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Abstract This study empirically investigates the relationships of control levers
(belief and boundary systems, Simons 1995) and control context (social and per-
formance management context, Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004) with contextual am-
bidexterity and firm performance. Based on cross-sectional survey data from 198
listed companies in Austria, Germany, and Switzerland, a structural equation model
is used to test the hypothesized relationships. We find that the emphasis on formal
boundary systems and an informal social context are positively related to contextual
ambidexterity, which positively affects firm performance. In contrast, belief systems
and performance management context do not influence contextual ambidexterity.
Further, we find no support for dynamic tensions, neither between the two control
levers nor in the control context.
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1 Introduction

The idea that successful organizations in a dynamic environment are ambidex-
trous—aligned in managing their current business demands while being adaptable to
changes in the environment—frequently recurs in various organizational literature
streams (e.g., Duncan 1976; Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004; Tushman and O’Reilly
1996). Organizations require certain capabilities to enable resilience including both
flexibility for adapting as well as robustness to remain solid when confronted with
adversity (Iborra et al. 2020; Wang et al. 2021). Resilience as a multifaceted and
multi-level construct is relevant on an individual, a team, as well as on an organi-
zational level. We focus here on resilience on an organizational level, where it is
increasingly emphasized that successful organizations manage alignment and adapt-
ability simultaneously in order to reach a high level of resilience (Duncan 1976;
Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004; He and Wong 2004; Lubatkin et al. 2006; Raisch
and Birkinshaw 2008; Tushman and O’Reilly 1996). The capability to manage the
two activities simultaneously is defined as contextual ambidexterity (Gibson and
Birkinshaw 2004).

Our study investigates the role of the organizational context for resilience build-
ing by involving systems, processes, and beliefs that facilitate individual behaviors
of managers and employees (Burgelman 1983; Ghoshal and Bartlett 1994; Gib-
son and Birkinshaw 2004) to achieve contextual ambidexterity. First, we argue that
Gibson and Birkinshaw’s (2004) performance management and social contexts, re-
alizable in the long term, can facilitate contextual ambidexterity. Second, our study
expands the concept of Gibson and Birkinshaw’s (2004) supportive organizational
context, acknowledging that additional short-term implementable antecedents are
necessary for a holistic, supportive context. Drawing on Simons’ (1995) levers of
control framework, we explored whether the two control levers belief and bound-
ary systems are antecedents of contextual ambidexterity, complementing the control
context consisting of social and performance management context. We understand
contextual ambidexterity as a key strategic priority of organizations to build re-
silience (e.g., Bedford 2015) and consider the application of the control levers and
the specific control context as ways to execute the strategy through the creation
of contextual ambidexterity (Lorange 1998). Thus, we empirically investigate the
relationship between control levers (belief and boundary systems) and control con-
text (social and performance management context)—together considered as organi-
zational context—contextual ambidexterity and firm performance.

Our results suggest that a formal boundary system and an informal social context
positively relate to contextual ambidexterity. In contrast, belief systems and perfor-
mance management context do not influence contextual ambidexterity. To support
our results, we tested dynamic tensions between belief and boundary systems, repre-
senting a combined approach for the short-term control lever and between the social
and performance management context, reflecting the long-term control context. We
found no support for dynamic tensions.

We contribute to the existing control and ambidexterity literature in several ways.
First, this study examines several antecedents of contextual ambidexterity, including
performance management context, social context, boundary, and belief system, and
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their effects on firm performance. By adding to the work of Bedford (2015) and
Kruis et al. (2016), we contribute to the understanding of how the levers of control
framework foster ambidexterity on a company level and expand the concept of
the organizational context of Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004). Second, building on
dynamic tensions the study contributes how antecedents operate jointly to develop
contextual ambidexterity.

The paper proceeds as follows. We review the existing literature on contextual
ambidexterity and explain our understanding of an organizational context. We then
present the conceptual model. Subsequently, we summarize the empirical analysis
of the hypotheses with a structural equation modeling approach. Finally, we evaluate
the results, discuss the limitations, and indicate avenues for future research.

2 Theoretical Background

2.1 Contextual Ambidexterity

Organizations engage in two activities, aligning existing capabilities and adapting to
environmental changes (Duncan 1976; Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004; Tushman and
O’Reilly 1996). An organization’s ability to manage those two activities is referred
to as ambidexterity, the term first used by Duncan (1976). Gibson and Birkinshaw
(2004) developed the framework of contextual ambidexterity. Alignment refers to the
coherence of all activities of an organization, whereas adaptability describes the ca-
pability to react to changing demands by reconfiguring operational activities (Gibson
and Birkinshaw 2004). Contextual ambidexterity establishes “both/and-thinking” in
terms of an organization’s or business unit’s behavioral capability to simultaneously
focus on alignment and adaptability (Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004). Processes or
systems that enable and encourage employees to judge individually about dividing
their time build the basis of the behavioral capability to simultaneously focus on
alignment and adaptability (McDonough and Leifer 1983; Tushman and O’Reilly
1996).

Contextual ambidexterity is characterized by decentralized decision-making at the
business front line. Hence, the management’s role is to develop a supportive organi-
zational context in which individuals act. To safeguard an appropriate organizational
context, the management board, in coordination with the supervisory board, has to
decide on the necessary actions to be taken. This organizational context involves
systems, processes, and beliefs facilitating individual behaviors (Burgelman 1983;
Ghoshal and Bartlett 1994; Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004). It requires more flexible
systems and structures that allow motivated employees to act and decide quickly in
the company’s best interest when new opportunities arise (Gibson and Birkinshaw
2004). Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004, p. 211) emphasize the “need for a behavioral
orientation” i.e., the design of a supportive organizational context (see Sect. 2.2).

