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Abstract 

Although digital transformation has become an important strategic pillar for incumbent 

companies, the expected outcome is often not realized. This is primarily driven by the 

complex character of digital transformation, going beyond technologies and the 

associated organizational structure changes. This dissertation provides an 

overarching framework to guide leaders of digital transformations in incumbent 

companies. Given the correlation between ambidexterity and digital innovation, it 

includes detailing the exploration and exploitation elements in digital transformation, 

the role of the leaders, and the ways to achieve structural ambidexterity. The overall 

research design consists of a literature review, advanced with an explorative research 

design element of 33 semi-structured interviews. This combination allows for 

answering the different research questions on the overarching research on digital 

transformation and ambidexterity. The dissertation concludes that digital 

transformation includes elements of exploration and exploitation. Leaders guiding 

digital transformation journeys of incumbent companies need to be aware of the 

differences, consider tendencies, and strive to balance the paradoxical activities. 

Considering the digital maturity grade, the closeness to the core business, and the 

differences between exploration and exploitation is necessary when applying 

structural ambidexterity to achieve that balance. The dissertation contributes to the 

lack of empirical research on structural ambidexterity and digital transformation by 

providing in-depth knowledge to enable structural ambidexterity in the digital context. 

Furthermore, it guides practitioners in incumbent companies facing challenges in 

digital transformation. 
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Obwohl die digitale Transformation ein wichtiger strategischer Bestandteil 

bestehender Unternehmen ist, liegen viele Unternehmen hinter ihren Erwartungen. 

Dies lässt sich vor allem durch die Komplexität einer digitalen Transformation 

begründen, die über den reinen Technologie Aspekt hinausgeht, sowie die damit 

einhergehenden strukturellen Veränderungen. Diese Dissertation dient 

Verantwortlichen von digitalen Transformationen als Hilfestellung und Leitfaden. 

Begründet durch die Korrelation zwischen Ambidexterity und digitaler Innovation, 

beinhaltet die Dissertation eine Untersuchung der Exploration und Exploitation 

Aktivitäten in einer digitalen Transformation, die Rollen der Verantwortlichen und 

Möglichkeiten structural Ambidexterity zu erreichen. Das übergeordnete 

Forschungsdesign besteht aus einem Literature Review und wird durch 33 

halbstrukturierte Interviews als exploratives Element ergänzt. Diese Kombination 

erlaubt es die Forschungsfragen hinsichtlich digitaler Transformation und 

Ambidexterity zu beantworten. Die Erkenntnisse der Dissertation zeigen, dass sowohl 

Exploration als auch Exploitation Bestandteile einer digitalen Transformation sind. 

Verantwortliche in bestehenden Unternehmen, die die digitale Transformation 

vorantreiben, müssen sich der Unterschiede der Aktivitäten, Tendenzen und der 

Notwendigkeit eine Balance der widersprüchlichen Aktivitäten anzustreben, bewusst 

sein. Es erfordert die Berücksichtigung des digitalen Reifegrades, der Nähe zum 

bestehenden Geschäft und die differenzierte Behandlung von Exploration und 

Exploitation. Die Kombination ermöglicht es structural Ambidexterity zu verfolgen, um 

die Balance der Aktivitäten zu erreichen. Die Dissertation trägt dazu bei die Lücke an 

empirischen Studien im digitalen Kontext zu structural Ambidexterity, durch das 

generierte vertiefte Wissen zu verkleinern. Darüber hinaus, dient die Forschung als 

Leitfaden für Verantwortliche deren Aufgabe es ist bestehende Unternehmen digital 

zu transformieren und die Herausforderungen zu meistern. 
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1 Introduction 

The increasing speed of the development of new digital technologies creates new 

opportunities for incumbent companies but also forces them to rethink business 

models as existing industries threaten disruption (Klos et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2023). 

Additionally, studies show the positive influence of successful digital transformation on 

the financial performance of companies (Klos et al., 2021; Llopis-Albert et al., 2021). 

The mentioned financial benefits are driven by, for example, higher efficiency 

(Gurumurthy et al., 2020; Llopis-Albert et al., 2021; Tsai & Su, 2022), revenue growth 

(Gurumurthy et al., 2020; Llopis-Albert et al., 2021), and quality improvements 

(Gurumurthy et al., 2020). Therefore, digital transformation is the focus of numerous 

incumbent companies (Hess et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Kane et al., 

2015). Increasing companies’ investments in digital transformation show this priority 

(Gurumurthy et al., 2020). Also, the growth in scientific publications proves the rising 

engagement in digital transformation (Vesna Bosilj Vukšić et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 

2023). Despite the increasing interest (Gurumurthy et al., 2020; Hess et al., 2016) and 

the acknowledged necessity of digital transformation, incumbent companies face 

challenges in their digital transformation journey (Gregory et al., 2019; Klos et al., 

2021; Weritz et al., 2025). Motivated by a positive impact on their financial 

performance (Klos et al., 2021; Llopis-Albert et al., 2021), many incumbent companies 

are falling behind their targets (Gebauer et al., 2020; Meier et al., 2025). One 

explanation for falling behind expectations is the complex character of digital 

transformation (Hausberg et al., 2019). As digital technologies enable digital 

transformation, it is often studied with a focus on technology (Coreynen et al., 2020; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a; Kahveci, 2025; Soluk & Kammerlander, 2021). 

Nevertheless, research results indicate that significant difficulties in achieving a 

successful digital transformation are rooted in areas aside from technological aspects, 

such as managerial areas and leadership (Mirković et al., 2019b). It is a leadership 

responsibility to capture the complex character of digital transformation (Faix, 2020). 

However, existing research often does not capture the complex character (Kreiterling, 

2023) and lacks distinct knowledge of activities (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a; Tolboom, 

2016). Initiated by the increased speed of change driven by the faster development 

cycle of digital technologies, incumbent companies need to improve the existing and 
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also focus on the company's future needs (Boer & Gertsen, 2003; Corso et al., 2009; 

Lohoff et al., 2025). Referring to the existing description of digital transformation, digital 

transformation includes improving existing products, services, and internal processes 

incrementally through digital technologies (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). In addition, 

incumbent companies see digital transformation as an enabler of a revolutionary 

change to their business model (Hess et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Schiffer, 

2021; David Soto Setzke et al., 2023; Wu et al., 2021). Therefore, digital 

transformation can be connected to ambidexterity (Duncan, 1976; Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b; March, 1991).  

Ambidexterity covers the two learning activities, exploration and exploitation 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; March, 1991), and how to balance them (Duncan, 1976; 

Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). Nevertheless, combining the two learning activities and 

digital transformation is not very present in the scientific literature (Brauer et al., 2021). 

The limited available scientific work mainly focuses on literature reviews that lack 

empirical evidence on digital transformation activities (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). As 

exploration and exploitation require different capabilities and resources (Gregory et 

al., 2015; March, 1991; Smith & Beretta, 2021), gathering further insights on those 

activities in digital transformation is relevant. The managerial and leadership-related 

barriers to a successful digital transformation (Mirković et al., 2019b) justify the need 

for further insights to guide incumbent companies' digital transformation (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024b). In addition, despite the positive influence of ambidexterity on digital 

innovation (Del Giudice et al., 2021), the combination of the two research streams, 

digital transformation and ambidexterity, is also narrow (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; 

Wu et al., 2021) and limited to individual areas such as IT structures (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024b; Iho & Missonier, 2020; Jöhnk et al., 2020) or technology (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024b; Shao et al., 2021). One concept within the research area of 

ambidexterity is related to separation and integration, orchestrated through 

organizational structures (Benner & Tushman, 2003; Duncan, 1976; Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024b; O'Reilly III & Tushman, 2013). Also, the literature indicates that digital 

transformation influences organizational structure (Holotiuk, 2020), and it is seen as a 

significant obstacle for incumbent companies in digital transformation (Bjoerkdahl, 

2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Given the impact on organizational structure in 

incumbent companies' digital transformation (Holotiuk, 2020) and the contribution of 
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ambidexterity to digital innovation (Del Giudice et al., 2021), this dissertation identified 

a research gap in understanding structural ambidexterity and associated integration 

and separation in digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Plekhanov et al., 

2023).  

