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ABSTRACT 

Prior literature highlights the increasing importance of technical consulting firms for 

innovation as companies are outsourcing more of their development activities. In order 

to remain competitive and innovative it is necessary for technical consulting firms to 

adapt to market changes by ambidextrously focusing on finding a balance between 

exploiting existing advantages and simultaneously exploring new knowledge. In 

practice it is the technical consultants whose responsibility it is to balance exploitative 

and explorative activities to deliver valuable knowledge to the customers. However, 

literature in this area have mostly discussed this challenge from an organisation’s and/or 

a manager's point of view, and thus failed to account for the factors that affect 

individuals to achieve a balance of these activities. To address this challenge, the 

purpose of this research was to enhance the understanding of how technical consultants 

successfully can balance exploitation and exploration within small to medium-sized 

technical consulting firms. 

In order to fulfil the purpose, this research relied on a single case study with a holistic 

design at a technical consulting firm. The case organisation was selected due to their 

organisational structure and vision to become more innovative. In total, 27 interviews 

were conducted during three waves. Furthermore, participant observations were used in 

order to confirm the empirical findings.  

Hence, this research contributes to the existing literature by providing a new perspective 

to this problem. Additionally, the result indicates that an awareness of the hindering 

factors (e.g. lacking guidelines on how to work with exploitative and explorative 

activities) and the facilitating factors (e.g. prioritise knowledge sharing) will improve 

the consultants’ chance to balance, as they will know what factors to embrace and what 

factors to avoid. This research also presents a framework with four types of consultants 

who exhibit different behaviours in terms of balancing exploitation and exploration: 

“Ambidextrous innovators”, “Worker bees”, “Knowledge seekers” and “Knowledge 



 

 

refiners”. Moreover, the framework also indicates projects that are suitable for the 

identified consultant types. 

Keywords: Ambidexterity; Contextual ambidexterity; Exploitation and exploration; 

Individuals; Innovation; Project-based organisations; SME; Technical consulting firms 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Technical consulting firms starts to become increasingly important in many technology-

based industries, as a growing number of technology-based firms rely on technical 

consulting firms to support them with advances knowledge within relevant 

technological fields (Pantic-Dragisic, 2015). Therefore it is necessary for technical 

consulting firms to adapt to market changes by exploiting existing advantages and 

explore new innovation opportunities in order to meet customer needs.  

However, there are many organisations that are struggling to be efficient in their daily 

operations and at the same time adaptable to market changes (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 

2004). Indeed, project-based organisations (PBOs)1, such as technical consultant firms, 

frequently faces this challenge due to their focus on delivering customer orders and 

efficiency improvements of the everyday operations (Blindenbach-Driessen & Ende, 

2006). Consequently, exploration is not prioritised, but is a must to capture new 

knowledge, learning’s and capabilities (Blindenbach-Driessen & Ende, 2010). In 

addition, managing a successful balance of exploitation and exploration is stated to be a 

key aspect to maintain an eminent market position (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 

2004). Lubatkin, Simsek, Ling and Viega (2006) explains the need of a balance between 

these two activities as the following: “exploit existing competencies and explore new 

ones - and more importantly, that these two facets of organizational learning are 

inseparable” (p. 652). 

According to Eriksson (2013), exploitation refers to the capturing of existing knowledge 

and working with continuous improvements in the daily operations, while exploration 

                                              

1 Project-based organisations (PBOs) are defined as companies that are organised around projects and produces 

integrated systems and complex knowledge-intensive services by order of their customers (Blindenbach-Driessen 

& Ende, 2010). 
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aims to explore new knowledge and market opportunities. Due to different 

characteristics of organisations, there is no standardised way to find a balance. Rather, 

the appropriate form of balancing exploitation and exploration is contingent on factors 

in the internal and external environment. Thus, organisations such as PBOs and SMEs2 

must base their innovation strategy on their prerequisites (Blindenbach-Driesen & Ende, 

2014).   

One important parameter to take into account is the size of an organisation. In large 

organisations, the research and development departments (R&D) usually manage the 

exploration activities. Furthermore, it is the most common approach for ambidextrous 

organisations, where the innovation work is separated into different units of the 

organisation (McDermott & Prajogo, 2012). As for SMEs, this is not an option due to 

resource scarcity (McDermott & Prajogo, 2012) and thus they need another 

ambidexterity approach (Tan & Liu, 2014). Within the constraints of SMEs, Lavikka, 

Smeds and Jaatinen (2015) propose contextual ambidexterity, in which the individuals 

within an organisation have the responsibility to balance exploitation and exploration 

(Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). 

1.2 Problem discussion 

As for today, many organisations are struggling to find a proper balance between 

exploration and exploitation and there is no panacea that solves the ambidexterity 

dilemma. Hence, all organisations need to find their own optimal innovation strategy 

(Blindenbach-Driesen & Ende, 2014). However, as described in the literature on 

contextual ambidexterity, the balance of exploitation and exploration is managed by the 

individuals and not supported by the R&D function. Thus, the individuals have an 

important responsibility within organisations with a contextual approach (Raisch, 

                                              

2 Small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are defined as companies with less than 250 employees (McDermott 

& Prajogo, 2012). 
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Birkinshaw, Probst & Tushman, 2009). Moreover, an imbalance of exploitation and 

exploration can risk an organisation's future competitiveness (Lubatkin et al., 2006). 

This was further discussed by McDermott and Prajogo (2012) as follows:  “an over-

reliance on exploration without complementary levels of exploitation can lead to a 

“failure trap,” placing a continuous drain on the organisation’s resources with no 

immediate financial reward in sight (p. 219)”. 

According to McDermott and Prajogo (2012), SMEs have greater potential to innovate 

than large organisations due to their organisational structure. Furthermore, McDermott 

and Prajogo (2012) state that SMEs are flexible and nimble in comparison to large 

organisations and they are thus better to respond and adapt to market changes. However, 

even if ambidexterity were to increase the performance of SMEs (McDermott & 

Prajogo, 2012), the challenge regarding how to successfully balance exploitation and 

exploration is still unsolved (Chang & Hughes, 2012). According to Raisch and 

Birkinshaw (2008), literature on ambidexterity has investigated organisational learning, 

technological innovation, organisational adaptation, strategic management and 

organisational design, but from the angle of an organisation and/or a manager. Hence, 

there is a need for research in these fields with individuals as the analysis unit. 

From the literature on PBOs, the main focus for PBOs is to fulfil customers’ needs 

(Keegan & Turner, 2002). Customers of PBOs often determine the project's objectives 

in an early stage, and the PBOs part of the deal is to do that job and deliver what is 

expected (Blindenbach-Driessen & Ende, 2010). Consequently, consultants of PBOs fail 

to observe new trends etc. in their knowledge fields, as they do not have time or 

prioritises exploratory activities (Bartsch, Ebers & Maurer, 2013). Moreover, PBOs lack 

a structure and routines that captures and makes knowledge available for all employees 

(Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Pemsel and Wiewiora (2013) state that there are weak 

communication links between different parts of an organisation. This implies that a lot 

of information and knowledge within PBOs gets lost. 

According to Bayer and Gann (2007), the most problematic aspect to perform 

exploitation and exploration is time, because an employee’s time is intended to fulfil 
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customers’ needs and project objectives. In accordance to Keegan and Turner (2002), 

all individuals within an organisation must be given time to participate in innovation 

activities in order to foster innovation. However, allocating time for these activities are 

stated to be a huge problem for many organisations and as consequence, exploitative 

and exploratory activities are not performed. 

Conclusively, more research in these areas need to be conducted in order to better 

understand how technical consultants can balance between the improvement of their 

daily operations and the development of new knowledge. This literature gap was the 

foundation to this research. 