Prior literature has subsequently explored the positive effects of ambidexterity in
the area of sales growth (e.g., He and Wong 2004; Lin et al. 2007), firm performance
(e.g., Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004; Han and Celly 2008; Lubatkin et al. 2006;
Luger et al. 2018; Stouthuysen et al. 2017), innovation (e.g., Adler et al. 1999; Del
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Giudice et al. 2021; Revilla and Rodríguez-Prado 2018; Rothaermel and Alexandre
2009), research and development activities (e.g., Geerts et al. 2018; McCarthy and
Gordon 2011), market valuation (e.g., Wang and Li 2008), firm survival (e.g., Cottrell
and Nault 2004; Hill and Birkinshaw 2014), and cost of equity capital (Matthews
et al. 2022). March (1991) argues that an organization focusing on two conflicting
activities runs the risk of being mediocre at both, and simultaneously balancing two
activities increases the organization’s reconcilement cost (e.g., Benner and Tushman
2002). Other empirical studies have claimed that ambidexterity has no effect on
firm performance (e.g., Ebben and Johnson 2005; O’Reilly and Tushman 2013).
Their reasoning contradicts the argument that companies that focus solely either
on alignment or adaptability will be confronted with problems and tensions due to
invariably or inflexibilities since focusing on one of these is always at the expense
of the other (March 1991). We follow the argumentation that ambidexterity is a key
driver of the short- and long-term success of organizations due to resilience (Gibson
and Birkinshaw 2004; Iborra et al. 2020; Lubatkin et al. 2006; Wang et al. 2021).

2.2 Organizational Context

Ghoshal and Bartlett (1994) classify organizational context into four behavioral at-
tributes: discipline, stretch, support, and trust. Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) formed
a performance management context in which discipline and stretch represent behav-
ioral components and support and trust represent a social context. Discipline relates
to the organizational context and objectives to commit employees to voluntarily meet
all expectations. It establishes clear standards of performance and behavior; a system
of open, candid, and rapid feedback; and consistency in applying sanctions support
the establishment of discipline. Stretch induces members to strive for ambitious ob-
jectives voluntarily through sharing the same ambitious goals, having a collective
identity, and having the sense to work together for organizational purposes (Gibson
and Birkinshaw 2004). Support refers to mechanisms that encourage employees to
assist and support others. Trust in management activities encourages employees to
rely on the commitment of management and each other (Ghoshal and Bartlett 1994;
Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004).

Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) do not explicitly specify the time horizon required
to implement a performance management context and a social context within an
organization. Rather, they emphasize the importance of achieving a balance between
the constructs to prevent unintentional overbalancing. Thus, we assume a long period
to establish an environment that encourages individuals to push for ambitious goals
within a cooperative environment. We refer to it as a long-term implementable
control context.

In addition, an organization has significant control levers to influence the or-
ganizational context in the short term. We concentrate on Simons’ (1995) belief
and boundary systems, as they contribute to the design of a supportive organi-
zational context: “Beliefs systems create norms and serve as cultural ideals. The
rules embodied in boundary systems both create and are created by the culture of
an organization” (Simons 1995, p. 57). The organization can exercise the control
lever boundary system by influencing the boundaries of employees’ actions (Simons
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1995) or developing a context by shaping methodologies and processes in accordance
with an organization’s objectives (McNulty and Pettigrew 1999). The belief system
can be elaborated by appointing and dismissing the management board members,
supervised activities, and the management board’s advice and involvement in the
company’s strategy. This results in considerable organizational design opportunities
to achieve contextual ambidexterity.

3 Conceptual Model and Hypothesis Development

We hypothesize that belief systems, boundary systems, a performance management
context, and a social context positively relate to contextual ambidexterity (Chap. 3.1).
Moreover, the model assumes a positive relationship of performance management
context and contextual ambidexterity with firm performance (3.2). Fig. 1 illustrates
the theoretical model.

3.1 Organizational Context and Contextual Ambidexterity

3.1.1 Belief Systems

Belief systems address the behavioral component of management controls with an
“explicit set of organizational definitions that senior managers communicate formally
and reinforce systematically to provide basic values, purpose, and direction for the
organization” (Simons 1995, p. 34). Simons argues that belief systems, such as mis-
sion statements, credos, and statements of purpose (Simons 1994, 1995), have an
explicit effect on the motivation and encouragement of employees (Widener 2007).

