: employees in R&D feel that the structuring effort has not yet added any 
value to the organisation. Management is frustrated by the lack of ideas in the idea box 
which is a frustration shared among most employees. The main reason to a drop in 
number of new ideas is raised to be a lack of feedback from management as well as to a 
general stressful working situation. In addition, the interviews reveal that it is unclear 
who is responsible for managing the idea box. The managers are also concerned about 
the fact that too few people are involved in idea generation and that the entrepreneurial 
spirit of the company is starting to cease. Another frustration concerns the technology 
road map that is not used as intended and it seems to have had a small impact on 
providing direction or guiding for employees. 
 

4.4 CONSCIOUS USAGE OF CULTURE/VALUES AND NORMS AS FORMALIZATION TOOLS 
The culture of the company was by its start described as open, embracing employees’ 
individuality and everyone in the organization were highly involved in every step. 
Informal meetings and a focus on common knowledge development were key norms in 
the organization. Still today, much of this is true although decisions have become a 
management responsibility, as a consequence from the firm growing in numbers and the 
establishing of managerial levels. The fast pace and flexibility, also a heritage from 
early years, is still highly appreciated and reveals a company characterized by high-
attention to business which is reflected in how its core values are communicated. 
 
The culture of the firm is also found to have been subject to an increased level of 
formalization over the years in the sense of that a more conscious usage of the firm´s 
core values has been increasingly communicated. The strongest marker of this is the 
regularly launched internal booklet that presents the vision, mission, goals and values of 
the firm. The core values communicate a strong customer focus and the importance of 
bringing real value to the market. In much this way of working relates to innovation and 
employees also view their company as highly innovative. In the same time some 
respondents illustrate that innovation as a concept or goal is not explicitly expressed or 
followed up upon in contrast to sales and sales figures that are found to be a reoccurring 
issue and concern in the organization. The company´s innovative and entrepreneurial 
spirit is however not only praised among employees. A common critique is that too 
many activities are initiated and too few are finalized and decisions are found to be 
changed too quickly. The ongoing efforts to increase the level of structure, 
standardization and control of resource usage were understood to be able to take care of 
these negative consequences. Yet a marker of working on company culture is the 
decision that the whole company, i.e. every employee, is part of the management team. 
This was an effort that was taken in order to increase the involvement and to make 
everyone feel the same responsibility of the company, however, this was not perceived 
functional though appreciated as a signal from the management.  

5. DISCUSSION  

The company is found to follow a rather classical firm development path (Miller and 
Friesen, 1983) and the company provides a particularly interesting case as it is in a 
midst of a strong growth phase in combination with an awareness of and a willingness 
to take bold actions to achieve an ambidextrous organization.  
 



8 
 

The result of the study shows how the evolution of the firm can be described through 
the lens of structuring and it is shown how the management of the firm is becoming 
increasingly formalized. The result from the analysis also shows how the managers are 
struggling to structure its R&D efforts and innovation. The tensions in need for 
management emerge both as a consequence from the company growing in number of 
employees and from its management’s attempts to handle innovation in a more 
systematic way.  
 

5.1 MANAGERS AND EMPLOYEES PERSPECTIVE ON KEY TENSIONS 

Based in the study, it is shown that the presence of an entrepreneurial and innovative 
culture is not enough to give rise to a continuous flow of novel and useful innovations 
when the company is entering a phase of strong growth. One reason is the need for the 
company to turn inwards and focus on structuring internal processes when increasing in 
size in parallel to its traditional strong external customer focus in alignment to earlier 
research. The main drivers are related to a more effective usage of internal resources 
and competences to increase knowledge transfer and to avoid quality issues. 
Interestingly, another driver revealed in this study is the founders’ desire to enable for 
everyone in the organization take initiatives to improve and innovate. A systematic idea 
management is believed to be the pull for the latter in parallel to a more formal product 
development process. The frustration of the management is the lack of innovations and 
a fear of the company losing its entrepreneurial culture as a consequence from the need 
to focus on structuring internal processes.  
 