2 Research aims and research questions 

Motivated by the improvement potential enabled through digital transformation for 

incumbent companies (Klos et al., 2021; Llopis-Albert et al., 2021) and the challenges 

they are facing (Gregory et al., 2019; Klos et al., 2021; Weritz et al., 2025), this 

dissertation focuses on the digital transformation of incumbent companies and 

ambidexterity. I address the research gap of in-depth knowledge of exploration and 

exploitation activities in digital transformation with the subsequent research questions: 

• “What are the characteristics of exploration and exploitation in digital 

transformation?” (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2230003-3) 

• “Which ambidexterity strategies exist to balance exploration and exploitation 

in digital transformation?” (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2230003-3) 

This dissertation aims to conduct a literature review first, as isolated research on digital 

transformation or ambidexterity, containing exploration and exploitation, exists but has 

not yet been combined (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). The research scope of the 

literature review is not limited to the characteristics of exploration and exploitation in 

digital transformation, but also includes ambidexterity strategies in digital 

transformation. I advance the literature review with empirical findings using semi-

structured interviews. This dissertation aims to develop an overview of exploration and 

exploitation in digital transformation in incumbent companies and associated 

influencing factors (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Despite being a difficulty for 

incumbent companies in digital transformation (Bjoerkdahl, 2020; Mirković et al., 

2019b), organizational structures are given limited attention in the scientific literature. 

As organizational separation or integration can be referred to as structural 

ambidexterity, this dissertation addresses the research gap by providing answers on 

structural ambidexterity. I, therefore, am researching exploration / exploitation 

separation, the baseline for decision-making, and separation / integration between the 
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digital business and the core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). This is associated 

with the following research question:  

• “How can incumbent companies apply the concept of structural 

ambidexterity to navigate digital transformation?” (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b, p. 51) 

In addition, this dissertation includes strategic leadership aspects, as leadership is a 

necessary condition for ambidextrous performance (Alghamdi, 2018; Bell & Hofmeyr, 

2021; Jansen et al., 2008). Consequently, it answers the following research question 

on strategic leadership:  

• “What elements of strategic leadership do leaders in incumbent companies 

need to implement when navigating digital transformation considering 

structural ambidexterity?” (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b, p. 51)  

The overall goal of my dissertation is to investigate the mentioned research questions 

and provide empirically founded insights to support incumbent company leaders in 

steering their digital transformation. The baseline for my dissertation is the developed 

theoretical background, followed by the explanation and reasoning of the applied 

methodology. This dissertation discusses the results gained based on existing 

research and comes to conclusions about digital transformation and ambidexterity in 

incumbent companies.  

3 Theoretical background 

3.1 Digital transformation 

In spite of the increasing research on digital transformation (Vesna Bosilj Vukšić et al., 

2018), there is no standardized definition of digital transformation (El Sawy et al., 

2020). However, there are overlaps between existing definitions (Eberl & Drews; 

Schallmo et al., 2017b), which serve as the baseline for my dissertation. Figure 1 

illustrates the three-phase process of digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 

2024a; Tagscherer & Carbon, 2023; Verhoef et al., 2021).  



Tagscherer, S. – Digital transformation and ambidexterity 5 

 

 

Figure 1 Phases of digital transformation adapted based on Tagscherer and Carbon (2023) and 
Saarikko et al. (2020) 

 

Digitization is the initial phase of digital transformation (Tekic & Koroteev, 2019). 

Incumbent companies have, differently from digital start-ups, already existing 

processes (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Zhang et al., 2023), products, services, and 

core competencies (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Klos et al., 2021). Digital or digitally 

enhanced products are enabled in this phase through digital technologies. This 

phase's focus on the technological aspect is characteristic (Yoo, Henfridsson, & 

Lyytinen, 2010). The second phase advances this technological view with socio-

technical structures (Tilson et al., 2010; Yoo, Lyytinen, et al., 2010). It is often labeled 

as digitalization, digital innovation, or digital business model change (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024a, 2024b). Existing business processes are automated, extended, or 

substituted by introducing digital technologies (Cavalcante et al., 2011; Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024a, 2024b). Those improved processes are characterized by higher 

efficiency or higher value added for customers (Cavalcante et al., 2011; Florek-

Paszkowska et al., 2021; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Li, 2020). Whereas in phase two, 

digitalization can be limited to individual functions, digital transformation is about 

holistic transformation (Porfírio et al., 2021). The relevance of leadership and strategic 

steering increases with the digital maturity grade. It is necessary to enable the required 

change in incumbent companies to leverage the potential of digital transformation 

(Hensellek, 2020). Digital transformation envisions radical changes in how incumbent 

companies do business (Zhang et al., 2023). Nevertheless, the described three-phase 

process includes radically new ideas and incremental improvements in that path 

(Goerzig & Bauernhansl, 2018). Based on this definition, digital transformation 

consists of incremental and radical innovations, allowing for the connection of digital 

transformation with ambidexterity and the underlying learning activities, exploration, 

and exploitation.  



Tagscherer, S. – Digital transformation and ambidexterity 6 

 

3.2 Exploration and exploitation 

Ambidexterity describes balancing the paradoxical learning activities exploration and 

exploitation (Duncan, 1976; Michael. Tushman & O'Reilly III, 1996). This dissertation 

is built on the understanding that exploration and exploitation are based on different 

capabilities (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Lavie et al., 2010) 

and complement each other (Popadić et al., 2015). This is explained by following 

March’s (1991) definition of exploration and exploitation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). 

The result of exploration activities is radical or disruptive innovations (Beckman, 2006; 

Benner & Tushman, 2003) with a revolutionary nature (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a; 

Michael. Tushman & O'Reilly III, 1996). Therefore, the outcome is more distant and 

uncertain and requires higher risk-taking (March, 1991). Exploration involves 

discovering something fundamentally new and experimenting (March, 1991). It goes 

beyond applying existing knowledge (Vorhies et al., 2011). Being first (Beckman, 

2006), showing a high level of entrepreneurship, and growing new skills are 

characteristics of exploration (Benner & Tushman, 2003; March, 1991). Exploitation, 

in contrast to exploration, targets incremental innovations (Beckman, 2006; Benner & 

Tushman, 2003; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a) and is more risk-averse (March, 1991). 

Refining existing processes and products (Gonzalez & Melo, 2017; Grant, 1996), 

leveraging efficiency (March, 1991), and lowering costs (Beckman, 2006) are 

associated with exploitation. It is about extending existing knowledge (He & Wong, 

2004; March, 1991).  

Following the definition of March (1991), the three-phase digital transformation 

process contains exploration and exploitation activities. Whereas some phases, such 

as digitization, can be linked to exploitation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a; Jafari-

Sadeghi et al., 2021), the second phase includes activities such as providing higher 

value added to customers or extending processes that cannot be mapped clearly to 

either exploration or exploitation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a; Holotiuk & Beimborn, 

2019) and requires further details with the help of empirical research. Especially 

considering that existing research, which combines digital transformation and 

exploration and exploitation, is mainly based on existing literature and does not 

consider empirical research, explains the need for further research (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024a). Another shortcoming of the existing research is that the majority of 

the research is focused on one area (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a) such as IT resources 
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(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a; Nwankpa & Datta, 2017), smart city innovations (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024a; van den Buuse et al., 2021), new digital technologies (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024a; Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021), or the digital technology artificial 

intelligence (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a; Princes, 2019). Facing these shortcomings, 

further research is required to gain deeper insights into learning activities in digital 

transformation to provide in-depth knowledge for incumbent companies to steer digital 

transformation activities effectively.  