1.3 Research purpose and research questions 

Based on the problem discussion above, it is unclear what factors that facilitates and 

hinders technical consultants to work with exploitation and exploration. Thus, the 

purpose of this research was to enhance the understanding of how technical consultants 

successfully can balance exploitation and exploration within small to medium-sized 

technical consulting firms. More specifically, this research addresses the following 

research questions: 

RQ1. What factors hinders and/or facilitates consultants in small to medium-sized 

technical consulting firms to work with exploitation and exploration? 

RQ2. How can consultants in small to medium-sized technical consulting firms balance 

exploitation and exploration? 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter introduces the theories that were used to answer the research questions of 

this research. The chapter begins by describing the growing interest of PBOs and 

technical consulting firms followed by their characteristics. The second section presents 

the term ambidexterity, its emergence and the contextual ambidexterity approach. 

Moreover, the link between the contextual ambidexterity approach and SMEs is 

described. The last section presents factors that affect individuals to balance exploitation 

and exploration. The relationship among the chosen areas of interest are visualised in 

Figure 1 below. 

 

 

Figure 1: The relationship between the chosen research areas of interest  
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2.1 Balance exploitation and exploration in project-based organisations 

PBOs are considered one of the largest contributors to the Western economies’ gross 

national products (Blindenbach-Driessen & Ende, 2006), which satisfy an increased 

demand of complex integrated systems and knowledge-intensive services (Blindenbach-

Driessen & Ende, 2010). As a result, the importance of PBOs has increased over the last 

years (Blindenbach-Driessen & Ende, 2010) and it particular applies to the technical 

consulting industry (Pantic-Dragisic, 2015). In accordance to Pantic-Dragisic (2015), 

the technical consulting industry is one of the fastest growing industries in Europe and 

North America and the growth is expected to last through this decade. Moreover, 

Brusoni, Prencipe and Pavitt (2001) argue that the increase of the technical consulting 

industry is driven by the change towards specialisation of knowledge production, 

flexible organising and outsourcing of productions. Hence, the acquisition and 

refinement of new knowledge are important for technical consultants (Bayer & Gann, 

2007) in order to supply customer with innovative solutions and stay competitive on the 

market (Barrett & Sexton, 2006). 

PBOs are often successful at improving daily activities (exploitation) within projects, 

but have a tendency to fail when it comes to work with innovation activities 

(exploration) (Barrett & Sexton, 2006). According to Pemsel and Wiewiora (2013), 

project managers have a tendency to focus on time, product, service and delivery in 

comparison to knowledge sharing activities. Thus, there is a lack of time to work with 

exploration. Furthermore, the sharing of accumulated experiences among the project 

participants is the primary learning method for PBOs (Hobday, 2000). Thus, it is 

important to have an effective sharing process to not lose knowledge (Hobday, 2000). 

However, this process is described within PBOs as difficult. The difficulties can be 

traced to weak coordinating of processes, resources and capabilities across projects 

(Hobday, 2000). 

According to Blindenbach-Driessen and Ende (2006), daily projects connected to 

customers are often more urgent than exploratory activities, and are thus assigned more 

resources. This implies that the availability of resources for exploratory activities will 
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be limited (Blindenbach-Driessen & Ende, 2010). Therefore, it requires a balance of 

resources to manage both exploitation and exploration successfully. 

2.2 Organisational ambidexterity 

Duncan (1976) was first to use the term ambidexterity, which refers to an organisation’s 

ability to exploit existing competences and simultaneously manage tomorrow’s 

changing demand. However, March’s (1991) is cited as the accelerator for the current 

interest in the concept and propose that exploitation and exploration are two distinct 

disciplines, which means that organisations cannot be excellent in both.  

Andriopoulos and Lewis (2009) state that there is a trade-off between exploitation and 

exploration, and succeeding at both is vital for the enduring success for an organisation. 

A shared belief among many authors is according to Raisch et al. (2009) that "too much" 

exploitation ties organisations to the past and makes it difficult for them to adapt to 

changes on the market, whereas "too much" exploration can lead organisations to 

changes that are unrealisable and unrewarding. Table 1 below shows the characteristics 

of exploitation and exploration.  

Table 1: Characteristics of exploitation and exploration 

Characteristic Exploitation Exploration 

Strategic intent cost, profit growth 

Critical tasks operations, efficiency, 

incremental innovation 

adaptability, new products, 

breakthrough innovation 

Competencies operational entrepreneurial 

Structure formal, mechanistic adaptive, loose 

Controls, rewards margins, productivity milestones, growth 

Culture efficiency, low risk, quality, 

customers 

risk taking, speed, flexibility, 

experimentation 

Leadership role authoritative, top down visionary, involved 

Note. Adapted from O’Reilly and Tushman (2004). 
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Most studies carried out within this field have investigated large organisations and have 

thus failed to account for SMEs (Cegarra-Navarro et al., 2011). Consequently, 

ambidexterity is typically viewed in structural terms (O'Reilly & Tushman, 2004) with 

an argument that organisations should develop separate business units to harvest the 

benefits of exploitation and exploration simultaneously (McDermott & Prajogo, 2012). 

However, a structural separation is typically not feasible for SMEs (Gibson & 

Birkinshaw, 2004). In the constraints of SMEs, Lavikka et al. (2015) argue that the 

contextual ambidexterity approach is to be preferred. Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) 

explain this concept as an organisation that can benefit from features within its own 

organisational context, which they defines as followed 

“Building set of processes or systems that enable and encourage individuals to make 

their own judgments about how to divide their time between conflicting demands for 

alignment and adaptability” (p. 2).  

Contextual ambidexterity emphasises that individuals can exploit and explore 

simultaneously, which benefit SMEs (Clerq et al., 2013) due to their resource 

constraints. This means that the whole organisation is working toward the same goals 

and is able to reconfigure its activities quickly to meet changing demands (Lavikka et 

al., 2015). While ambidexterity seems to have several benefits for SMEs, few studies 

have examined how organisations can achieve a successful balance and what it means 

for the individual involved.  

2.3 Factors affecting individuals to balance exploitation and exploration 

According to Pantic-Dragisic (2015), it is the technical consultants that form the heart 

of the technical consulting firms, because they are the ones responsible to possess and 

deliver valuable knowledge to customers and maintaining the relationship with them. 

Generally for innovation, Groysberg and Lee (2009) argues that innovation occur at the 

individual level since individuals are the ones creating and delivering products. 

According to Amabile (1997), the ability to produce novel and valuable outcomes is 

rooted in individuals and their knowledge and skills. However, research has shown that 
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the individual's performance to produce those kinds of outcomes is a function of both 

the individual and the organisational context in which the individual is operating 

(Amabile, 1997; Groysberg & Lee, 2009).  

Individuals have different potential for creativity as well as different levels of 

satisfaction of producing creative outcomes (Cummings & Oldham, 1997). According 

to Cummings and Oldham (1997), individuals who are capable of exploring new 

solutions are generally confident, attracted to complexity, tolerant of ambiguity and 

intuitive. Moreover, the best motivation for creativity is the willingness to work on 

something new, because it is interesting, involving, exciting, satisfying or personally 

challenging (Cummings & Oldham, 1997). 

Individuals need an organisational context that fosters its creative potential (Oldham & 

Cummings, 1997). Thus, individuals should value exploitative and exploratory activities 

(Saunila & Ukko, 2014). Individuals must be willing to take risks (Nemeth, 1997), try 

without fear of failure and its consequences in order to learn from mistakes (Saunila & 

Ukko, 2014). An individual should be part of a diverse group of individuals with 

different skills that trust each other and both gives and receive constructive feedback 

(Amabile, 1997). Moreover, individuals should support each other and be committed to 

the work they are doing (Amabile, 1997). In addition, previous studies have indicated 

that trust increases the individual's willingness to share useful knowledge (Pantic-

Dragisic, 2015) and new ideas (Saunila & Ukko, 2014). 