Fig. 1 Hypothesized structural model
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Thus, belief control systems are presumed to positively affect a firm’s capability
for aligning and adapting activities. They positively force employees to align with
firm values to achieve business goals and encourage them to approach new ideas,
as “the purpose of a belief system is to inspire organisational search and discov-
ery without prescribing the precise nature of the activities” (Mundy 2010, p. 501).
Belief systems motivate individuals, which prevents organizational inertia (Simons
1995). Ideally, motivation leads to an “internalization of values and strategic intent”
(Bedford 2015, p. 16) to streamline valuable projects and efforts. Belief systems
are, thus, assumed to play a vital role in contributing to corporate entrepreneur-
ship by encouraging people of the entire organization to use their creativity (Davila
et al. 2009). Especially a highly competitive environment requires employees “to
discover and make emerge the big ideas of the future”, which are especially im-
portant “to attract and retain entrepreneurs within large established firms or to help
people become more ambidextrous” (Davila et al. 2009, p. 300). The long-term
success of an organization thus might depend on intrapreneurs and their ambidex-
trous orientation. Heinicke et al. (2016) further argue that the more organizations
emphasize a flexible culture, the more they focus on belief controls. Building on
Henri (2006a), a flexible culture emphasizes flexibility values. As a positive and
inspirational control, belief systems allow employees to respond quickly to new
market developments and a changing business environment according to flexibil-
ity values (Heinicke et al. 2016; Henri 2006a). However, to foster ambidexterity,
“a clear and compelling vision, relentlessly communicated by a company’s senior
team, is crucial in building ambidextrous designs” (O’Reilly and Tushman 2004,
p. 81). Also, Jansen et al. (2008) emphasize the relevance of a strong shared vision
for ambidextrous organizations.

Consequently, we propose:

H1 The use of belief systems positively affects contextual ambidexterity.

3.1.2 Boundary Systems

The boundary systems describe formal control mechanisms referring to the organi-
zational activity (Simons 1995). Boundary systems set rules for employees’ behavior
and specify strategic activities by predefining the scope of opportunity search, direct-
ing employees’ attention towards business operations (Simons 1995) that positively
influence firm performance (Frow et al. 2010). To limit opportunity-seeking behav-
ior, organizations use negative or minimum terms to establish boundaries (Simons
1995). By communicating these, employees are in a better position to work towards
an organization’s goal without wasting resources; therefore, they “help to direct
activities to a meaningful end-point, preventing employees from seeking continual
improvements beyond optimal and timely solutions” (Mundy 2010, p. 501). Al-
though boundary systems may restrict the organization’s scope of maneuver, the
presence of boundary systems does not necessarily need to be accompanied by
employees’ loss of motivation or empowerment (Adler and Chen 2011; Frow et al.
2010). Instead, budgets, for example, help companies by serving as a control system,
as the benefits of budgets tend to exceed the costs. In addition, budgets allow orga-
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nizations to continuously adjust to internal and external requirements and strategic
goals (Libby and Lindsay 2010). Budgets, therefore, also create an important op-
portunity to enhance employees’ motivation and participation through decentralized
decision-making structures and the implementation of lean processes. This con-
strained autonomy encourages employees to focus on pivotal performance aspects
with respect to short- and long-term operations (Bedford 2015). Best practices may
guide employees to achieve organizational goals but still provide sufficient space
for flexibility or adjustments while relying on prior accumulated knowledge and re-
liable routines. Organizational learning literature has shown that repeated activities
and their incremental improvement increase effectiveness and efficiency (Levinthal
and March 1993; Levitt and March 1988; March 1991). It is assumed that boundary
systems force managers to unlearn yesterday’s procedures to adapt to tomorrow’s
challenges, which indicates a direct relationship with adaptation (Bedford 2015; Si-
mons 1994). As strategic renewal is fundamental for organizations to secure their
survival, boundary systems “permit discovery and learning, but within clearly de-
fined limits of freedom” (McCarthy and Gordon 2011, p. 247). In addition, boundary
systems provide direction as feedback control (Bedford 2015; McCarthy and Gor-
don 2011). Hence, we expect a positive influence of boundary systems in terms of
aligning and adapting activities of an organization.

Consequently, we propose:

H2 The use of boundary systems positively affects contextual ambidexterity.

3.1.3 Social Context

More complex market circumstances force companies to avert strategic inertia
by continuously developing and evolving new competencies. From a behavioral
perspective, for example, management-employee alertness, openness to change,
and knowledge exchange allow organizations to explore new strategic renewal ap-
proaches (Hess and Hess 2016). Continuous development of dynamic capabilities
must complement strategies to escape organizational inertia (Doz 2007; Floyd and
Lane 2000; Huff et al. 1992). The social context and behavioral orientation are
important to reconfigure knowledge and competencies toward an organization’s
strategic renewal and adaptability. Bottom-up learning and internal selection pre-
cede successful changes in the organizational domain (Burgelman 1991). However,
this approach is difficult to achieve, as employees tend to focus on aligning compe-
tencies rather than developing new ones (Levinthal and March 1993; March 1991).
The social context, therefore, serves as an important catalyst and support function
for implementing ambidextrous behavior (Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004; Hess and
Hess 2016). We assume that the collaborative component of support in management
activities fosters the development of alignment, for example, by the collaborative
access of resources and the approach of providing guidance and helping others. We
also hypothesize that a high level of support helps establish adaptability, for example,
by prioritizing freedom of employees’ initiatives on a lower level. Furthermore, it is
assumed that a high level of trust in management activities positively influences the
development of alignment, such as the involvement of employees in decisions and
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activities affecting them. Trust-related mechanisms, such as revolutionary decisions
on staffing vacancies with employees who were not seen to have the required capa-
bilities for the new role, positively affect adaptability (Ghoshal and Bartlett 1994;
Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004).

Consequently, we propose:

H3 The more a firm’s social context is characterized by support and trust, the
higher the level of contextual ambidexterity.