3.3 Ambidexterity 

Ambidexterity is achieving a balance of exploration and exploitation activities (Duncan, 

1976; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Michael. Tushman & O'Reilly III, 1996). Dynamic 

capabilities are often associated with ambidexterity as they address how to gain 

competitive advantage, especially in a fast-changing environment (Teece, 2007), such 

as enabled by digital technologies (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Dynamic capabilities 

are broken down into sensing, seizing, and transforming (Teece, 2007). Linking those 

activities with exploration, exploitation, and ambidexterity, sensing, and seizing are 

lower-level concepts (Birkinshaw et al., 2016). Sensing can be associated with 

exploration, and seizing is about exploitation (Birkinshaw et al., 2016). The higher-

level concept is transformation and describes how senior leadership allocates 

resources and arranges skills to support exploration and exploitation (Birkinshaw et 

al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; O’Reilly III & Tushman, 2008; O'Reilly III & 

Tushman, 2013). Companies should strive to balance their activities as too much 

exploration can lead to high costs without results, but too much focus on exploitation 

results in stagnation and falling behind the competition (March, 1991). Also, research 

shows a positive correlation between ambidexterity and company performance (Brix, 

2019; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Junni et al., 2013). Nevertheless, companies find 

this challenging (E. L. Chen & Katila, 2008; Halevi et al., 2015; Keller & Weibler, 2015; 

Michael Tushman & Euchner, 2015). Three traditional concepts describe ways to 

achieve ambidexterity. Structural ambidexterity suggests setting up an organizational 

structure containing separate entities for exploration and exploitation to balance the 

different activities (Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004a; Duncan, 1976). Incumbent 

companies have separate sensing and seizing units that are brought together with the 

help of resource-linking capabilities (Birkinshaw et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b). Sequential ambidexterity / punctuated equilibrium suggests that companies 
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spend an extended amount of time on either exploration or exploitation and then shift 

the focus to achieve a balance over time (Gupta et al., 2006; Simsek, 2009). The 

cycling back and forth between sensing and seizing is achieved through focus-shifting 

capabilities (Birkinshaw et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Unlike sequential 

ambidexterity / punctuated equilibrium, contextual ambidexterity assumes a 

simultaneous balance (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

Employees are encouraged to make decisions on when to work on exploration or 

exploitation tasks (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). The choice 

is guided through context-shaping capabilities (Birkinshaw et al., 2016; Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024b). In addition to the traditional concepts of ambidexterity, the so-called 

temporal ambidexterity was introduced (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Holotiuk & 

Beimborn, 2019). It combines structural, sequential, and contextual ambidexterity. 

Employees are assigned to a separate digital innovation unit focusing on exploration. 

After completing the assignment, they return to their prior department to work on 

exploitative tasks (Holotiuk & Beimborn, 2019). Also, the different concepts of 

ambidexterity can be combined, resulting in hybrid ambidexterity (Jöhnk et al., 2020; 

Ossenbrink et al., 2019). Nevertheless, not one concept of ambidexterity can be 

preferred over the other. Instead, leaders must define the appropriate way of balancing 

exploration and exploitation for competitive advantage (Bjoerkdahl, 2020; Jansen et 

al., 2008; Keller & Weibler, 2015; Mueller et al., 2020). Ambidexterity enabling 

leadership solves conflicts (Horváth & Szabó, 2019; Smith & Beretta, 2021) and 

ensures alignment (Kotter, 2017). Embedding ambidexterity enabling leadership in the 

digital context, also includes managing change (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Horváth & 

Szabó, 2019; Wrede et al., 2020).  

3.4 Ambidexterity in digital transformation 

Considering digital transformation as a holistic concept, structural ambidexterity is the 

focus area of existing research (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Holotiuk, 2020; Kaiser & 

Stummer, 2020; Raabe et al., 2020). Sequential ambidexterity / punctuated equilibrium 

(Smith & Beretta, 2021) and contextual ambidexterity (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Hron 

et al., 2021) receive minimal attention in digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b). Despite no direct mention, the concepts can be associated through the 

description, like focusing on different activities over time due to limited resources 

(Sequential ambidexterity / punctuated equilibrium) (Bjoerkdahl, 2020; Hoessler & 
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Carbon, 2022). Nevertheless, the central literature combining ambidexterity and digital 

transformation refers to structural ambidexterity, explaining the separation of digital 

innovation labs (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Holotiuk, 2020; Kaiser & Stummer, 2020; 

Lohoff et al., 2025; Raabe et al., 2020). The explained separation is often not named 

structural ambidexterity but is described as such (Schiffer, 2021). Despite the 

recommended separation of digital units, the literature is missing the consideration of 

whether the digital units work on exploration or exploitation (Åkesson et al., 2018; 

Göbeler et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Holotiuk, 2020; Kaiser & Stummer, 

2020; Schiffer, 2021; Smith & Beretta, 2021; Sund et al., 2021). This separation is 

important as separating all digital activities, regardless of whether they are exploration 

or exploitation, can be ineffective and misleading (Göbeler et al., 2020). Only some 

research suggests separating exploration and exploitation in digital transformation 

(Brauer et al., 2021; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Holotiuk & Beimborn, 2019; Hron et 

al., 2021). Some authors include elements of distinguishing between exploration and 

exploitation, but they are missing details. For example, they suggest the separation of 

new digital products (Hess et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b) and other offerings 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Sia et al., 2021; van den Buuse et al., 2021) from the core 

organization and the integration of hybrid products (Hess et al., 2016; Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024b). Sia et al. (2021) explain the necessity of integrating the digitalization 

activity automation into the core organization. Aside from the missing consideration of 

exploration and exploitation in structural ambidexterity in digital transformation, most 

research is limited to one specific industry and does not consider the impact of digital 

transformation on many different sectors (Hess et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b; Kane et al., 2015). In addition, only very few authors address that the 

separation of digital hubs needs to be reviewed over time and is subject to change 

(Åkesson et al., 2018; Göbeler et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Hron et al., 

2021; Svahn et al., 2017).  

4 Methodology 

My overall research on digital transformation and ambidexterity in incumbent 

companies consists of multiple research questions that are answered by using 

different research methods. Those are integrated in three published research articles 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a, 2024b). Figure 2 illustrates my overall research 
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design based on Mayring (2001) and creates transparency about the research design 

elements in each published article.  

 

 

Figure 2 Research design adapted based on Mayring (2001), Mayring (2000), Braun and Clarke (2006), 
Gioia et al. (2013), Hoessler and Carbon (2024a), and Hoessler and Carbon (2024b) 

 

The literature review in Paper 1 addressed the research gap of a profound 

comprehension of exploration and exploitation activities in digital transformation. As 

individual research exists on digital transformation and exploration, exploitation, and 

ambidexterity, the literature review method allowed for combining the mostly 

independent existing research streams (Okoli & Schabram, 2010). I followed the 

methodological steps for a literature review as described by Kitchenham and Charters 

(2007) and Tranfield et al. (2003) to find journal articles containing research about 

digital transformation systematically (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). With the help of trial 

searches, I determined the search terms (Kitchenham & Charters, 2007; Tranfield et 

al., 2003) “digitalization,” “digital innovation,” “digital business model change,” “digital 

transformation”, and “digital transformation strategy” (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). To 

ensure social science and other research fields are covered and to allow a broad 

search, I conducted the search in the scientific databases “Web of Science” and 

“Business Source Ultimate | EBSCO” (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). I reviewed articles 

from 2010-2021 and defined inclusion and exclusion criteria (Hoessler & Carbon, 
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2022). The qualitative content analysis method, as described by Mayring (2000), 

combined with a mixed inductive-deductive approach, defined the code generation 

logic. The developed coding system served as a baseline for the content analysis of 

the identified journal articles regarding exploration, exploitation, and ambidexterity. 

The findings are categorized using first-order concepts, second-order themes, and 

aggregated dimensions (Gioia et al., 2013; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022).  

As one finding in Paper 1 was that most of the journal articles on digital 

transformation do not address exploration and exploitation explicitly, lacking in-depth 

details (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022) or missing primary empirical work (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2022, 2024a), I expanded the research on exploration / exploitation in digital 

transformation with semi-structured interviews. In addition, based on primary 

evidence, this allowed a focus on incumbent companies. This distinction was not 

always possible in the literature review. Purposive sampling was used to select the 

interview partners for the semi-structured interviews to address the limitation of the 

literature review (Etikan et al., 2016). Work expertise in digital transformation in an 

incumbent company was a selection criterion to define the study participants (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024a, 2024b). In addition, different hierarchy levels and sector 

experiences are represented in the sample group. I conducted the interviews between 

May 2023 and July 2023, transcribed them using the transcription function of Microsoft 

Teams, and imported them into MAXQDA (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a, 2024b; VERBI 

Software, 2021). Furthermore, using the naturalized / intelligent verbatim approach 

improved the raw transcripts by transforming them into more readable transcripts 

(McMullin, 2023) and including timestamps mapped to the audio files. After creating 

the initial codes (Braun & Clarke, 2006) with MAXQDA (VERBI Software, 2021), I 

reassessed them and made changes systematically. Code saturation (Hennink et al., 

2017) was achieved after 33 interviews (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). In addition, all 

interviews were treated anonymously. 