Amabile (1997) states that creativity is killed by time pressure, thus individuals need 

enough time to consider alternative approaches and solutions. Apart from enough time, 

individuals need material assets, systems and processes, and relevant information and 

the availability of training to produce exploration (Amabile, 1997). Moreover, an 

individual with too much resources are not challenged enough to think outside the box, 

on the other hand, too little resources makes it impossible for the individual to perform 

the job (Amabile, 1997). 
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3 METHOD 

This chapter presents and motivates the methodological choices used in this research. 

Moreover, the overall research process is described. First presented is the description of 

the research approach chosen for this research, which is followed by the case selection 

and the data collection. Subsequently, the analysis process of this research is presented. 

Lastly presented is the research’s qualitative assurance. An illustration of the 

methodology process can be seen in Figure 2 below. 

 

 

Figure 2: Flow of research inputs, activities and deliverables  
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3.1 Research approach 

The purpose of this research was to enhance the understanding of how technical 

consultants successfully can balance exploitation and exploration within small to 

medium-sized technical consulting firms. More specifically, what factors that facilitate 

and/or hinder technical consultants to work with exploitation and exploration, and how 

technical consultants can achieve a balance. In order to get detailed understanding of 

this problem and for the researchers to answer the research questions, a qualitative 

research with an exploring nature was needed (Creswell, 2013). 

Knowledge about how individuals can balance exploitation and exploration is nascent, 

which necessitate an explorative approach based upon peoples’ opinions and thoughts, 

which motivates a qualitative research (Day, 1998; Edmondson & McManus, 2007). 

Given that detailed illustrations are required both to address these issues and to outline 

hindering and facilitating factors, a qualitative method would enable the kind of 

descriptions that are needed, as it enables “richness and holism, with strong potential 

for revealing complexity” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10). In particular, qualitative 

studies can better capture the contextual conditions that affect human behavior in 

different situations (Yin, 2008). Therefore, adopting a case study approach allow us to 

gain a deeper understanding of the specific research area (Miles & Huberman, 1994; 

Yin, 2008). 

3.2 Case selection 

This research is based on a single case study with a holistic design in order to get an in-

depth understanding of the technical consultants at Knowit Norrland (knowit) on an 

individual level (Yin, 2014). A case study enabled the researchers to get rich descriptive 

information about the problem area of interest. However, empirical findings from case 

studies cannot be generalised due to lack of rigour (Yin, 2014).  

The case study organisation has four offices located in Luleå, Umeå, Sundsvall and 

Örnsköldsvik. In total, the Knowit Group consists of 80 small to medium-sized technical 

consulting firms located in northern Europe, which all works to develop their customer’s 
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business and operations by providing creative solutions in areas of IT, digital and design, 

and management.  

In accordance with an increasingly changing market Knowit has start to shift their 

strategy from being defensive to become more offensive. Knowit want to appear as 

innovative, but also stable and secure in their actions. Thus, their technical consultants 

have greater responsibility to perform exploitation and exploration activities, i.e. taking 

greater responsibility of the development of their daily work and the search of new 

knowledge. 

Knowit was a suitable for this case study by several reasons. First, Knowit is a project-

based organisation. Secondly, the organisation is classified as a SME and has limited 

recourses for a formal R&D budget. Third and lastly, Knowit’s strategy change in order 

to become more innovative.  

3.3 Data collection 

The data collection consisted of interviews, observations and documents. The interviews 

were conducted during three waves: Wave 1 (exploratory interviews), Wave 2 (semi-

structured interviews) and Wave 3 (confirmation interviews). Moreover, the researchers 

used observations and documents to refute and reinforce the empirical findings from the 

interviews. The data collection methods are described in detailed after Table 2: 

Overview of the interview collection. Furthermore, in order to investigate the research 

questions on an individual level, the analysis unit for the data collection constituted of 

technical consultants from Knowit’s four offices. 

Table 2: Overview of the data collection 

# Date Position Office 

Wave 1: Exploratory interviews 

1 2016-02-02 Consultant Örnsköldsvik 

2 2016-02-02 Consultant Sundsvall 
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3 2016-02-02 Manager Umeå/ 

Örnsköldsvik 

4 2016-02-03 Consultant Umeå 

5 2016-02-03 Manager Sundsvall 

6 2016-02-04 Consultant Luleå 

7 2016-02-04 Manager Luleå 

Wave 2: Semi-structured interviews 

8 2016-03-03 Consultant Örnsköldsvik 

9 2016-03-02 Consultant Umeå 

10 2016-02-29 Consultant Luleå 

11 2016-03-01 Consultant Luleå 

12 2016-03-02 Consultant Umeå 

13 2016-03-03 Consultant Örnsköldsvik 

14 2016-04-04 Consultant Umeå 

15 2016-04-04 Consultant Sundsvall 

16 2016-03-07 Consultant Örnsköldsvik 

17 2016-03-07 Consultant Sundsvall 

18 2016-03-08 Consultant Sundsvall 

19 2016-03-09 Consultant Örnsköldsvik 

20 2016-03-09 Consultant Luleå 

21 2016-03-10 Consultant Sundsvall 

22 2016-03-10 Consultant Luleå 

23 2016-03-18 Consultant Umeå 

Wave 3: Confirmation interviews 

24 2016-05-25 Consultant Örnsköldsvik 

25 2016-05-25 Consultant Umeå 

26 2016-05-25 Consultant Luleå 

27 2016-05-26 Consultant Sundsvall 
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3.3.1 Wave 1: Exploratory interviews 

Exploratory interviews were conducted in the first wave to explore the research 

questions, which provided the researchers with new data and new insights to the problem 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007). The interview questions were linked to the main 

areas of interest of this research. However, the outcome formed the foundation of the 

research and it guided the researchers to new literature topics to immerse in.  

In order to find and interview technical consultants, the researcher used snowball 

sampling to select the interview sample. The researchers got help from the company 

supervisors to select an initial group of respondents. Thereafter the initial respondents 

identified additional people for the researchers to include in the research. In total, seven 

interviews were conducted: one technical consultant from each of the four offices and 

the three office managers (Umeå and Örnsköldsvik has the same manager). Furthermore, 

the interviews were conducted through telephone, except for the office in Luleå, where 

personal interviews were conducted. The interviews with the consultants lasted from 10 

to 20 minutes and the interviews with the managers lasted from 20 to 30 minutes.  

The interviews were based on predetermined questions, which differed between the 

consultants and the managers (see Appendix I and Appendix II). Moreover, in order to 

get basic understanding of the situation, the questions were formulated so the 

respondents could freely talk about the topic. Examples of questions asked in this wave 

are: “Does your manager encourage you to come up with new ideas?” and “Do you 

think that Knowit is encouraging its employees to be creative and come up with new 

ideas?”. The interviews during this wave were summarised by the researchers during 

the interview (not recorded) and may have caused some interview bias.  

3.3.2 Wave 2: Semi-structured Interviews 

The second wave was an extension of Wave 1 and it composed of semi-structured 

interviews, which were based on a predetermined interview guide with specific themes 

to be discussed (see Appendix III). The aim of this wave was to provide the researchers 
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with rich information of what factors that affect individuals to successfully balance 

exploitation and exploration. For example, the respondents were asked to give an 

example of an ongoing or completed project that showed the problems and/or the 

opportunities they had to develop their daily work. A similar question was asked to 

investigate the situation regarding exploratory activities. 

The interview sample in this wave was selected in the same manner as in Wave 1. The 

sample consisted of 16 interviews, four interviews from each office of Knowit. The 

interviews were recorded and they lasted approximately 60 minutes each. 

3.3.3 Wave 3: Confirmation interviews 

During the third wave was four confirmation interviews conducted, which lasted 

between 15 to 25 minutes. These interviews served to complement previously interview 

material to eliminate gaps and to get a deeper insight in the areas that have been proved 

to be relevant in the data analysis. Thus, the selection sample was previous respondents 

with ambiguous statements and former respondents with interesting answers. 

Furthermore, new interviews were carried out until no new information was found. The 

researchers used an interview guide (see Appendix VI) while conducting the interviews 

in order to avoid interviewer bias. The respondents’ answers during this wave were not 

recorded, but summarised by the researcher who performed the interviews. 