3.1.4 Performance Management Context

The establishment of behavioral components in management processes is defined
as performance management context, representing a combination of discipline and
stretch (Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004). The attribute discipline establishes an open
feedback system and clear standards of behavior. Thus, discipline is expected to have
a positive influence on alignment. It is assumed that a high level of stretch fosters
the establishment of alignment through the development of collective identity and
a shared ambition. Furthermore, the attribute stretch has a positive association with
adaptability likely due to the voluntary tendency to achieve more ambitious objec-
tives (Ghoshal and Bartlett 1994; Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004). The overarching
common goal to exceed expectations enhances and contributes to understanding
organizational effectiveness and efficiency. Alignment and adaptability within con-
textual ambidexterity must be attained simultaneously by individuals deciding how
to divide their time between both activities (Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004). Myopic
decisions occur if individuals are neither disciplined nor stretched, resulting in de-
creased efficiency and effectiveness. Besides the assumed positive effect on firm
performance, establishing discipline and stretch in organizational contexts is sup-
posed to foster the development of alignment and adaptability, resulting in contextual
ambidexterity.

Consequently, we propose:

H4 The more a firm’s performance management context is characterized by dis-
cipline and stretch, the higher the level of (a) firm performance and (b) contextual
ambidexterity.

3.2 Contextual Ambidexterity and Firm Performance

Following the concept of contextual ambidexterity, both alignment and adaptability
are key drivers for companies to sustain future success (Gibson and Birkinshaw
2004). Aligning activities foster sustainable performance in the short term, whereas
adapting activities enable firm performance in the long term (Gibson and Birkinshaw
2004). A significant body of research has discussed the balance between alignment
and adaptability in different approaches (Bedford 2015; Levinthal and March 1993;
March 1991; McCarthy and Gordon 2011; Oehmichen et al. 2017; O’Reilly and
Tushman 2013; Raisch et al. 2009). March (1991) argues that not focusing on
alignment and adaptability simultaneously prevents adaptive business units from
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capturing the cost of experimentation along with proper corresponding results, which
fosters the fractionation of an organization. Consequently, a balance is critical for
firm survival (March 1991). As a result, contextual ambidexterity should be a key
driver of firm performance, considering both a short-term and long-term perspective
of business success (Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004).

Consequently, we hypothesize:

H5 The higher the level of contextual ambidexterity, the higher the level of firm
performance.

4 Research Methodology

This study’s research methodology and design requires verifying theoretical and
logical derived relationships between various unobservable variables. Consequently,
the applied research requires a structure-testing methodology being suitable (a) eval-
uate an a-priori defined system of hypotheses, whereas the direction and strength
of the effects are quantified, and simultaneously (b) perform the hypotheses testing,
leading to indirect effects and complex relationships. Structural equation modeling
(SEM), as multivariate data analysis, meets these requirements, and we thus applied
it as this study’s research methodology (Hair et al. 2010).

4.1 Data and Sampling

A structured questionnaire was developed to test the formulated hypotheses, ensur-
ing high representativeness of the study. Data were collected between January and
June 2015 via online and paper-based questionnaires to increase the response rate.1

The surveys were administered to supervisory board members from listed compa-
nies in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. Supervisory board members also play
a pivotal role in designing an organizational context and ambidextrous organiza-
tion. They can apply this via their formal and informal role (Katz and Kahn 1978)
and social relationships (Carpenter 2002; Dutschkus and Lukas 2022). The board
members can decide their role-making or role-taking based on the respective or-
ganization, ownership structure, self-understanding of the board, relationships with
management, and other variables. Formally they are obliged to take an active role
in enabling and shaping contextual ambidexterity. Role responsibilities in supervi-
sion and their effects on decisions are formalized in different intensities based on
the national legal system. In Germany and Austria, the board system is two-tiered.
A supervisory board controls and advises the management board (GCGC2 princi-
ple 6; Sect. 111 para. 1 GSCA3; Sect. 95 para. 1 ASCA4). It is involved in aligning
important organizational decisions with the management board (GCGC principle 2;

1 Eight respondents chose the paper-based option.
2 German Corporate Governance Code (Deutscher Corporate Governance Kodex, “GCGC”).
3 German Stock Corporation Act (Aktiengesetz, “GSCA”).
4 Austrian Stock Corporation Act (Aktiengesetz, “ASCA”).

K



612 Schmalenbach Journal of Business Research (2022) 74:603–629

ACGC5 III. 11.) and appointing and dismissing the management board (Sect. 84
para. 1 GSCA; Sect. 84 para. 3 GSCA; Sect. 75 para. 1 ASCA; Sect. 75 para. 4
ASCA). The Swiss board is a one-tier system responsible for the overall manage-
ment and control of the company (art. 716a para. 1 CO6). An additional duty is to
appoint and dismiss persons entrusted with managing and representing the company
(art. 716a para. 1 CO).7 The platform Amadeus Orbis was used to identify the listed
companies. Selected firms had to have a minimum of C20 million in revenue or
market capitalization or at least 1000 employees to ensure that organizational and
structural variables were applied (Miller 1987) and advanced control systems were
present (Bouwens and Abernethy 2000; Henri 2006b).