The study shows that employees do not share the view of the managers’ on what are the 
critical tensions to focus on. Instead of experiencing that there is a lack of initiatives 
taken, they bring forward the issues related to lack of decisions on what projects to 
focus on or rather not act upon as they experience every innovative opportunity is 
accepted. Hence, employees mirror in much what Gilbert (2005) stresses. Not the least 
since also internal ways of doing things are encouraged to be uniquely and creatively 
performed as the innovativeness of the company should be “felt and visible” 
everywhere. Employees are also in contrast to the managers not concerned that the 
entrepreneurial culture is ceasing. Rather, they find the present focus on structuring 
sales and service to indirectly also improve the management of innovation since it 
provides some stability to the daily operations. Seemingly, employees do not experience 
the same conflicts in the ambition of the company to be both innovative and efficient. 
While managers see a need for an increased level of structure in idea management and 
project development process, employees rather see a need in a structure impeding every 
part also resulting in a formalized way of how to select projects and what to use existing 
resources on.  
 
Since the dominating literature is based on managers’ view on how to handle an 
ambition to become ambidextrous, the result from this study complements existing 
literature by taking in consideration also employees’ perspectives. It is able to show that 
managers and employees can experience conflicting views on what tensions needs to be 
handled when a small entrepreneurial company is in the midst of a strong growth in size. 
Interestingly, the results from the study show that one reason for why the ambidexterity 
literature is predominantly emphasizing that there is an inherent tension between 
innovation and efficiency, may lie in the fact that it is managers rather than employees’ 
perspective that are taken in consideration in the majority of studies.  
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This study shows that introducing a more systematic approach to innovation by 
developing an idea management process seems to be problematic in a fast growing SME. 
This is indicated by the lack of a continuous flow of ideas. Studies in large companies 
show that a successful implementation of an “idea box”, i.e. where a continuous flow of 
high qualitative ideas is stimulated, is dependent on a number of factors, e.g.  a culture 
that support new ideas from everyone, a management that encourage people to take 
initiatives and come up with new ideas, quick feedback to idea receivers if they are not 
to feel demotivated to keep sending in ideas, and exposure to customer needs (Monge et 
al., 1992). These factors are also important since they make employees more prone to 
not only generate but also develop their ideas further. In the study, an innovative culture 
is found to already have been in place, while the feedback to idea providers became less 
frequent as a result of the managers need to focus more strongly on their internal 
processes and sales figures, resulting in an increasingly empty idea box. In addition, few 
of the employees are experts in a field but have a rather broad and generic competence 
profile which resulted in that the majority of ideas did not have the degree of novelty 
that the management was expecting. Even though all types of ideas are encouraged in 
the company, there is evident that a higher degree of radical ideas and ideas relating to 
business are expected from management. The strong focus on idea generation risks also 
to make innovation equal to creative ideas, and to provide less effort on the 
development phase of ideas which result in a lower number of innovations as outcomes; 
a problem recognized from studies in large companies (Nilsson, 2015). Referring to the 
need for firms to not get stuck in idea generation but also emphasize selection of 
opportunities the development of simplified rules or heuristics seem to be an interesting 
departure for the company studied as described by Eisenhardt et al. (2010), not getting 
fixated by processes and procedures which seems to be an effect from recent efficiency 
improving efforts.  
 