3.3.4 Participant observations and documents 

Participant observations were made at the office in Luleå during a period of 20 weeks. 

The observations were based on interesting conversations among/with technical 

consultants, which provided the researchers with honest and unknown information 

related to the research questions. Moreover, it allowed the researchers to get insight into 

the technical consultants working context, relationship and behaviour (Bryman, 2011). 

In order to avoid lost and/or distorted information, the researchers discussed the 

information they observed between each other as soon as possible an observation had 

been made. Furthermore, the researchers made use of Knowit’s website in support to 

determine how the organisation perceive themselves. 
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3.4  Data analysis 

The researchers used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis coding process to 

analyse and create meaningful patterns within the collected empirical data. The process 

contains six phases: familiarising yourself with the data, generating initial codes, 

searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing 

the report. Figure 3 below shows the thematic coding process.  

 

Figure 3: Thematic coding process 

Initially, the researchers familiarised themselves with the empirical data. Moreover, the 

data were read several times in order to get a comprehensive understanding of the 

content of the interviews. Subsequently, the interview material was encoded and further 

combined into first-order categories. Thereafter, the categories were reviewed and some 

categories were combined to create second-order themes. Defining themes was the last 

stage before the researchers wrote down their findings. According to Braun and Clarke 

(2006), defining themes includes: identifying the ‘essence’ of what each theme is about 

(as well as the themes overall), and determining what aspect of the data each theme 

captures” (p.92). Moreover, insignificant themes were eliminated. Lastly, the themes 

were further developed in four overarching dimensions. The coding procedure is 

exemplified in Table 3 below. 
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Table 3: Excerpt from an interview 

Excerpt from an interview Code 

I have too much to do and projects at several customers, thus 

I do not have time to make improvements of my daily 

operations or obtain new knowledge. 

Shortage of time 

In total, 13 themes were identified from the analysis of the semi-structured interviews 

in Wave 2. The data coding structure can be seen in Figure 4 in the following chapter.  

3.5 Quality assurance 

In order to increase the credibility of this research, all answers were treated 

anonymously. Thus, the respondents were able to express themselves freely without fear 

of adverse consequences. Moreover, all respondents were given sufficient time to 

answer the questions asked. Since the researchers performed almost half of the 

interviews each, in order to secure the quality and have the ability to compare responses 

between the respondents, the researchers followed the interview guides 

The research is highly dependent on the semi-structured interviews from Wave 2. 

Furthermore, the outcome was verified by the result from the observations and the 

documents. The outcome has also been compared with theory from peer-reviewed 

articles within similar topic areas (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

The university supervisor has reviewed the research on several occasions in addition to 

the mandatory seminars. On these occasions has emerging problems and the research 

progress been discussed. In conjunction with the seminars, an additional university 

supervisor and three other students reviewed the research. The students gave an 

objective perspective of this research by examining the work through the whole process 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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4 EMPERICAL FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the empirical findings from the collected and analysed data. This 

research has addressed the following research questions: (1) what factors hinders and/or 

facilitates consultants in small to medium-sized technical consulting firms to work with 

exploitation and exploration, and (2) how can consultants in small to medium sized 

technical consulting firms balance exploitation and exploration? Moreover, this chapter 

begins with a description of the research’s data coding structure, which can be seen in 

Figure 4 below. The initial coding was based on statements from the respondents, which 

resulted in first-order categories. The first order-categories later collapsed into second-

order themes with more abstract interpretations. Afterward, the second-order themes 

were subsumed under four overarching dimensions. Subsequently, the second section 

presents the framework developed from this research (see Figure 5). The framework 

describes four types of consultants who exhibit different behaviours in terms of 

balancing exploitation and exploration: “Ambidextrous innovators”, “Worker bees”, 

“Knowledge seekers” and “Knowledge refiners”, and projects that are suitable to the 

different consultant types. 
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Figure 4: Data coding structure 
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4.1 Overarching dimensions: Hindering and facilitating factors of exploitation 

and exploration 

Four overarching dimensions were identified through this research: hindering factors of 

exploitative activities, hindering factors of exploratory activities, facilitating factors of 

exploitative activities and facilitating factors of exploratory activities.  

4.1.1 Hindering factors of exploitative activities  

The first dimension hindering of exploitative activities in Figure 4 refers to factors that 

hinder consultants to develop and improve their daily work. Three second-order themes 

were identified within this dimension: lack of guidelines on how to work with knowledge 

sharing activities, steered resources and absence of personal interest. An overview of 

this dimensions and its second-order themes and some representative quotations are 

shown in Table 4 below, followed by a discussion of its first-order categories. 

Table 4: Factors that hinders exploitation 

Second-order themes 

First-order categories 

Representative quotations 

 
 

1. Lack of guidelines on how to 

work with knowledge sharing 

activities 

 

No knowledge sharing 

process 

There is no formal process of how to capture and share 

knowledge within/from projects. I do not know if and how I 

should transmit knowledge I learned. I think it is up to each 

consultant to share his or her knowledge.  

 

No knowledge of who 

knows what 

I do not know whom to ask for help, because I do not know 

what knowledge my colleagues possesses. 

 

2. Steered resources 

A quest to devote all time on 

the customer 

 

 

 

Management encourage all consultants to devote all working 

hours on customers’ problems. 

 

Customers have their own 

routines 

Customers have their own routines, which means that we 

cannot control our work. 

 

As consultants, we are limited by deadlines and our 

customers’ budget. Thus, it is difficult for us to improve 

existing solutions. 
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3. Absence of personal interest 

No interest in improving 

efficiency 

Some consultants lack interest to enhance efficiency, and that 

is something you cannot do anything about. 

 

 

Lack of guidelines on how to work with knowledge sharing activities. ‘The first 

category’ relates to the lack of shared knowledge between the consultants within the 

same office, but also between the different offices. Today, the consultants have no 

defined guidelines regarding how to work in order to be more efficient. Moreover, most 

of the consultants have no plan or structure about how to distribute their working hours 

between the daily work and the efficiency of it. A respondent said:  

There are no procedures on how to improve efficiency. It is up to us to plan for such 

activities 

‘The second category’ underlines the consultants’ problem about whom to ask for help. 

Many consultants expressed that they do not know what knowledge their colleagues 

possesses and thus do not know whom to ask for help. In particular, they have a question 

within a specific area. In result, knowledge gets lost since the consultants do not share 

their experiences and information with each other. A respondent discussed the problem 

of working independently as: 

We are pretty isolated and do not have much collaboration with our colleagues within 

the same office. 

A cause for this problem is the lack of procedures about how to share knowledge within 

and after project completion. Moreover, two respondents mentioned that the digital era 

has made knowledge sharing easier. For example, the consultants are using chat 

programs to ease the communication among them. However, even though the 

consultants have better communication tools today is the knowledge sharing processes 

among the consultants not optimal. 
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Steered resources. ‘The third category’ refers to the organisation’s priority of the 

consultants spending all their working hours on their customers’ problems. Thus, the 

consultants rarely have time to develop or improve existing solutions. Moreover, the 

majority of the consultants highlighted that customers desires quick solutions. 

Consequently, the consultants do not have time to reflect or try alternative solutions. A 

respondent insisted that there is shortage of time to reflect on efficient solution, he said: 

"We have no time to think or philosophise". 

‘The fourth category’, describes the challenge with time shortage to perform 

exploitation activities. All customers have their own routines, fixed deadlines and 

resources. A lot of the respondents felt that customers want to keep costs down and 

therefore do not want to spend money on exploitation, even though it may lead to 

increased costs due to efficiency losses. 

Absence of personal interest. ‘The fifth category’ refers to consultants with no interest 

to work with exploitative activities. However, many of the respondents underlined that 

it is their responsibility to develop and improve the efficiency of their daily work, but 

some consultants lack the personal interest to do it. Consultants with absence of personal 

interest do not prioritise exploitation and in the worst case resist it. In regard to this 

context, a consultant expressed: “Some consultants are not interested, and it has to be 

acceptable”. 