Table 1 Non-response bias Constructa Early respondents
(n= 91)

Late respondents
(n= 91)

Performance
Management Context

5.19 5.16

Social Context 4.78 4.64

Belief System 5.08 4.96

Boundary System 5.14 5.28

Alignmentb 4.41 4.46

Adaptabilityb 4.81 4.69

Firm Performance 4.91 4.88

***, **, * indicate the significance of the p-value at <0.01, 0.05, and
0.10, respectively
aThe sample was divided into early, middle, and late respondents with
respect to the return date of the survey
bThe sum of the constructs Alignment and Adaptability forms the de-
pendent variable Contextual Ambidexterity (Lubatkin et al. 2006)

Table 2 Industry structure of
the sample

Industry description % of sample

Energy 4.04

Basic materials 3.03

Industrials 26.77

Consumer goods 5.56

Financials 15.15

Healthcare 7.07

Technology 10.10

Telecommunications services 6.06

Services 14.14

Other 8.08

Total 100.00

5 Austrian Corporate Governance Code (Österreichischer Corporate Governance Kodex, “ACGC”).
6 Swiss Code of Obligations (Obligationenrecht, “CO”).
7 To make sure that this does not affect our data analysis, we have also run the model without the Swiss
companies. No significant differences were found.
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Approximately 4500 supervisory board members from 898 companies were con-
tacted and invited to participate in the online or paper-based survey. The ques-
tionnaire was pre-tested by six academic professionals and six supervisory board
members, resulting in minor changes involving the rewording and reordering of the
questions. Several reminder emails were sent out to the invited supervisory board
members to increase the study’s response rate.8 The process yielded 274 responses
from 198 firms with an effective response rate of 22.04% on a company level.9 We
tested for non-response respectively early-late response bias, as late respondents are
assumed to have comparable characteristics to non-respondents (Van der Stede et al.
2006). Table 1 shows no statistical differences between early and late respondents.

Most responses were from the Industrials industry (26.8%), Financials industry
(15.2%), and Consumer Services industry (14.1%). Table 2 provides an overview
of the participating industries represented in the data. The respondents’ industry
structure did not materially deviate from the sample’s industry structure.

4.2 Measurement of Reflective Constructs

We used reflective and previously validated multi-item constructs measured on
a seven-point Likert scale to test our model. Gibson and Birkinshaw’s (2004) items
were included to operationalize the social and performance management context.
The items were adopted from Ghoshal and Bartlett’s (1994) instrument to capture
the effects of the organizational context created by managerial actions on a com-
pany’s management processes. Although Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) identified
the distinctive dimensions of discipline, stretch, support, and trust, they adapted and
combined the questions to represent the performance management context by dis-
cipline and stretch and social context by support and trust, as their factor analysis
yielded a two-factor approach. In the next step, we combined both measures. We
formed an interaction term to model a joint effect of performance management and
social context to address dynamic tensions between the two constructs. Consider-
ing both constructs from a not substitutable perspective, this variable represents our
measure for control context which is operationalized as a product term (Kenny and
Judd 1984).

Concerning the management control perspective of the organizational context, we
usedWidener’s (2007) previously validated measures of belief systems and boundary
systems. Managers communicate the company’s core values, mission statement, and
core purpose they want their employees to embrace. These belief systems shape
the organization’s value proposition (Simons 1995; Widener 2007). In contrast,
boundary systems “set limits on opportunity-seeking behavior” (Simons 1995, p. 7).
The variable comprises four items that ask respondents about the presence of a code

8 The investor relations department was asked via phone to forward the invitation to the supervisory board
member. In addition, email addresses were retrieved from the company’s websites. We don’t know how
many supervisory board members actually received the questionnaire.
9 As the study focuses on the company level, the questionnaires were aggregated. The maximum num-
ber of received questionnaires did not exceed seven responses per company. Irrational and incomplete
questionnaires were excluded for statistical and logical reasons. Only two questionnaires were excluded
overall.
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of business conduct, off-limits behaviors, and risks to be avoided. Furthermore, we
investigate the interaction between belief systems and boundary systems representing
our control lever because the combination of management controls creates dynamic
tensions (Henri 2006b; Mundy 2010; Simons 1995).

Following Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004), we measured contextual ambidexterity
with the two constructs alignment and adaptability with three items each. Alignment
captures the extent to which management systems work coherently to support the
company’s overall objectives and people working towards the same goals, avoid-
ing conflicting and unproductive activities. To reflect a company’s adaptability, we
measured the flexibility of management systems to respond quickly to changes in
markets and people’s capability to challenge outmoded traditions and practices.

We combined both constructs to analyze the effects of each organizational con-
text construct on contextual ambidexterity, as contextual ambidexterity assumes their
combined effects. Studies have used different approaches to model contextual am-
bidexterity out of alignment and adaptability, such as a product term of the two
(Cao et al. 2009; Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004; He and Wong 2004), taking the
difference between the two (He and Wong 2004), or adding the two (Cao et al.
2009; Lubatkin et al. 2006). Lubatkin et al. (2006) empirically concluded that the
additive approach leads to superior results, as the information loss is minimized by
aggregating alignment and adaptability into a single latent variable. We followed
this procedure and measured contextual ambidexterity out of alignment and adapt-
ability (i.e., all six indicators). The Cronbach’s alpha of this single latent variable
contextual ambidexterity is 0.873.

We expected most participants to be reluctant to provide detailed accounting
data. Therefore, we applied subjective, self-reported performance measures. Re-
search has demonstrated that subjective performance measures correlate highly with
objective performance measures (Dess and Robinson 1984; Robinson and Pearce
1988; Venkatraman and Ramanujam 1987). Organizational performance is a funda-
mental domain of management research and must address two important aspects:
(1) the accurate dimensionality of performance and (2) the appropriate performance
measurement (Richard et al. 2009). Our performance measure comprises five items
reflecting financial and non-financial dimensions. Respondents evaluated the com-
pany’s performance relative to their main competitors for each item. Relative per-
formance measures consider performance differences due to external and internal
environment influences (Garg et al. 2003). Therefore, the indicators sales, market
share, profitability, customer satisfaction, and employee satisfaction were assessed
on a seven-point Likert scale to measure low and high performance (1= ‘Much
Worse’ for low; 7= ‘Much better’ for high). We asked the participants to evalu-
ate the performance measures over the last three years to control for short-term
performance effects.