As identified in Paper 1, there is limited consideration of ambidexterity in digital 

transformation. Despite the relevance of structures in digital transformation 

(Bjoerkdahl, 2020; Mirković et al., 2019b), there is a lack of structural ambidexterity in 

researching exploration / exploitation separation or integration in the digital context. 

The research methods are similar to those used in Paper 2 due to the lack of empirical 

proof in the existing literature. The explorative research design generated the missing 
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profound comprehension of structural ambidexterity in digital transformation (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024b). I combined the research design for qualitative studies by Mayring 

(2001) with the code development for thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006). 

The open-ended questions focused on separation / integration in digital transformation 

in incumbent companies. The questions included possible triggers for changes over 

time and related leadership aspects. Allowing for higher study robustness, one 

researcher conducted the coding, and the second assessed and confirmed the coding 

with an inter-coder check (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Mayring, 2014). The results are 

summarized using first-order concepts, second-order themes, and aggregated 

dimensions as described by Gioia et al. (2013).  

5 Results  

5.1 Results of Paper 1 

The following section presents the results of the three research papers and derives a 

synthesis of the results of the individual papers. Using a literature review, Paper 1 

investigated exploration and exploitation criteria as well as ambidexterity in digital 

transformation. Conducting title, abstract, and full-text reviews allowed me to decrease 

the number of articles from 3,204 to 80 articles (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). A backward 

search expanded the number to 94 articles (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). The conducted 

literature review in Paper 1 proved that all 94 analyzed articles focused on digital 

transformation included elements of exploration and exploitation (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2022). Looking into the impact, the drivers and targets, and the activities and foci 

during digital transformation, elements of exploration and exploitation were present 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Table 1 summarizes the results clustered by those 

categories.  
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Table 1 Exploration and exploitation characteristics in digital transformation adapted based on Hoessler 
and Carbon (2022) 

Learning 
activity  

Category Paper 1 

Exploration 

Impact Revolutionary impact 

Drivers 
and 
targets 

Growth 

- New revenue streams through new products or 
services 

- Shift from physical product selling to digital 
solutions offering 

- Entering or building new markets 

Activities 
and foci 

Challenging existing conditions fundamentally 

- Moving away from the current core business 
- Develop new entrepreneurial capabilities 
- Experimentation 
- Risk-taking 
- Failure culture 

Exploitation 

Impact Evolutionary approach 

Drivers 
and 
targets 

Increased efficiency and productivity  

 

Cost reduction 

 

Quality improvements 

 

Advanced customer satisfaction  

Activities 
and foci 

Building on existing 

- Automation 
- Embed digital technologies into existing products 
- Digital channels 

 

The results show that digital transformation’s overall effect on incumbent companies 

and industries is revolutionary (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Jones et al., 2021; 

Rachinger et al., 2019). Evolving new digital technologies enable companies to make 

significant changes in their business models (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Jones et al., 

2021), leading to financial improvements (Cichosz et al., 2020; Fitzgerald et al., 2013; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2022) if joined with a proper organizational and structural change 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Imran et al., 2021; Singh & Hess, 2020; Vial, 2019). This 
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revolutionary impact of digital transformation is a characteristic of exploration (Michael. 

Tushman & O'Reilly III, 1996).  

The target of growing with the help of digital transformation is associated with 

exploration. It includes the pursuit of new revenue streams (Gimpel et al., 2018; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a; Savytska & Salabai, 2021) through offering new 

products and services (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Loonam et al., 2018; Tagscherer & 

Carbon, 2024; Verhoef et al., 2021). For manufacturing companies, this means a shift 

from physical product selling to digital solutions offerings to their customers (Matzner 

et al., 2018; Schallmo et al., 2017a) or even eventually entering (Calabrese et al., 

2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022) new emerging markets or building new markets 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Naimi-Sadigh et al.; Pihir et al., 2018; Sia et al., 2021).  

To achieve revolutionary change, digital transformation exploration activities 

include fundamentally challenging existing conditions (Fitzgerald et al., 2013; Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2022; Kane et al., 2018; Neumann et al., 2019). In addition, exploration 

activities involve conducting radical changes in how business is operated, as well as 

moving away from the current core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Jin et al., 

2020; Remane et al., 2017) to entirely new addressable markets (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2022; Naimi-Sadigh et al.; Pihir et al., 2018; Sia et al., 2021). Companies must develop 

new entrepreneurial capabilities to transform their business in a targeted, radical way 

(Garzoni et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Niemand et al., 2021; North et al., 

2020). Experimentation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Jones et al., 2021; Kane et al., 

2018; North et al., 2020), continuous learning (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Kane et al., 

2019), and admission to failure are required (Andriole, 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 

2022; Sia et al., 2016; Sia et al., 2021). Therefore, exploration in digital transformation 

is associated with a higher level of risk-taking (Gurbaxani & Dunkle, 2019; Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2022; Imran et al., 2021; Kane et al., 2015; Sia et al., 2021). Companies either 

internally develop the required new (digital) capabilities or engage in mergers and 

acquisitions to acquire the needed skills (Anshin & Bobyleva, 2021; Margiono, 2021).  

Despite the explorative target of digital transformation, the journey of incumbent 

companies is often evolutionary and split into phases (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; 

Mazzone, 2014; Schallmo et al., 2017a) due to limited resources (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2022; Santos & Martinho, 2020; Schneider & Kokshagina, 2021). Nevertheless, even 

though digital transformation can be built on evolutionary steps, the journey includes 
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explorative elements (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Riasanow et al., 2019). Alongside the 

explorative target growth, digital transformation drivers are also exploitative. 

Companies want to improve efficiency and productivity or achieve cost reductions or 

quality improvements (Gruia et al., 2020; Gurbaxani & Dunkle, 2019; Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2022; Horváth & Szabó, 2019; Rachinger et al., 2019).  

Exploitation activities, such as automation in different functional areas in the 

company (Calabrese et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Saarikko et al., 2020; 

Wiesbock & Hess, 2020), support those goals by advancing the existing processes. In 

addition to the internally oriented exploitation activities in digital transformation, 

companies pursue the advancement of customer experience (Cichosz et al., 2020; 

Gurbaxani & Dunkle, 2019; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022) and customer satisfaction 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Horváth & Szabó, 2019; Rachinger et al., 2019). Incumbent 

companies embed digital technologies into existing products to advance their product 

portfolio (Gimpel et al., 2018; Hess et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Vial, 2019). 

Furthermore, digital channels and platforms help to communicate with customers 

(Cennamo et al., 2020; Hess et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Schallmo et al., 

2017a). One characteristic of exploitation activities in digital transformation is the 

connection to the existing processes, products, or services (Ahmad et al., 2021; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a, 2024b; Sanchez, 2017; Verhoef et al., 2021). Using 

data and digital technologies allows for automating or reducing recurring manual tasks 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Schneider & Kokshagina, 2021; Westerman et al., 2014).  