4.1.2 Hindering factors of exploratory activities 

The second dimension hindering of exploratory activities in Figure 4 refers to factors 

that hinder consultants to develop and acquire new knowledge related to their daily 

work. Three second-order themes were identified within this dimension: lack of 

guidelines on how to work with exploratory activities, inadequate support from 

management and lacking exploratory mindset. An overview of this dimensions and its 

second-order themes and some representative quotations are shown in Table 5 below, 

followed by a discussion of its first-order categories. 
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Table 5: Factors that hinder exploration 

 
Second-order themes 

First-order categories 

  Representative quotations 

 

1. Lack of guidelines on how to  

work with exploratory activities 

 

Unclear guidelines I do not know if it is my responsibility to acquire new 

knowledge. Furthermore, I do not know what restrictions to 

relate to. For example, it might be that I am interested in a 

particular area, which Knowit does not want to continue 

working on. In those occasions, it would have been useful to 

know the relevance of the knowledge I have searched for. I 

do not want to waste my time on something unnecessary. 

  

Shortage of time It is hard to search for new knowledge if you are busy solving 

your customers’ problems. 

It is difficult for me to find time to develop or improve my 

daily work, as my customer controls my work. 

  

2. Inadequate support from 

management 

Controlled knowledge 

acquisition 

 

Lack of management support 

 

 

 

There is a risk that I lose my motivation to acquire new 

knowledge if my manager is in control of it. 

 

My manager does not encourage me to come up with new 

ideas. 

3. Lacking exploratory mindset 

No curiosity for exploratory 

activities 

 

I’m quite lazy. I prefer to do things I already have experience 

in, since I know how to do such tasks. However, the reality 

does not work like that. As a consultant, I must constantly 

search for new knowledge and learn new things. 

 

 

Lack of guidelines on how to work with exploratory activities. ‘The first category’ 

describes the challenge of unclear guidelines of what knowledge to search for. Among 

the respondents, it was a considerable ambiguity regarding whose responsibility it is to 

track trends within relevant fields. Some of the respondents wondered if it was their 

responsibility to update their knowledge and track trends or if it was the manager’s 

responsibility to educate them about what to specifically look for. However, even if the 

consultants are the ones responsible, they do not know what to look for. A respondent 

that was uncertain in the area described said: 
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Who is responsible for what knowledge to search for and what restrictions do I have 

as a consultant to stick to? 

‘The second category’ is directed to the problem with time shortage. Many respondents 

felt that it is difficult to spot trends in their fields, because they are occupied by solving 

their customers’ problems. Furthermore, the consultants are encouraged by their 

managers to gain knowledge on their leisure. However, this is not an optimal solution 

to the problem since the consultants’ private life is affected negatively. A respondent 

expressed the problematic in the area as:  

The fact that the acquisition of new knowledge must take place after working hours 

makes it difficult for me to get it together with the rest of my private life. 

Many consultants feel that their customers and their routines are controlling them, as 

they cannot work as freely as they wish to. In result, they are struggling to find time to 

work on exploratory activities. Customers pay for the consultants’ expertise. Hence, 

they are not willing to give the consultants time to work on other things then the original 

problem. Although, some consultants experience that customer appreciate when they 

give them suggestions for new ideas, except if an ideas implies bigger changes in the 

business. As a consequence, some of the respondents mentioned that they do not longer 

give suggestions bigger ideas since they think they will be rejected, or at least not 

realised. Moreover, since new projects stimulate consultants to search for new 

knowledge, it is risky to stay too long with a customer. In the long term, it worsened the 

condition for knowledge acquisition. 

Inadequate support from management. ‘The third category’ describes the challenges 

linked to the risk of loosed motivation. As a respondent mentioned: “It is interesting to 

learn new things, but it is not satisfying to learn new things if someone else forces you 

to do it”. Instead, some consultants prefer to manage their own knowledge acquisition. 

Another respondent said: “It is fun to learn new things, but not when you are controlled 

of what to learn”. 
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‘The fourth category’ is linked to the consultant’s experience regarding new ideas and 

the further development of them. A respondent express:  

I do not feel that my manager has supported me to come up with new ideas. Thus, it 

feels like a waste of time to even try. 

Lacking exploratory mindset. ‘The fifth category’ describes the problem associated to 

the consultants with no curiosity for exploratory activities. In order to work with 

exploration, it is important to be curious and interested to learn new knowledge. Many 

respondents in this research confirmed the importance of this personality trait. However, 

even if the consultants described the importance of exploratory activities for the long-

term viability, some consultants preferred to do work tasks that they did have performed 

before. A respondent expressed: “Many consultants do not want to learn new knowledge 

until it is actually needed”. This consultant preferred to work on tasks that he already 

understand and know how to solve. 

4.1.3 Facilitating factors of exploitative activities 

The third dimension facilitating factors of exploitative activities in Figure 4 refers to 

factors that facilitate consultants to develop and acquire new knowledge related to their 

daily work. Three second-order themes were identified within this dimension: building 

guidelines for working with knowledge sharing activities, personal time management 

and seeking customer refinement opportunities. An overview of this dimensions and its 

second-order themes and some representative quotations are shown in Table 6 below, 

followed by a discussion of its first-order categories. 
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Table 6: Factors that facilitate exploitation 

Second-order themes 

First-order categories 

Representative quotations 

 

 

1. Building guidelines for 

working with knowledge sharing 

activities 

 

Building knowledge network We have started a competence network to ease the knowledge 

sharing among the organisation. We are divided in small groups 

based on our interests. The small groups make it easier for us 

to get to know each other and the competencies our colleagues 

possess. Thus, it increases the propensity to share knowledge 

and help each other. 

 

Informal knowledge sharing  Educational meeting and workshops are good occasions to 

share knowledge. 

 

Ensuring physical proximity 

 

Small office landscape makes it easier to hear and talk with 

colleagues. Moreover, it makes it easier to ask someone for 

help. 

2. Personal time management  

Use of task prioritisation tools I think that checklists are a good way of keeping track of what 

to do during the day. Moreover, I prioritise my activities in 

order to better manage unforeseen activities when they occur. 

 

Utilise calmer periods to 

refine work approach 

It is up to me what to do during periods of low occupancy. 

However, it is a good opportunity to work on projects that I 

otherwise do not have time for. 

  

Dedicated time We need time to set aside time to work with improvements, 

since there is no time during projects for such activities. 

 

3. Seeking customer refinement 

opportunities 

Proactive toward customers 

 

 

 

We need to be proactive and encourage our customers to 

improve their business. Customers usually do not know what 

they want. 

 

 

Building guidelines for working with knowledge sharing activities. ‘The first category’ 

emphasises how consultants can ease the knowledge sharing among each other in order 

to increase exploitation. As mentioned, the current knowledge sharing process is not 

optimal, neither within nor between the offices. The consultants do not know what 

knowledge the other consultants possess. Thus, it is difficult for them to know whom to 

ask for help for a question in a specific area. However, a competence network has been 
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developed to ease the knowledge sharing among the consultants. The competence 

network will make it possible for consultants with similar interest to come together and 

share experiences, knowledge and trends they have tracked. Many of the respondents 

believed that it would facilitate the dissemination of knowledge, especially between the 

offices. A respondent described: 

The competence network is a way to formalise and set routines for how we can ease 

the knowledge sharing with each other. 

Some consultants also mentioned that it would be fun to get to know the other 

consultants within the organisation, which is something that the competence network 

facilitates. Moreover, some of the consultants believed it would be easier to ask for help 

if one were in a small group. Many of the consultant described that they are afraid to 

send a question to a lot of consultants, as they think they will make a fool of themselves. 

Additionally, a consultant thought his colleagues would think of him as less intelligent 

if he asked questions.  