4.3 Reliability, Validity, and Common Measurement Bias for the Reflective
Constructs

We used existing and validated measurements for all constructs and verified the range
of responses, exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, and reliability measures
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Table 4 Correlation matrix (Pearson)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Performance Management
Context

1 – – – – – –

2 Social Context 0.607** 1 – – – – –

3 Belief System 0.574** 0.712** 1 – – – –

4 Boundary System 0.283** 0.458** 0.555** 1 – – –

5 Alignment 0.313** 0.391** 0.388** 0.560** 1 – –

6 Adaptability 0.404** 0.692** 0.563** 0.467** 0.482** 1 –

7 Firm Performance 0.267** 0.324** 0.340** 0.316** 0.370** 0.430** 1

This table reports estimated correlations between constructs
**p-value significant at <0.01 (two-tailed), respectively

for the reflective constructs. All Cronbach’s alpha coefficients exceed the commonly
accepted threshold of 0.7, validating the reliability of the internal consistency of
the questionnaire (Nunnally 1978). All factor loadings are significant (p< 0.001), all
individual item reliabilities exceed the threshold of 0.4 (Bagozzi and Baumgartner
1994), all composite item reliabilities exceed the threshold of 0.6 (Bagozzi and Yi
1988), and the variance extracted exceeds the threshold of 0.5 (Hair et al. 2010).
Table 3 summarizes the results. The correlation matrix between the constructs is
displayed in Table 4.

Since survey research is prone to a common measurement bias (Chang et al.
2010; Podsakoff et al. 2003), we addressed the problem ex-ante through the survey
design and ex-post using statistical control measures. Harman’s single factor test
conducted with all items showed that the common factor accounts for 40% of
the common variance, which is below the common threshold of 50%. Hence, we
conclude little indication of common measurement bias. Although our respondents
were conscious of questions assessing the organizational context, they were not
likely to know that we are investigating the relationship between organizational
context, contextual ambidexterity, and firm performance, reducing the likelihood of
response bias. In addition, we pre-tested the questionnaire with experts to provide
a clear and comprehensive assessment. To analyze the remaining bias after the data
collection, we performed an exploratory factor analysis illustrated in Table 5.

5 Data Analysis

5.1 Statistical Method

We use the AMOS software program, version 27, to investigate a system of relations
described in the conceptual model and hypothesis development section. Therefore,
a structural equation model was estimated to investigate the underlying equations
with the maximum likelihood estimation approach. According to Hair et al. (2011),
the covariance-based structural equation modeling method is more robust and pre-
cise for theory testing than other methods, such as the variance-based approaches
(partial least square method) or multiple regression analysis. The covariance-based
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Table 5 Exploratory factor analysis for reflective constructs

Factor 1
(Perfor-
mance
Manage-
ment
Context)

Factor 2
(Social
Context)

Factor 3
(Belief
Systems)

Factor 4
(Boundary
Systems)

Factor 5
(Align-
ment)

Factor 6
(Adapt-
ability)

Factor 7
(Perfor-
mance)

Managers in my company ...

... set challenging/aggressive
goals

0.745 – – – – – –

... issue creative challenges
to their people instead of
narrowly defining tasksa

0.230 – – – – – –

... are more focused on getting
the job done than on getting
promoteda

0.122 – – – – – –

... make a point of stretching
their people

0.848 – – – – – –

... rigorously use business
goals and performance
measurement to run the
business

0.549 – – – – – –

... hold people accountable for
their performance

0.642 – – – – – –

... use feedback to improve
performance and reward hard
worka

0.189 – – – – – –

... devote considerable effort
to developing team members

– 0.561 – – – – –

... push decisions down to the
lowest appropriate levela

– 0.358 – – – – –

... have and give ready access
to the information needed to
make good decisions

– 0.647 – – – – –

... work hard to develop the
capabilities needed to execute
our objectives/strategy

– 0.543 – – – – –

... quickly replicate best
practice across organizational
boundaries

– 0.580 – – – – –

... treat failure in a good effort
as learning opportunity, not as
something to be ashamed of

– 0.644 – – – – –

Our mission/core
purpose statement clearly
communicates the company’s
core values to our employeesa

– – 0.583 – – – –

Top managers communicate
core values to our employees

– – 0.468 – – – –

Our employees are aware of
our company’s core values

– – 0.706 – – – –

Our mission/core purpose
statement inspires our
employees

– – 0.786 – – – –
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Table 5 (Continued)

Factor 1
(Perfor-
mance
Manage-
ment
Context)

Factor 2
(Social
Context)

Factor 3
(Belief
Systems)

Factor 4
(Boundary
Systems)

Factor 5
(Align-
ment)

Factor 6
(Adapt-
ability)

Factor 7
(Perfor-
mance)

Our firm relies on a code of
business conduct to define
appropriate behavior for our
employees

– – – 0.783 – – –

Our code of business conduct
informs our employees about
behaviors that are off-limits

– – – 0.952 – – –

Our firm has a system
that communicates to our
employees risks that should be
avoideda