Whereas all 94 articles contained elements of exploration and exploitation, only 

a few articles use the distinct terminologies “exploration” and “exploitation” (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2022). Additionally, even though in all articles at least one element of 

exploration and exploitation was included, this did not apply to each analyzed category 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Furthermore, some inconsistencies could be identified as 

digital transformation is seen as revolutionary, but the listed associated activities were 

exploitative (Becker & Schmid, 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). This indicates that 

further research is required to gain a more in-depth understanding of exploration and 

exploitation in digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Table 2 illustrates the 

identified aspects associated with ambidexterity based on the conducted literature 

review. 
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Table 2 Ambidexterity in digital transformation adapted based on Hoessler and Carbon (2022) 

Paper 1 

Digital transformation includes exploration and exploitation  

- Inconsistencies in definitions 
- No in-depth insights on exploration and exploitation  

Balancing paradoxical activities 

- Not following the definition of March (1991) 
- Digital = exploration / core (old) business =  exploitation 

Structural ambidexterity 

- Separate business unit or division for digital - no consideration if digital is 
really exploration 

- Risks associated with ignoring learning activities 

Leadership  

- Leaders who enable ambidexterity strive for the needed balance 
- Senior leadership to provide guidance (vision, strategy, targets) 
- Consideration of resources and digital maturity grades 
- Arrange and manage seizing / sensing and continuous renewal (dynamic 

capabilities) 

Challenges 

- Too focused on short-term profitability 
- Focus on wrong measurements 
- Senior leadership attitude influences ambidexterity success 

Contextual ambidexterity and sequential ambidexterity / punctuated 
equilibrium 

- Receives little attention 
- Sequential ambidexterity or punctuated equilibrium to countermeasure 

limited resources 

 

Aside from containing exploration and exploitation, some articles described the 

necessity of balancing exploration and exploitation activities in digital transformation 

(Chan et al., 2019; Gastaldi et al., 2018; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a; Smith & 

Beretta, 2021). Nevertheless, the topic was not detailed further and lacked additional 

insights (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). In addition, scholars neglected the definition of 

March (1991) and referred to balancing core and digital business, ignoring the 

exploration / exploitation differentiation criterion (Åkesson et al., 2018; Bosler et al., 

2021; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Margiono, 2021; Olsson & Bosch, 2020). One paper 

indirectly addressed the risks of this definition by showing missing required 

interactions (Åkesson et al., 2018; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Nevertheless, the idea 
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of separating digital units (Hess et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Hron et al., 

2021; Kaiser & Stummer, 2020; D. Soto Setzke et al., 2021; Sund et al., 2021) can be 

associated with structural ambidexterity (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Building on the 

definition of exploration and exploitation (March, 1991) and the fact that the literature 

review results showed that scholars primarily did not use those learning activities as 

differentiation, but instead only focused on balancing digital and core business, further 

in-depth studies are required (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). 

Even though it was not labeled as ambidexterity enabling leadership in the 

reviewed articles, this ambidexterity enabling leadership is needed to ensure the 

alignment of conflicting positions and separated units (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; 

Horváth & Szabó, 2019; Smith & Beretta, 2021). Leaders who enable ambidexterity 

strive for the needed balance in digital transformation to improve the existing but also 

create entirely new offerings in a fundamentally new way (Berghaus & Back, 2016; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Wang et al., 2021). Associated with leadership, a clear 

vision and strategy for digital transformation were seen as important (Anshin & 

Bobyleva, 2021; Cichosz et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Machado et al., 

2021). In addition, undefined targets and a path to achieve them were seen as a 

reason for falling behind expectations in digital transformation (Hess et al., 2016; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Nevertheless, the existing literature did not address how 

to incorporate exploration and exploitation, and how target-setting processes differ 

(Ahmad et al., 2021; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Krasonikolakis et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, leadership is responsible for defining the path of the digital 

transformation journey, considering digital maturity grades (Berghaus & Back, 2016; 

Y. Chen et al., 2021; Garzoni et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Saarikko et al., 

2020) and organization specifics (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Horváth & Szabó, 2019; 

Jones et al., 2021). Similar to other categories, existing literature touched on dynamic 

capabilities in digital transformation, but did not explicitly name the concept (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2022). Working in ecosystems and fostering collaboration were described 

as a way to orchestrate and foster sensing and seizing (Bosler et al., 2021; Cichosz 

et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Rachinger et al., 2019; Soluk & Kammerlander, 

2021; Vial, 2019).  

Overall, balancing paradoxical activities was seen as important but also 

challenging. Especially for incumbent companies, exploration is challenging 
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(Bjoerkdahl, 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). This can be explained as incumbent 

companies are too focused on daily activities and lack exploration, leading to reduced 

competitiveness in the future (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Jones et al., 2021; Sund et 

al., 2021). Also, particularly in family-owned companies that are risk-averse, there is a 

risk of focusing on exploitation and never achieving the targeted revolutionary impact 

(Ceipek et al., 2021; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Soluk & Kammerlander, 2021). In 

addition, companies face challenges in pursuing ambidexterity when short-term 

profitability is prioritized (Cichosz et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; 

Krasonikolakis et al., 2020). The other ambidexterity concepts, aside from structural 

ambidexterity, were only brought up very sporadically in the analyzed articles 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Hron et al., 2021; Jackson & Dunn-Jensen, 2021) and with 

insufficient details (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Some authors mentioned that 

companies shift between exploration and exploitation due to a lack of resources. 

Primarily, combined with growing digital maturity grade incorporating exploration 

elements, this approach can be associated with sequential ambidexterity or 

punctuated equilibrium (Bjoerkdahl, 2020; Bosch & Olsson, 2021; Gastaldi & Corso, 

2012; Ghobakhloo & Iranmanesh, 2021; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Smith & Beretta, 

2021).  

5.2 Results of Paper 2 

A literature review has the limitation of only referring to existing literature and not 

generating empirical findings, which are required for my overall research on digital 

transformation and ambidexterity in incumbent companies. Therefore, a further 

investigation on the exploration and exploitation characteristics in digital 

transformation with the help of empirical research was performed (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024a). Semi-structured interviews were the baseline for deriving the study results. 

Our data synthesis was performed following Mayring (2000). We used the identified 

impact, target, and activities from our first research (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022) to set 

the inductive categories (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a; Mayring, 2000). Table 3 presents 

the findings of Paper 1 and compares them to the results from the second research 

article, including the gained empirical evidence. 
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Table 3 Characteristics of exploration and exploitation in digital transformation, enhanced by empirical 
research, adapted based on Hoessler and Carbon (2022) and Hoessler and Carbon (2024a) 

Learning 
activity  

Category Paper 1 Paper 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exploration 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Impact 

Revolutionary impact Radical or disruptive 
change 

 - Digital business 
model innovation  

Drivers 
and targets 

Growth Market orientation 

- New revenue 
streams through 
new products or 
services 

- Shift from physical 
product selling to 
digital solutions 
offering 

- Entering or building 
new markets 

-  
-   

 

- Digital servitization 

 

 

 

- Surviving in 
disrupted markets 

Activities 
and foci 

Challenging existing 
conditions 
fundamentally 

Using digital technologies 
to rethink existing 
business models 

- Moving away from 
the current core 
business 

- Develop new 
entrepreneurial 
capabilities 

- Experimentation 
 

- Risk-taking 
 
 

- Failure culture 

- Starting from blank 
 
 

- Develop new 
capabilities 
 

- Safe space for 
experimentation 

- Willingness to take 
risks 
 

- Failure culture 
- Usage of data 
- Applying new 

(disruptive) 
technologies 

 

Steering 

 

 

 
Challenging target‑setting 
process 

 

- High complexity and 
uncertainty 

- Alternative targets 
and measurements 
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Exploration 
(continued)  

 

Steering 
(continued) 

- Unclear outcome 
requires 
assumptions 

- Long-term profit 
orientation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exploitation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Impact Evolutionary approach Conservative approach 

Drivers 
and targets 

Increased efficiency and 
productivity  

 

Increased efficiency and 
productivity 

Cost reduction 

 

Cost reduction 

Quality improvements 

 

Quality improvements 

Advanced customer 
satisfaction  

Enhance customer value 

 

 

 Improved digital 
penetration 

 

 Legal reporting 
requirements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activities 
and foci 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Building on existing Optimize existing 

- Automation 
 

- Embed digital 
technologies into 
existing products 

- Digital channels 
 

 

 

- Internal process 
automation 

- Embed digital 
technologies into 
existing products 

- Digital channels 
- Applying available 

technologies 
- Creating 

transparency 

 
Maintain and improve IT 
infrastructure 

 - Aligning and 
harmonizing the 
existing IT 
infrastructure 

- Connecting systems 
- Improving systems 
- Scaling-up and roll-

outs 
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Exploitation 

 (continued) 
Steering 

 Clear target-setting 
process 

 - Quantitative targets 
- Similar targets to 

non-digital activities  

 

The results of the semi-structured interviews confirmed the revolutionary impact of 

digital transformation, describing it as a radical or disruptive change to incumbent 

companies (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). In addition, digital business model innovation 

was brought up as a concrete exploration outcome (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). 