“The second category’ stresses occasions for the consultants to share knowledge. Many 

of the consultants mentioned that lunches are a good opportunity to gather all the 

interested consultants within the own office to share knowledge with each other. A 

respondent described the opportunity as followed: 

If we have new ideas or have spotted a trend that we think others will benefit from, 

lunches are a good opportunity to gather and inform each other. 

“The third category” underlines physical proximity. A few consultants stated that small 

office landscapes make it easier for them to spontaneously ask each other questions. A 

respondent expressed the one advantages of this as follows: “Asking my colleague can 

save me a quarter of work”. 

Personal time management.  ‘The fourth category’ refers to a respondent who indicated 

that all consultants should structure their work. He expressed the following:  
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“All consultants should structure their daily activities by making a priority list in 

order to keep track of what to do and in what order of priority”. 

‘The fifth category’ stresses that consultants should use the periods of lower occupancy 

to work on thing they otherwise do not have time for. A respondent expressed: 

If you have time over, you can take the opportunity to look at things you otherwise not 

have had time to do. 

 ‘The sixth category’ refers to the importance of a supportive manager. Most of the 

consultants experienced that they had to charge customers' for hours. Thus, they rarely 

got time over to make improvements. Many of the respondents expressed that they 

wanted time work on exploitative activities e.g. once a week or some hours each month. 

A respondent said: 

We need a long-term plan about how to balance the problem with time shortage, 

especially in long-term projects. Alternatively, 90% work on the customers’ problems 

and 10% on development and improvements. 

Seeking customer refinement opportunities. ‘The seventh category’ refers to the 

consultants that are proactive toward their customers. Since consultants are expected to 

deliver solutions to customers within specific time frames, it is important for them to be 

proactive and provide efficiency solutions since customers often do not know what they 

want. A respondent described the importance of this area of being proactive towards 

customers as the following: “Customers do not understand the effect of streamlining 

their processes. Instead, they focus too much on cost and time”. 
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4.1.4 Facilitating factors of exploratory activities 

The fourth dimension facilitating factors of exploratory activities in Figure 4 refers to 

factors that facilitate consultants to develop and acquire new knowledge related to their 

daily work. Three second-order themes were identified within this dimension: building 

guidelines for working with exploratory activities, supportiveness of management and 

knowledge search and sharing activities. An overview of this dimensions and its second-

order themes and some representative quotations are shown in Table 7 below, followed 

by a discussion of its first-order categories. 

 

Table 7: Factors that facilitate exploration 

Second-order themes 

First-order categories 

Representative Quotations 

 

  

1. Building guidelines for 

working with exploratory 

activities 

 

Responsiveness to new 

knowledge 

I base my knowledge acquisition on the customers' strategy. 

 

Utilise calmer periods for 

knowledge search 

 

I Usually, I utilise the calmer periods between two projects to 

search for new knowledge in order to be prepared for the start of 

the new project. The time is also excellent to use for other 

knowledge acquisition, which I otherwise do not have time for. 

 

2. Supportiveness of 

management 

Management insight 

 

 

 

Development discussion is a good occasion to highlight the areas 

I am interested in and for the manager to give guidance on what 

areas to immerse in. All consultants should be searching for new 

knowledge. It should be a requirement. 

I would like appreciation from my manager when I come up with 

innovative ideas. 

 

Prioritise dedicated 

consultants 

 

Some consultants should be dedicated extra time on exploration. 

 

3. Knowledge search and 

sharing activities 

 

Finding new opportunities 

through knowledge networks 

Competence network to learn about trends in my field and 

knowledge gaining through workshops. 
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Building guidelines for working with exploratory activities. ‘The first category’ 

underlines how the consultants can become more attentive to new knowledge and 

increase the performance of exploratory activities. Many consultants described that they 

though it was important for them to be attentive to market changes. A respondent 

described the importance as followed: 

In the industry in which we operate in, it is about delivering knowledge and skills. In 

the industry we are operating in, it is important to deliver knowledge and skills. If we 

do not have time to improve our skills and knowledge other than in the projects we are 

operates in, in the long run, the customers will see us as less attractive. 

‘The second category’ refers to consultants that take advantage of periods of lower 

occupancy in order to search for knowledge. Many of the consultants describes that 

these periods are optimal for gathering of new knowledge and analyses the latest trends 

in the market. The best opportunity for exploration is when the consultants have no 

running project. A respondent said as followed: “We usually use the more periods of 

lower occupancy to discuss things we need and want to do”. 

Supportiveness of management. ‘The third category’ highlights the importance of the 

managers’ insight. Some consultants mentioned that the development discussions are a 

good opportunity for the consultants to have a conversation with manager on possible 

areas to immerse in. On these occasions, the manager could provide the consultants with 

guidance on possible areas to improve, which are in line with both the organisation and 

the customers. 

Based on the case study, some consultants have greater personal interest than others to 

acquire and develop new knowledge. Some consultants said that it is their own interest 

to learn and develop their own knowledge in order to be an attractive consultant. 

However, there are always those who do not have the interest to work with exploratory 

activities. A consultant thought that these consultants need more support from the 

managers and he described it as follows: 
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Those individuals who do not have the interest should be encouraged by management 

and appreciated when carrying out exploration activities. 

‘The fourth category’ underlines that the consultants that have the personal interest 

should be provided more time to perform such activities. Moreover, many respondents 

confirmed this statement. As a consequence to provide some consultants more time to 

perform exploratory activities, the gained knowledge would disseminated widely in the 

organisation. One of the respondents suggested the following recommendation within 

the area: 

The lack of time affects the drive and energy to explore what is new. My suggestion 

would be to identify consultants that are interested in investing time and effort to work 

with exploration as a part of their job. For example, A consultant could spend 50% of 

his or her working hours on customer projects and the other 50% to explore new 

knowledge and distribute it to his or hers colleagues. 

Knowledge search and sharing activities. ‘The fifth category’ highlighted the 

competence network, which has been mentioned before to be a good way to gather 

consultants from different offices and areas to share knowledge with each other. It will 

make it easier to ask for the consultants to ask each other for help. Moreover, they can 

have workshops in order to share knowledge and develop new ideas. All consultants 

have mentioned the potential of this competence network. Moreover, many of the 

respondents indicated that they believed that the given time to dispose in the competence 

network and the compensation to work with it would motivate the consultants to work 

with exploration and increase the overall knowledge among the consultants. A 

respondent said: “It is very good that they give us compensation in order to use the 

competence network. I think more consultants will use it then”. 
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4.2 Towards a framework for balancing individual exploitation and exploration 

Based on the empirical data, a framework was developed that captures the behaviour of 

four different types of consultants (see Figure 5). The four consultant types are: 

“Ambidextrous innovators”, “Worker bees”, “Knowledge seekers” and “Knowledge 

refiners”. Moreover, it provides suggestions to what kinds of projects the different 

consultants are suited to perform in relation to their interest of working with exploitative 

and exploratory activities. 

 

 

Figure 5: Framework of empirical findings 
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4.2.1 High performers: “Ambidextrous innovators” 

Fundamental factors for ambidextrous innovators are time and personal interest. These 

consultants achieve exploitation and exploration by their curiosity and attentiveness to 

new trends in their field. Moreover, they are interested in the development and the 

improvement of their daily work. A shared belief among the high performers is that 

knowledge sharing makes the organisation more efficient. Ambidextrous innovators 

also experience that knowledge acquisition is an important part of their work. Moreover, 

some of them devote part of their leisure time to e.g. read books in their field in order to 

enhance their knowledge. Furthermore, these consultants have a higher tendency to 

attend conferences, take courses, etc. in order to gain new knowledge and spot new 

trends. 

In general, consultants need resources to work with exploitation and exploration 

simultaneously. However, ambidextrous innovators find ways to work on innovative 

tasks despite the constraints by for example utilizing periods of low occupancy to work 

on projects, which they otherwise do not have time for. Furthermore, they give their 

customers suggestions for improvements.  