– – – 0.492 – – –

Our employees are aware of
the firm’s code of business
conduct

– – – 0.675 – – –

The management systems
work coherently to support
the overall objectives of the
company

– – – – –0.644 – –

People work toward the
same goals because our
management systems avoid
conflicting objectives

– – – – –1.016 – –

The management systems
prevent us from wasting
resources on unproductive
activities

– – – – –0.761 – –

The management systems
in this company encourage
people to challenge outmoded
traditions/practices

– – – – – –0.631 –

The management systems
in this company are flexible
enough to allow us to respond
quickly to changes in our
market

– – – – – –0.914 –

The management systems in
this company evolve rapidly
in response to shifts in our
business priorities

– – – – – –0.825 –

Please evaluate the success of your company of the last three years in comparison to your main competitors regarding ...

Sales – – – – – – –0.918

Market share – – – – – – –0.935

Profitability – – – – – – –0.760

Customer satisfactiona – – – – – – –0.494

Employee satisfactiona – – – – – – –0.373

This table reports the results of the exploratory factor analysis after excluding items that showed high cross loadings. We
use the maximum likelihood method with direct oblimin rotation to extract all factors. All loadings >0.3 that are used in
the final measurement of constructs are highlighted in bold
aThe items were dropped from the final measurement of constructs for factual or statistical reasons
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Table 6 Results for SEM with interaction effects

Base
Model

Trimmed
Model

Independent
Variable

Dependent
Variable

Hypothesis Expected
Direction

– – – –

Belief System Contextual
Ambidexterity

H1 + –0.089 – – –

Boundary
System

Contextual
Ambidexterity

H2 + 0.252 *** 0.227 ***

Social Context Contextual
Ambidexterity

H3 + 0.737 *** 0.657 ***

Performance
Management
Context

Firm
Performance

H4a + 0.118 – – –

Performance
Management
Context

Contextual
Ambidexterity

H4b + –0.037 – – –

Contextual
Ambidexterity

Firm
Performance

H5 + 0.390 *** 0.446 ***

Model Fit Statistics

χ2 446.830 *** 222.778 ***

DF 234 – 106 –

χ2/df 1.910 – 2.102 –

CFI 0.942 – 0.955 –

RMSEA 0.068 – 0.075 –

method assesses the global model fit and the entire equation system instead of only
single regression paths between the latent variables. According to Kline (2016),
structural equation models force a decision about a model’s satisfaction and provide
the opportunity to investigate both manifest or observed and latent or unobserved
constructs (Byrne 2010). To evaluate the model fit, we use the common goodness-
of-fit indices, Chi-Square divided by the degrees of freedom (χ2/df), the comparative
fit index (CFI), and the root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA). All
goodness-of-fit-statistics meet the commonly accepted thresholds, indicating that the
hypothesized model fit the data well.

5.2 Structural Equation Model

We test our developed hypotheses using a structural equation model (SEM). Table 6
presents the SEM path coefficients for the base model. The goodness-of-fit-statistics
for the model meet the commonly accepted minimum thresholds (χ2/df= 1.910;
CFI= 0.942; RMSEA= 0.068) and indicates a significant χ2 (χ2= 446.830; p< 0.001)
(Browne and Cudeck 1992; Byrne 1989; Hair et al. 2010; Hu and Bentler 1999).
Thus, we conclude a good fit between the hypothesized model and the empirical
data.

H1 posits that the belief system is positively related to contextual ambidexterity.
The result is negative and insignificant. Thus, the hypothesis is not supported. This
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means that a common vision or mission of the company does not influence contex-
tual ambidexterity. The results reveal a positive and significant association between
boundary system and contextual ambidexterity (H2: coef.= 0.252, p= 0.001), pro-
viding support for H2. The results indicate that the social context is positively and
significantly associated with contextual ambidexterity (H3: coef.= 0.737, p< 0.001),
providing support for H3. H4a proposes that the performance management context
is positively related to firm performance. The results show no direct relationship.

The coefficient for H4b is insignificant; therefore, the hypothesis is not supported.
H5 is supported, as the effect of contextual ambidexterity on firm performance is pos-
itive (H5: coef.= 0.390, p< 0.001). The trimmed model includes only the significant
relationships of boundary systems and social context with contextual ambidexterity
and between contextual ambidexterity and firm performance. The trimmed model
confirms the results revealing significant relationships between the boundary system
and contextual ambidexterity (coef.= 0.227, p< 0.001), social context and contex-
tual ambidexterity (coef.= 0.657, p< 0.001), and contextual ambidexterity and firm
performance (coef.= 0.446, p< 0.001). The final trimmed model has a good fit, with
χ2/df= 2.102; CFI= 0.9557; RMSEA= 0.075. To check our results for robustness, we
use additional models that account for dynamic tensions between organizational con-
text variables.10 We run the models with both individual constructs and the dynamic
tension term. We, first, assume a dynamic tension between the belief and boundary
systems, also referred to as the control lever. A positive association between control
levers and contextual ambidexterity is not indicated. Second, a dynamic tension be-
tween social and performance management context, considered as control context is
also not confirmed.