Growth as a driver and target of exploration in digital transformation was less present 

in the interview results (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Whereas the market orientation 

of exploration in digital transformation was gained as a new insight, growth could only 

be indirectly associated with it. Instead, the more long-term orientation of surviving in 

disrupted markets was seen as one of the main drivers (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). 

Nevertheless, when detailing the growth ambitions, the empirical research validated 

that the target of incumbent companies is to shift from product to digital solution selling. 

In addition, the empirical research added digital servitization as an approach for 

companies to grow new revenue streams and disrupt their selling proposition 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a).  

The activities and foci that the interview partners saw in exploration in digital 

transformation matched the literature review’s findings. An additional insight was that 

moving away from the core business can be achieved by starting from blank (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024a). To enable the required experimentation, companies need to 

establish a failure culture and ensure that employees have enough space to 

experiment (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Applying disruptive technologies from the 

outside and using data to change business processes fundamentally or create new 

selling propositions are the main exploration activities in digital transformation 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a).  

Aside from impact, drivers and targets, and activities and foci, requirements of 

steering exploration in digital transformation were identified in this research (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024a). Alternative targets and measurements are needed due to the higher 

level of uncertainty and complexity of exploration (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). 

Working with assumptions allows using common financial key performance indicators, 
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but adapting to the exploration characteristics (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Despite 

the challenges of monitoring and steering exploration, it is required to ensure a long-

term profit orientation of those activities (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). 

The interview results underpinned that digital transformation could have an 

exploitative impact. Exploitation activities in digital transformation are used in the early 

stages of the journey by companies that are more risk-averse (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2022, 2024a). Furthermore, the empirical research revealed the same drivers and 

targets of exploitation in digital transformation as identified in the literature review 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Nevertheless, increasing digital penetration can also be 

an exploitation target (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Furthermore, companies are 

motivated by the increasing amount of legally required reporting to improve data 

availability and, therefore, pursue exploitation activities in the digital context (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024a). 

Additionally, the interview results reinforced that exploitation activities in digital 

transformation focus on optimizing the existing (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). In 

addition, applying available digital technologies, such as robotic process automation, 

reduces manual work (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). With the help of digital 

technologies, data can be collected, made accessible, and analyzed to identify 

improvement projects (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Based on the interview results, 

exploitation activities in digital transformation referred to maintaining and improving 

the IT infrastructure (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Efforts to align and harmonize the 

existing IT infrastructure and connect systems internally and with customer systems 

are associated with these activities (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Constant 

improvement of systems by adding new functionalities and ensuring system 

performance is necessary to leverage additional benefits (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). 

Furthermore, introducing new systems for automation or increased transparency is 

characteristic of exploitation activities in digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024a). Additionally, scaling up and rolling out a previously developed digital 

technology is associated with exploitation in digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024a). 

Explained by the shorter time-horizon of exploitation, outcomes are more 

foreseeable, and therefore, quantitative targets are required for exploitation (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024a). It can be monetary targets or other quantitative measurements, 
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such as output goals (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Because exploitation in digital 

transformation is closely associated with the existing core business, targets and 

measurements are similar to those of non-digital activities (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024a). 

 

Figure 3 Phases of digital transformation mapped to exploration and exploitation, adapted based on 
Hoessler and Carbon (2024a) 

 

Figure 3 illustrates that the results of the literature review can be confirmed. 

Additionally, the framework is advanced with empirical findings. Mapping the insights 

from the literature review and the semi-structured interviews to the phases of digital 

transformation provides a distinct differentiation of the terms digitization, digitalization 

/ digital innovation / digital business model change, and digital transformation 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a). Combining those terms with exploration and 

exploitation allows a more specific differentiation and appropriate steering (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024a). Figure 3 shows that the initial phase digitization mainly consists of 

exploitation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Only the application of new digital 

technologies can contain explorative elements if the technology disrupts the market 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Digitalization, digital innovation, and digital business 

model change are built on digitization and are characterized by a higher digital maturity 

grade, as it is more than pure technology (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a; Tilson et 

al., 2010; Yoo, Lyytinen, et al., 2010). This phase contains exploration and exploitation. 
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Nevertheless, the categorization depends on the degree of change and impact for an 

increased value added to the customer. Activities are associated with exploration in 

case of fundamental changes, such as a major remodeling of the business model. 

Incremental changes, like introducing digital channels, are seen as exploitation 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Digital transformation is a multifaceted and holistic 

business transformation (Chanias et al., 2019; Henriette et al., 2016; Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2022; Singh & Hess, 2020) and consists of elements of digitization and 

digitalization combined with leadership and change management (Gregory et al., 

2019; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Leipzig et al., 2017). Therefore, seen as the phase 

with the highest digital maturity grade, it mainly includes explorative activities showing 

the overall revolutionary character of digital transformation. Nevertheless, it also 

consists of exploitative elements as a basis (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a).  

Aside from the impact, drivers and targets, activities and foci, and steering of 

exploration and exploitation, there are some fundamental principles leaders in digital 

transformation should apply (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Digital literacy is essential 

for leaders in digital transformation, according to our interview results. This involves a 

basic understanding of digital technologies and following new market developments 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Furthermore, the interview partners acknowledged the 

need to drive exploration and exploitation to succeed in digital transformation 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Therefore, it is beneficial if leaders know the differences 

between exploration and exploitation and integrate this into the strategic framework 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Referring to the literature review, which suggested the 

need to have a clear vision and strategy for digital transformation, the empirical study 

provided more in-depth insights into this (Anshin & Bobyleva, 2021; Cichosz et al., 

2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Machado et al., 2021). Executive leaders should 

incorporate exploration and exploitation in their digital transformation strategy and 

enable operationalization by providing resources (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). 

Following the steering recommendations for exploration and exploitation derived from 

the interview results helps to provide a distinct target setting for the activities (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024a). With this knowledge, this empirical research added insights to the 

missing guidance on target setting, which was seen as one reason for falling behind 

expectations in digital transformation (Hess et al., 2016; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). 

Despite this, there are sometimes tendencies toward one of the activities (Hoessler & 
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Carbon, 2024a). Therefore, it is recommended that leaders acknowledge those 

industry-driven or organization-driven tendencies (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). An 

example of an industry-driven tendency toward exploitation is a strong intensity of 

regulation in the healthcare industry (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Furthermore, 

companies in industries with a higher degree of disruption might tend more to 

exploration (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Another factor that can influence whether 

companies show tendencies is economic cycles. Especially in economic downturns, 

companies tend to lean towards cost savings and short-term oriented exploitation 

activities in digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). The literature review 

identified differences associated with company size (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). The 

performed empirical study could not validate size as a driving factor (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024a). Instead, how decisions are made in companies can influence 

exploration or exploitation tendencies (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). In addition, 

organizational structures, attitudes toward risk, legacies, available resources, and 

degree of diversification can impact companies’ tendencies in exploring or exploiting 

in digital transformation.  