5.2 SHARED LEADERSHIP TO ACHIEVE AMBIDEXTERITY 

In an effort to further strengthen the company’s effort to structure its internal processes, 
managers with a process management profile as a way to complement the 
entrepreneurial profile of the CEO were recruited. Literature shows that many times 
more successful companies are replacing the original entrepreneur during growth phase 
as a way to prepare the company for expansion. Interestingly, the top management in 
the company studied is rather complementing the CEO with a COO. The COO has a 
strong focus on structure and control of processes; both operational and administrative 
processes, while the CEO remains focused on sensing and acting on new opportunities, 
i.e. the traditional entrepreneurial role. Hence, the new top management duo, as well as 
how leadership is pursued in the company, can be found to be strongly focused on 
achieving ambidexterity. The leadership model in use can also be described as being an 
example of a form of shared leadership (Pearce and Conger, 2002; Carson et al., 2007) 
with a specific division of tasks to support the organization to become both innovative 
and efficient. A similar shared leadership model as the one in the company studied is 
being pursued not the least in public creative organizations like theaters where one 
leader is responsible for the creative and the other for administrative tasks. Whether an 
ambidextrous leader duo is an alternative way to achieve ambidexterity remains to be 
seen but it undoubtedly provides an interesting path for future studies.  
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The result from the study also shows how the two leaders strive to expand the idea of 
shared leadership even further in the company. The idea of making the whole 
organization “a management team” reflects their strong ambition to encourage everyone 
to take initiatives and feel involved and part of the company.  This rather radical re-
organization is a way to translate the underlying core values of the company into real 
action; not only innovation is everyone’s tasks but also the management of the whole 
company. Even though the study reveals that the idea of making every employee part of 
the management team is not considered realistic by the employees, the effort itself is 
appreciated. The re-organization not only illustrates the flexibility of a small 
entrepreneurial company but the boldness of its founders. What may be problematic in 
the present solution when it comes to supporting innovation is the fact that the company 
is enabling for individuals to grow in their roles and for “everyone” to feel involved 
without providing support for project teams. The majority of R&D projects as well as 
the more innovative projects are performed by single individuals and very few projects 
are performed in team despite innovation is known to be supported by the latter.   
 

5.3 IN SEARCH OF THE FLEXIBLE CONSTRAINTS  

The entrepreneur describes the development of a company vision of high importance as 
it was found to support him to select what opportunities to focus on. The vision helped 
him to identify and to take the decision to create new businesses (new companies) 
instead of trying to develop different product categories inside the existing business. 
Flexible constraints are boundaries or frames that work as a dynamic guiding support 
which are found to be particularly helpful for individuals involved in complex tasks 
characterized by high level of uncertainty such as creative work and innovation 
processes (Adler and Chen, 2011). The use of performance measurement, visions and 
goals are example of tools that may act as such devices (Davila et al., 2009). These tools 
may provide direction and yet provide room for the improvisation required when 
“managing in the unknown”. In this study, the use of a vision was found to be 
supportive in initiating the creation of an innovation strategy. The study however also 
shows that even though the overall vision guided the top management, it does not 
provide much help to the rest of the organization. The vision hence needs to become 
backed up by other guiding devices or broken down to more specific goals to become 
meaningful for employees. Not the least for a company that has an ambition to involve a 
broad base of their employees in innovation.  
 
One particularly interesting guiding device that is brought forward by both managers 
and employees as being particularly helpful is the regularly launched internal booklet 
that presents the vision, mission, goals and values of the firm. It emerges as an effective 
flexible constraint as it both provides direction and yet is not describing fixed 
procedures. However, the booklet does not at present provide any information regarding 
what innovations to focus on; it only states that the company strives to be innovative. 
Considering how useful employees find the booklet to be in communicating what is 
important, it hence provides a neglected opportunity for supporting the companies 
ambition to achieve ambidexterity if more guidance on what and/or how to manage 
innovation is included. The role of artifacts as structural elements in organizations is an 
area that requires additional research (Labatut, 2012) and this study indicate that it may 
play an important role also for companies with an ambition to become ambidextrous.  
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6. CONCLUSION AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS  

The results from the study reveal the tensions arising as a consequence from the need 
for a small company to grow in size in order to build a capability for future expansion 
plans. The study shows that managers and employees in a small entrepreneurial 
company have different views on what tensions are most crucial to manage. Managers 
were found to focus on procedural support for internal processes and having a focus on 
handling the tension between innovation understood as idea generation and efficiency, 
while employees found the tension arising from managers inability to make decisions 
on what innovation projects to select more crucial. In addition, employees found the 
internal effort to create procedural support for areas such as sales and customer support 
enabling also for innovation and accordingly, do not perceive a tension between 
innovation and efficiency.  
 
We suggest based in the study that making a conscious use of a shared leadership model 
with a clear division of important tasks required to achieve ambidexterity is a novel and 
interesting approach that deserves to be further investigated. In addition, the use of other 
structuring devices such as making use of visions and goals beyond implementing 
traditional process management to support innovation is yet another managerial 
implication based in the result from the study. Also, we believe that growing firms, as 
well as large mature firms, have a crucial task in reflecting upon when structure as e.g. 
in formal procedures is needed and when the same can be questioned and heuristics can 
be applied. How this heuristics can be defined is a typical issue in the intersection 
between research and practice.  
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