6 Discussion and Conclusion

An important topic for management research is the capability to be resilient, to over-
come from, and to move forward when faced with a threatening and challenging
external event (Iborra et al. 2020; Wang et al. 2021). To achieve resilience contextual
ambidexterity, the ability to simultaneously manage aligning and adapting activities,
is considered a necessity to efficiently respond to the changing environments. The
main objective of this study is to provide empirical evidence for the relationship
between control levers (belief and boundary systems) and control context (social
and performance management context)—together considered as organizational con-
text—contextual ambidexterity and firm performance. We used structural equation
modeling to gain insights into the antecedents and influence of contextual ambidex-
terity in organizations. The model supports the existence of a positive relationship

10 To operationalize dynamic tension, we apply the factor method suggested by Henri (2006b). Therefore,
we used a product term, multiplying each latent indicator of the construct social context with each of the
latent indicator of the construct performance management context. Following Cortina et al. (2001), this
product term can be treated without any theoretical meaning to test an interaction between the two con-
structs without theoretical foundation of the construct. We apply the same procedure with respect to the
creation of a dynamic tension between belief and boundary systems. Concerning the contextual ambidex-
terity, we incorporate the joint effect using an additive term suggested by Lubatkin et al. (2006).
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between contextual ambidexterity and firm performance. Our theory and findings
have several implications for theory and practice.

First, contextual ambidexterity mediates the relationship of social context and
boundary systems with performance. In contrast, belief systems and performance
management context do not affect contextual ambidexterity. The results indicate that
a common mission and vision do not set the direction of an organization, which is,
instead, embedded in a long-term social context, where managers use various in-
struments, such as information sharing, employee development, or a culture of con-
structive criticism, to achieve an organization’s goals. A further explanation could
be that social context requires a long period to become embedded in organizational
culture. The social context thus might be superior to other antecedents, as managers
and employees come to appreciate prevailing norms that serve as guidance (Bedford
and Malmi 2015; Chatman 1991; Harrison and Carroll 1991). A social context char-
acterized by trust and support seems more relevant than a performance management
context characterized by discipline and stretch. A supervisory board member should
be an informed discussion partner for top management and not only an approval
body. This implies that board members should not serve only a supervisory role but
also actively and responsibly shape the control context. Thus, our paper extends the
work of Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) by adding the two control levers, bound-
ary, and belief system (Simons 1995), highlighting the importance of giving clear
directions and providing leeway for implementation. Taking a look at the effects’
strength, the social context seems to be much stronger than boundary systems—not
very surprisingly, as we assume resilient companies to have a strong focus on social
context aspects within their organizational context.

Second, following Gibson and Birkinshaw’s (2004) results, we expected a dy-
namic tension between performance management context and social context. Our
study fails to support this hypothesis. Furthermore, we investigate the relationship
between belief and boundary systems by modeling a dynamic tension. Simons (1994,
1995) states that a company’s belief and boundary systems work as yin and yang
to implement a strategy effectively. Our study found no association between the
dynamic use of belief and boundary systems concerning contextual ambidexterity.
This is in line with the results of Bedford (2015); however, it contradicts our pre-
diction that balance is important and can be reached via either control levers or
control context. Instead of a dynamic tension, the social context might dominate
the performance management context. The same might apply for the relationship
between the belief and boundary system.

Although our study increases the understanding of contextual ambidexterity, it
has limitations. The study examines the relationship between contextual ambidex-
terity and firm performance by applying part of Simon’s (1995) levers of control
framework and the organizational context framework based on Ghoshal and Bartlett
(1994). However, incorporating other factors that support the mediation of contextual
ambidexterity could lead to a more comprehensive understanding. Studies focusing
on the TMT research field (e.g., Koryak et al. 2018; Mihalache et al. 2014; Shi Tang
et al. 2021; Van Neerijnen et al. 2021), CEO (Kiss et al. 2020; e.g., Ou et al. 2018;
Wang et al. 2019) or individual-specific characteristics (e.g., Kauppila and Tem-
pelaar 2016; Revilla and Rodríguez-Prado 2018; Tempelaar and Rosenkranz 2019;
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Zimmermann et al. 2018) have also identified an effect on (contextual) ambidexter-
ity. Further, the measurement of latent variables might ignore additional aspects that
contribute to a more holistic understanding. Especially, a company’s social context
might differ across countries. Hence, the results of the study are limited to sample
firm’s that are listed in Austria, Germany, and Switzerland. Cross-sectional studies
or the investigation of industry-specific aspects might produce different results. Ap-
plying a structural equation model using the covariance approach depends on the
number of observations, which in our case did not allow group or industry compar-
isons. Even though we took special care to validate the questionnaire with scientific
experts and practitioners, we are also well aware of the difficulties of collecting the
data via an online survey, as common method bias might have affected the results.
Nevertheless, statistical tests do not indicate common method bias concerns.

Despite the aforementioned limitations, our results have important implications,
also for practice. Key success factors for the development of contextual ambidex-
terity can guide organizations towards a successful corporate structure in terms of
organizational context. The effect of the control lever boundary systems indicates
that limiting risks within a company is important. Boundary systems, including pro-
scriptive and negative systems, allow decision delegation and flexibility within an
organization (Simons 1995). As Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) indicate, contextual
ambidexterity on the business unit level leads to superior performance, providing
further evidence to tackle contextual ambidexterity on the company level.

In summary, contextual ambidexterity appears to be a dynamic capability for or-
ganizations to foster their resilience and thus their short- and long-term success. The
complex organizational context factors that must be managed within the company’s
environment show mixed results. Accordingly, future studies could aim to obtain
a more granular view of contextual factors shaping an ambidextrous organization to
reach a high degree of resilience.
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