5.3 Results of Paper 3 

The results of the conducted literature review showed that the focus when combining 

the research streams ambidexterity and digital transformation is on structural 

ambidexterity (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a; Holotiuk, 2020; Kaiser & Stummer, 

2020; Raabe et al., 2020). Nevertheless, these research articles often neglected the 

differentiation between exploration and exploitation (Åkesson et al., 2018; Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2022, 2024a, 2024b; Margiono, 2021). This can lead to ineffectiveness, 

therefore, Paper 3 investigated how incumbent companies can utilize the concept of 

structural ambidexterity to steer digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). It 

also addressed the gap that most authors consider separation in digital transformation, 

but did not directly refer to structural ambidexterity (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Our 

results from the conducted semi-structured interviews were derived following the code 

development of Braun and Clarke (2006). We followed Gioia et al. (2013) to cluster 

our coding results into three aggregated dimensions, eight 2nd order themes, and 27 

1st order concepts (Gioia et al., 2013; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Figure 4 displays 

the summary of the results illustrating the driving factors for incumbent companies to 
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separate regarding exploration / exploitation or to apply the differentiation between 

digital / core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

 

 

Figure 4 Structural ambidexterity in digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b)  

 

Following the definition of March (1991) and separating exploration and exploitation, 

the study results showed that closeness to the existing core business is a decision-

making factor (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). If digital exploration activities are distant 

from the core business, separating them with an exploration (digital) innovation hub or 

a research and development organization is recommended (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b). The separation allows outside-the-box thinking and enables experimentation 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Aside from internal separation, buying startup shares can 

allow digital exploration detached from the core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

Due to the differences in target setting, as described in the results of Paper 2, 

separated digital exploration units should have dedicated budgets and measurements 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Flat hierarchies support flexibility and a trusted 
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atmosphere for employees to explore (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Adhering to the 

same logic as when recommending separation, the study results advised integration 

if exploitation is closely connected to the core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

For example, when automating existing processes or digitizing existing products, the 

expertise of the existing is required, and integration is advised (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b). The integration can be implemented through centralized departments, support 

functions, or direct integration into the business functions (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

If incumbent companies want to create a digital mentality through mergers and 

acquisitions or to build a startup culture, internally separating all digital activities is a 

possible solution (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Separation allows focusing on digital 

specifics undisturbed from daily activities (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Nevertheless, 

there are risks if differences in exploration and exploitation in the digital context are 

neglected (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). The separated digital unit can be preferred 

over the existing core business due to being newer and more progressive (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024b). This can lead to tensions between the entities (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b). Furthermore, if there are conflicts, the knowledge exchange required for 

exploitation in digital transformation is at risk. Therefore, if all digital activities are 

separated, there is a lack of core business advancement with the help of digital 

technologies (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). A low digital maturity grade is characteristic 

when companies begin the digital transformation journey. At that stage, they can 

clearly distinguish between digital and core business. Nevertheless, over time, this 

gets increasingly interwound and challenging to separate (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

Another risk of separating digital / core business is that new digital products must be 

integrated with the associated sales organization to leverage the potential, and 

expectations are not aligned (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). This results in the risk that 

the requirements for the core business are not met due to isolated workstreams 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). The described risk is strongly linked to the need for core 

business knowledge in digital exploitation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b).  

Even if temporal ambidexterity is less mentioned, the study results indicated 

that shifting between a digital exploration unit and the core business could support 

mutual learning and effective integration of innovations (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

In case of a separation based on digital / core business, temporal ambidexterity could 

help to build a digital skill-set and reduce the risk of undermining digital activities in the 
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core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Despite the positive aspects, it is important 

to have a consistent core team to assure efficiency in learning (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b) 

As it is a leadership responsibility to achieve ambidexterity (Alghamdi, 2018; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Jansen et al., 2008; Keller & Weibler, 2015; Lin & 

McDonough III, 2011), this dissertation also investigated strategic leadership aspects 

related to structural ambidexterity. One central theme is related to strategy. Senior 

leadership is responsible for integrating the digital transformation strategy into the 

company strategy. A clear vision, strategy, and continuous communication are 

important (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). As shown in the literature review, there is a 

highly influential role of senior leadership (Andriole, 2020; Bjoerkdahl, 2020; Cichosz 

et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Imran et al., 2021; Wrede et al., 2020). 

Therefore, top management should be acquainted with the knowledge of differences 

in exploration and exploitation in digital transformation. Furthermore, achieving an 

ambidexterity awareness of needing both activities and targeting a long-term balance 

is essential (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Portfolio management is a suitable tool to 

balance the activities and ensure that the company has a balanced innovation portfolio 

within its digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Aside from setting the 

strategic framework, leaders are responsible for setting clear responsibilities and 

defining expectations for exploration and exploitation activities in digital transformation 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Also, different required skill sets for exploration and 

exploitation must be considered when hiring (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

Collaborative decision-making strengthens ambidexterity and limits favoring one 

activity due to individual preferences. In addition, close collaboration with IT was also 

seen as important to advance digital literacy (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

As only a few studies focused on changes over time regarding structural 

ambidexterity (Åkesson et al., 2018; Göbeler et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; 

Hron et al., 2021; Svahn et al., 2017), the study provided additional guidance for 

incumbent companies in digital transformation. Innovation can be split into innovation 

phases. An innovation starts with exploration and develops into exploitation, and 

therefore justifies a basic amount of collaboration between exploration and 

exploitation, especially when linked to the core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

Furthermore, the change from exploration to exploitation can be seen as a prompt to 
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integrate into the core business in case of prior separation (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b). Aside from the innovation phase, companies' digital maturity grade can trigger 

organizational set-up changes (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). In the early stages, the 

need to build up a digital mindset is higher and justifies a digital unit. With a growing 

maturity grade, there is an increasing interest from the core organization in using 

exploitation in the digital context to improve, and integration becomes more suitable 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Overall, there are reasons for separating digital / core 

business and exploration / exploitation. Combining this with the identified risks and the 

impacting factors, such as digital maturity grade, helps to guide leaders to monitor 

those and decide on separation / integration (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b).  

 Figure 5 integrates the recommendations of our study results on structural and 

temporal ambidexterity in digital transformation into a decision tree. This allows 

practitioners to have a guiding framework for navigating digital transformation, 

considering organizational structures to support their goals (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b). Leaders are advised to consider the digital maturity grade as a first decision-

making criterion for organizational structures. Secondly, the focus and characteristics 

of the digital transformation activities need to be reviewed to select the fitting 

organizational structure. Furthermore, the decision tree provides suggestions on how 

organizational structures can be supplemented with forms of temporal ambidexterity 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

 

Figure 5 Decision tree on structural and temporal ambidexterity adapted based on Hoessler and Carbon 
(2024b) 
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5.4 Synthesis of research results 

Despite the individual character of the three research articles, I addressed with all of 

them my overarching research topic on digital transformation of incumbent companies 

and ambidexterity. Reviewing the results, four overarching areas can be identified. 

Firstly, the study results showed that digital transformation includes elements of 

exploration and exploitation. Secondly, it requires leadership for digital transformation 

(Faix, 2020) and ambidexterity in digital transformation. Thirdly, structural 

ambidexterity was the most commonly mentioned concept associated with 

ambidexterity in the digital context. Finally, the dissertation identified decision-making 

factors helping to guide leaders in incumbent companies to apply structural 

ambidexterity to drive digital transformation journeys. Figure 6 combines the four focus 

areas into a cohesive whole. 

 

 

Figure 6 Digital transformation and ambidexterity in incumbent companies adapted based on Hoessler 

and Carbon (2024b) 

 

As Paper 1 targeted to identify exploration and exploitation elements in digital 

transformation, the results were also clustered from an exploration / exploitation 

perspective (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Therefore, I used semi-structured interviews 

to map exploration and exploitation elements to the terminologies used in the digital 
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context (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). With this, the limitations of a literature review 

could be overcome, and exploration and exploitation activities could be put into the 

context of how leaders in incumbent companies are confronted with it. I adapted the 

illustration of the digital transformation phases of Hoessler and Carbon (2022) by 

integrating the learnings from the literature review and the empirical study results 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a). The middle part of Figure 6 illustrates the 

exploration and exploitation elements of the digital transformation phases, considering 

an increasing digital maturity.  

Ambidexterity is managing those paradoxical exploration and exploitation 

activities (Duncan, 1976; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024b; Michael. Tushman & 

O'Reilly III, 1996). It is leadership responsibility to drive necessary change (Heilemann 

& Faix, 2023) for digital transformation (Hensellek, 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b) 

and apply ambidexterity enabling leadership (Alghamdi, 2018; Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b; Jansen et al., 2008; Keller & Weibler, 2015; Lin & McDonough III, 2011; Probst 

et al., 2011). All three published papers showed the need for leaders to have an active 

role and guide digital transformation and ambidexterity (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 

2024a). Leaders steering digital transformations in incumbent firms must understand 

the related terminologies (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a, 2024b). One aspect is basic 

knowledge of digital technologies and staying connected regarding new developments 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Paper 3 detailed this by recommending a close 

collaboration with the IT department to stay informed (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

Another aspect is that leaders need to be acquainted with differences in exploration 

and exploitation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a, 2024b). Paper 2 emphasized the 

need for executive leadership to understand differences and communicate them to 

lower leadership levels (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Also, the findings in Paper 1 

supported the described requirement by stating the influence of senior leadership 

(Ceipek et al., 2021; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Soluk & Kammerlander, 2021). 