Ambidextrous innovators are best suited for projects with room for changes and 

improvements with no strict routines and processes. Such projects allow the consultants 

to improve their everyday work. Furthermore, it makes it possible for the consultants try 

on new solutions or implement new ideas in projects.  

4.2.2 Low achievers: “Worker bees” 

Worker bees do not work with either exploitation or exploration for several reasons. 

First, they often lack a personal mindset to develop an already existing solution or to 

gain new knowledge. Second, they often need and lack guidelines on how to work with 

explorative and exploratory activities. Third, they think the project restrictions are 

unclear. Fourth, they perceived lack of management support due to lack resources to 

perform these activities. Thus, low achievers do not try to make their daily work more 

efficient, if it is not a part of the work task. This also applies to exploratory activities. 
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Moreover, knowledge sharing is not prioritised among worker bees and some of them 

think it is a waste of their time that is already scarce. In result of these reasons, 

exploitation and exploration activities are not being performed. 

Working bees are best suited for projects with established routines and processes. 

Furthermore, they fit projects that will not be further developed and projects that are 

strict controlled by customers. Such projects allow consultants to “just” solve their 

customers’ problems.  

4.2.3 Dominant exploration: “Knowledge seekers” 

Consultants that have a dominance of exploration, in comparison to exploitation, are 

characterised as knowledge seekers. Knowledge seekers are described as curious and 

attentive to new knowledge and they are interested to create new solutions and search 

for new knowledge. Moreover, they are not prioritising exploitative activities and are 

thus working to develop and improve their daily work. In order to create a proper balance 

between both activities, the consultants must distribute their resources better.  

Knowledge seekers utilise periods with low occupancy to work with explorative 

activities, rather than exploitative activities. Furthermore, they are interested to attend 

conferences and take courses in order to spot new trends in their field.  

It is important that consultants with this type are provided with resources and encourage 

by the management to work with exploitation activities in order to develop and improve 

their daily work. Moreover, these consultants feel that they lack guidelines about how 

to work with knowledge sharing activities. A good way to acquire new knowledge and 

improve existing solutions is to create a functioning collaboration and transparency 

between the internal consultants. By utilising each other's knowledge they can avoid to 

"reinventing the wheel many times over". 

Knowledge seekers are more suited for projects within new knowledge areas, because 

of their curiosity and interest to acquire new knowledge. These consultants are suited to 

be a part of start-up phases of new projects, as they could stimulate and help their 

colleagues to "think outside the box" by e.g. brainstorming activities. These consultants 
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would benefit from bigger responsibilities in e.g. knowledge sharing network since they 

will be accountable for informing colleagues about new trends etc. 

4.2.4 Dominant exploitation: “Knowledge refiners” 

Consultants that prioritise exploitative activity over exploratory activities are 

characterised as knowledge refiners. Thus, they miss out new trends in their field. 

Knowledge refiners have an interest to improve already existing solutions, they work 

well in groups and they are good at taking advantages of periods with low occupancy to 

work with improvements. Moreover, they are not afraid to ask their colleagues for help 

when they are stuck. However, they are not interested in gaining new knowledge. Thus, 

they are not good in sharing new knowledge to either their colleagues or throughout the 

organisation.  

Knowledge refiners often lack the exploratory mindset. However, these consultants felt 

that they lacked guidelines and support from their managers to work with exploration. 

Thus, they need support and instructions to perform exploratory activities. Moreover, 

these consultants must be informed about the importance of exploration and the 

consequences of only performing exploitation.  

Knowledge refiners are characterised by their exploitation dominance and are thus 

suited for projects with set systems, but with space for further development and 

improvements. Furthermore, they are suited for project with same or similar work tasks 

they have performed before. Thus, they would not be pressured to perform a lot of 

exploratory activities, as they will know what to do and how to do it.  
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5 DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this research was to enhance the understanding of how technical 

consultants successfully can balance exploitation and exploration within small to 

medium-sized technical consulting firms by addressing the following research 

questions: (1) what factors hinders and/or facilitates consultants in small to medium-

sized technical consulting firms to work with exploitation and exploration, and (2) how 

can consultants in small to medium-sized technical consulting firms balance 

exploitation and exploration? 

The empirical findings from the qualitative case study revealed significant insights. The 

research showed several factors that hinders exploitation (e.g. lacking guidelines on how 

to work with knowledge sharing activities and no interest in improving everyday 

activities) and exploration (e.g. unclear guidelines for exploratory activities and lacking 

exploratory mindset). In addition, the findings underline factors that facilitate 

exploitation (e.g. prioritise knowledge sharing activities and interest in improving 

efficiency) and exploration (e.g. being attentive to new knowledge and having support 

from management with resources). 

According to this research, personality and time are the most vital factors. Almost all 

consultants mentioned curiosity and interest to develop existing solutions and search for 

new knowledge as significant factors in order to work with exploitation and exploration. 

Moreover, the majority of the respondents stated that time shortage was the greatest 

cause for not working with exploitation and exploration. However, it is important for 

consultants to take all factors into consideration, since they all affect their chance to 

successfully balance exploitation and exploration. By possessing knowledge about the 

affecting factors, the consultants will be aware of what factors that help and what factors 

that limit their productivity.  

Finally, this research developed a framework (see Figure 5) that visualises four different 

types of consultants, which are: ambidextrous innovators, worker bees, knowledge 

seekers and knowledge refiners. Ambidextrous innovators are good at balancing 

exploitation and exploration (e.g. curious about new knowledge and interest in 



37 
  

improvements for efficiency). Contrary, working bees are described to neither work with 

exploitation nor exploration (e.g. lacking exploitative and exploratory mindset). In 

addition, knowledge seekers have a dominance of exploration (e.g. utilise calmer 

periods for knowledge search and lacking guidelines on how to work with exploitation 

activities) and knowledge refiners have a dominance of exploitation (e.g. utilise calmer 

periods to efficiency everyday activities and lacking exploratory mindset). Moreover, 

the framework also indicates projects that are suitable for the identified consultant types. 

5.1 Theoretical contribution 

In accordance with prior literature on ambidexterity, organisations need to pursue both 

exploitation and exploration to be successful (McDermott & Prajogo, 2012). However, 

literatures in the research field have vague explanations about how a successful balance 

can be achieved, especially at an individual level. Furthermore, literature in this area 

have mostly discussed this challenge from an organisation’s and/or a manager’s point 

of view. It has thus failed to account for the factors that affect individuals to balance 

exploitation and exploration. By investigating this challenge with individuals as the 

analysis unit, this research contributes to the existing literature by giving a new 

perspective to the problem. Moreover, the research’s result provides a detailed 

description of the factors that affect consultants to work with both activities. 

By identified factors that affect consultants to balance exploitation and exploration, this 

research contribute to existing literature with knowledge about how individuals can 

achieve a successful balance of the two activities. Thus, it will increase the chance of 

technical consultants to balance successfully, as they will be aware of what factors that 

have a positive effect as well as negative impact on their work with both activities. 

According to Raisch et al., (2009), organisations with dominance of exploration tends 

to produce too many ideas that cannot be taken into consideration or further developed, 

which is considered as waste of resources. This problem is especially addressed to 

SMEs, because of their resources scarcity. Due to this challenge, SMEs was selected as 

one of the research areas to immerse in. Thus, the result has contributed to the existing 



38 
  

literature within the area of SMEs with new knowledge. Further argued by Raisch et al., 

(2009), an organisation that has a dominance of exploitation prevent themselves from 

adapting to market changes.  

This research contributes with a framework that visualises four different consultant 

types and their interest in exploitative and exploratory activities. Consultants are either 

interested in both exploitation and exploration, or neither interested in exploitation nor 

exploration. Furthermore, consultants can either have a dominance of exploitative 

activities or a dominance of exploratory activities. This framework can be used to handle 

the problem of an imbalance of exploitation and exploration, since the consultants would 

be able to identify themselves, or their manager can identify them, within the four 

consultant types. Thus, they will know if they have a good balance, if they have a 

dominance of either exploitation or exploration, or if they are uninterested in both. 

Moreover, the framework provides example of projects that are suitable for the different 

consultant types.  

Prior literatures about ambidextrous organisations, SMEs and PBOs were combined in 

this research to elucidate in detail how technical consultants successfully can balance 

exploitation and exploration. This combination of literature areas is the greatest 

theoretical contribution this research makes. 

5.2 Managerial implications 

The empirical findings from this research have important implications for managerial 

practice. Saunila and Ukko (2014), indicates vague explanations about how to balance 

exploitation and exploration at the individual level. The research’s result contributes to 

Saunila and Ukko (2014) by indicating what factors that affect individuals to 

successfully balance exploitation and exploration. Furthermore, the framework 

developed can be used as a guideline for consultants since it indicates different 

consultant types linked to the problem of balancing exploitation and exploration. 

It is important to remember that all individuals are unique and so are the conditions of 

different projects. Thus, the findings from this research are recommendations about how 
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to work with exploitative and exploratory activities. This also applies to the project 

recommendations for the different consultant types. Moreover, managers could use the 

developed framework in order to give their consultants support and guidance about how 

to successfully work with exploitation and exploration, as they will be aware of what 

factors that affects the consultants to balance. Additionally, managers can use this 

framework as a support for placing consultants in projects that they are most suited for. 

In line with the respondents from the case study, the consultants are encouraged by their 

managers to devote all their working hours on their customers’ problems. Unfortunately, 

the consultants have no time for exploitative and exploratory activities during such 

conditions. However, this is not only a problem for the consultant and his or her career 

development. If the consultants have no time to improve or search for new knowledge 

within a project, it will be harder for them to deliver attractive and breakthrough 

solutions that can lead the growth of the customers’ businesses. 

5.3 Limitation and further research 

The analysis unit in this research was technical consultants from a technical consulting 

firm within the condition for SMEs. However, the empirical findings cannot be 

generalised as this research is based on one kind of consultant within one single firm. 

Thus, further research is needed to validate the results. Moreover, further research is 

needed to establish if the result is applicable in other consultancy-based organisations 

and if the consultants in different business areas are affected by similar and/or different 

factors. A suggestion is to investigate other consultancy-based organisations with other 

specialised consultants in order to see if they confirm the result of this research or 

introduces new factors of exploitation and exploration. Furthermore, it would be 

interesting to see how these consultants can find a successful balance of these activities. 

The researchers suggest a further development of the research with a quantitative 

approach, since this research is based on a qualitative case study. A quantitative 

approach towards the hindering and the facilitating factors could be undertaken in order 

to provide a general view of the factors that were found in this research. Thus, 
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consultants could use the findings of such a research to prioritise the factors that affects 

them in order to achieve a successful balance. 
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Appendix I 

Interview guide for the exploratory interviews with the consultants. 

 

Name: 

Professional role: 

Office: 

Date: 

 

1. What is innovation for you? 

2. What do you think about delivering new ideas to customers? 

3. What do you think Knowit’s customer thinks about proposals for new ideas? Do 

you feel that the customers are encourages you to come up with new ideas? 

4. Do you feel that you have the opportunity to influence an upcoming project by 

coming up with suggestions for new ideas?  

5. Is it possible for you to acquire new knowledge in a project? In terms of 

resources? 

6. If you are not working in a project, what do you do then? 

7. Does your manager encourage you to come up with new ideas?  



 

  

II 

Appendix II 

Interview guide for the exploratory interviews with the managers. 

 

Name: 

Professional role: 

Office: 

Date: 

 

1. What is innovation for you? 

2. How to you think Knowit wants to appear in regard to innovation? 

3. Do you think Knowit is working proactively to come up with new ideas in order 

to stay ahead of competitors? How does Knowit take advantage of the ideas that 

the employees possess?  

4. Do you think that Knowit is encourage its employees to be creative and come up 

with new ideas? Does Knowit encourage its employees to share knowledge with 

each other? 

5. How do you feel about delivering new ideas to customers?  

6. Do you feel that new ideas etc. are encouraged by Knowits customers? 

7. Has Knowit opportunity to influence future projects by proposals for new 

ideas? Is this question raised in the framework agreements? Otherwise, when? 

How does this happen in practice (resources in general)? 

 

  



 

  

III 

Appendix III 

Interview guide for the semi-structured interviews. 

 

Name: 

Professional role: 

Office: 

Date: 

 

Theme 1: Factors that affect an individual to develop its daily operations 

 

1. What incentives encourage you to develop and streamline your daily work? 

2. Are there any procedures regarding how to develop and streamline your daily 

work? 

3. Are there any factors that help you develop and improve the efficiency of your 

daily work? 

4. What drives and get involved in to develop and streamline your everyday work? 

5. What problems or obstacles can affect your efforts to develop and streamline 

your daily work? (Lack of time?, lack of resources?, or lack of knowledge?) 

6. There may be reason for you or other consultants to counteract the development 

and efficiency of your daily work? If so, what would they be? 

7. Can you give examples of ongoing or completed projects that illustrate the 

problems and/or opportunities regarding the development and efficiency of your 

daily work? 

8. Has Knowit’s customer any impact on the development and efficiency of your 

daily work? (E.g. Resources) 

 

 



 

  

IV 

 

Theme 2: Factors that affect the individual’s ability to develop innovative ideas 

 

1. What opportunities are there for you to identify new knowledge from the market? 

2. Are there any procedures for you as a consultant regarding how to 

acquire/develop/explore knowledge? 

3. Are there any factors that facilitate the acquiring/development/exploration of new 

knowledge? 

4. What motivates and engages you to acquire/develop/explore new knowledge? 

5. What problems or obstacles may affect the process of acquire/develop/explore 

new knowledge from the market? (Lack of time?, lack of resources?, or lack of 

knowledge?) 

6. There may be reasons for individuals to counteract acquire/develop/explore new 

knowledge from the market? If so, what would they be? 

7. Can you give examples of ongoing or completed projects that illustrate the 

problems and/or opportunities regarding acquiring/developing/exploring new 

knowledge? 

8. Are you encouraged to come up with new ideas? If yes, who encourages you? 

Can you give an example of it? 

9. Does Knowit’s customer affect you regarding 

acquisition/development/exploration of new knowledge? (E.g. resources?) 

 

Theme 3: Balancing exploitation and exploitation 

1. Can you imagine a "typical person" who is good acquisition/develop/explore new 

knowledge in your organisation? Describe him/her and its abilities/motivations? 

2. How do you feel about these activities? (E.g. personal interest/duty/compulsion?) 

3. Do you share knowledge internally within the office as well as in the 

organisation? Why and how, in such cases? Are there procedures around this? 

4. What do you do if you don’t have a project? If yes, how do you spend your time? 



 

  

V 

5. Can you think of a person who is good at balancing the development of today’s 

business and are good at coming up with more innovative ideas? What 

characterizes the person? 

6. How do you feel that you are managing the balance between the development of 

today’s business and the process of come up with more innovative ideas? 

7. What affects you to balance the development of daily activities and work on more 

innovative ideas? (E.g. resources?) 
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Appendix IV 

Interview guide for the confirmation interviews. 

 

Name: 

Professional role: 

Office: 

Date: 

 

1. If a consultant does not have interest to the development of the daily operations 

or to acquire/develop new knowledge, what kinds of projects do you think is 

suitable for such a consultant? 

2. If a consultant does have interest to the development of the daily operations but 

not to acquire/develop new knowledge, what kinds of projects do you think is 

suitable for such a consultant? 

3. If a consultant does have interest to acquire/develop new knowledge but not to 

the development of the daily operations, what kinds of projects do you think is 

suitable for such a consultant? 

4. If a consultant has interest to the development of the daily operations and to 

acquire/develop new knowledge, what kinds of projects do you think is suitable 

for such a consultant? 

 