Nevertheless, knowing the differences is not sufficient. Leaders need to derive distinct 

operationalizations for both activities (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). This includes, for 

example, considering the required skills when hiring (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b) and 

ensuring positioning people with the appropriate skills into the fitting position (Becker 

& Schmid, 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). From a strategic leadership perspective, 

all three papers called for the development of a digital transformation strategy 
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(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a, 2024b) and to integrate it into the corporate strategy 

(Anshin & Bobyleva, 2021; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Martincevic & Kozina, 2021). 

Determining clear goals for digital transformation (Ahmad et al., 2021; Cichosz et al., 

2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Machado et al., 2021) and a vision is important 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024b). Despite emphasizing the importance of a vision 

and strategy, Papers 1 and 2 lacked the idea that the targeted exploration and 

exploitation elements should be part of the strategy (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Aside 

from the differentiated treatment, leaders need to balance exploration and exploitation 

to ensure the long-term orientation of digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 

2024b). Paper 3 detailed the balancing with portfolio management, assuring the 

targeted activities are included in the strategy (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Due to 

limited resources or economic difficulties, the portfolio can change over time and does 

not consist of the same amount of exploration and exploitation activities (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024b). Nevertheless, leaders need to be aware of industry-driven and 

organization-driven tendencies influencing their views (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a).  

The central concept of achieving ambidexterity, whether looking into digital vs. 

core business or exploration vs. exploitation, discussed in the digital context is 

structural ambidexterity. The study results of Paper 3 showed that leaders need to take 

the digital maturity grade, the closeness to the core business, and whether the 

activities are exploration or exploitation into consideration when deciding on 

separation or integration (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). A flexible team structure, but 

ensuring a consistent core team, allows for mutual learning and better exchange in 

case of separation. This can apply to separating exploration / exploitation and digital / 

core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b) and is associated with temporal 

ambidexterity (Holotiuk & Beimborn, 2019). 

Overall, Figure 6 illustrates the cohesive outcome of the three individual papers 

contributing to the overarching research on digital transformation and ambidexterity of 

incumbent companies. It emphasizes the exploration and exploitation elements in 

digital transformation, the role of the leaders, and ways to achieve structural 

ambidexterity and a long-term balanced portfolio (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a, 

2024b).  
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6 Discussion 

The rise of digital technologies is not only a disruption threat to incumbent companies 

(Klos et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2023) but also provides major opportunities for them 

(Klos et al., 2021; Llopis-Albert et al., 2021). Despite incumbent companies' growing 

digital transformation initiatives (Gurumurthy et al., 2020), many lack success and fall 

behind expectations (Gebauer et al., 2020; Meier et al., 2025). Therefore, the target 

of the dissertation was to provide insights for incumbent companies to overcome those 

challenges. One major challenge is linked to limiting digital transformation to the 

technology aspect or having a too broad view, missing to consider the complex 

character of digital transformation (Kahveci, 2025; Kreiterling, 2023; Shahi & Sinha, 

2021) and the associated activities (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a, 2024b; Tolboom, 

2016). This research on digital transformation and ambidexterity of incumbent 

companies addresses this research gap by providing distinct knowledge on 

exploration and exploitation in digital transformation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 

2024a). Whereas Paper 1 provided already clear differentiation between exploration 

and exploitation regarding impact, targets and drivers and activities and foci, it lacks 

empirical evidence (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022) like the majority of existing studies 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a; Holotiuk & Beimborn, 2019; Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021; 

Nwankpa & Datta, 2017; Princes, 2019; van den Buuse et al., 2021). Paper 2 

eliminated this gap using empirical contributions. Furthermore, this research guides 

practitioners as the perspective is shifted to provide more insights about the different 

digital transformation phases. This dissertation reveals that the overarching digital 

transformation journey includes elements of exploration and exploitation (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024a). Whereas activities related to a lower digital maturity grade are 

associated with exploitation, exploration activities such as fundamentally reassessing 

existing business models using digital technologies are integrated with a rising digital 

maturity grade (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Based on existing research, activities 

related to higher value-added and extension activities in digital transformation are not 

distinguishable from an exploration and exploitation perspective (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024a; Holotiuk & Beimborn, 2019). This dissertation shows that the degree of change 

and impact allows for differentiation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Furthermore, this 

dissertation helps to gain additional insights into various steering mechanisms 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Using quantitative targets to measure and steer 
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exploitation in digital transformation and applying alternative measurements for 

exploration ensures continuous tracking (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Those insights 

help to overcome the barrier to successful digital transformation related to missing 

clear objectives (Hess et al., 2016; Mirković et al., 2019b). Also, the relevance of those 

insights can be seen in the recommendation of Shahi and Sinha (2021) to have clear 

goals to overcome challenges in the digital transformation of manufacturing 

companies. Another major challenge for incumbent companies is the lack of a vision 

and strategy (Shahi & Sinha, 2021), which provides guidance and shows leadership 

commitment (Favoretto et al., 2022). All three papers addressed the importance of 

strategic leadership (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022, 2024a, 2024b). Whereas the existing 

literature focused on the general need to provide a vision and strategy (Berghaus & 

Back, 2016; Brown & Brown, 2019; Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Niemand et al., 2021), 

this dissertation adds more specifics by recommending having exploration and 

exploitation elements included (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a) and use portfolio 

management to ensure a long-term orientation of the digital transformation strategy 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Another challenge incumbents face regarding digital 

transformation is associated with organizational structures (Bjoerkdahl, 2020; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Mirković et al., 2019a). This explains why structural 

ambidexterity in literature combining digital transformation and ambidexterity receives 

the highest attention (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Holotiuk, 2020; Raabe et al., 2020). 

Nevertheless, reviewing the existing literature body, the present research identified a 

gap in the clear distinguishment of exploration / exploitation in structural ambidexterity 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Also, it is linked mainly to one specific industry, 

neglecting an overarching view (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Therefore, the scientific 

contribution of this dissertation is that it provides details on separation in digital 

transformation using exploration / exploitation or digital / core business as separation 

criterion (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). The study results revealed that exploration / 

exploitation and digital / core business are not the only relevant decision-making 

criteria. However, the distance to the core business and digital maturity grades are 

relevant (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Whereas Sia et al. (2021) suggest integrating 

automation, this dissertation confirms this but expands it to all exploitation activities 

and provides reasoning (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Aside from an organizational 

separation using exploration / exploitation as a criterion, existing literature often 

considers digital / core business as the separation criterion (Åkesson et al., 2018; 
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Göbeler et al., 2020; Holotiuk, 2020; Smith & Beretta, 2021). While existing literature 

only stated the separation of a digital unit or digital innovation lab (Kaiser & Stummer, 

2020; Sund et al., 2021), the study results reveal that establishing a digital mindset or 

a start-up culture can be achieved by separating all digital activities (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024b). Despite the reasons for separating everything related to digital, there 

are risks associated with it, and leaders should be aware of them (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b). As stated earlier, the connection to the core business is essential for digital 

exploitation. This aligns with the study of Lohoff et al. (2025), emphasizing the need 

for collaboration. Separating all digital activities could lead to neglecting digital 

activities in the core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Especially with an 

increasing digital maturity grade, the separation between digital / core business 

becomes more difficult as the areas will be increasingly intertwined (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2024b). Therefore, with an increasing digital maturity grade, activities closely 

linked to the core business should be integrated, and the ones distant from it should 

be separated (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). There are two options for digital exploration 

activities directly connected with the core business. Either separate digital exploration 

activities and ensure collaboration with the core business, or integrate but provide 

enough freedom and dedicated budgets (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). This suggests 

that there is no one solution fits all concept, and impact factors such as digital maturity 

grade and closeness to the business need to be considered for deciding regarding 

separation / integration (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Therefore, the results are aligned 

with the existing literature stating that separation can be a temporary solution 

(Åkesson et al., 2018; Göbeler et al., 2020; Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b; Hron et al., 

2021; Svahn et al., 2017) but provide more insights into what influences the changes.  

The developed decision tree guides practitioners. It allows them to navigate the 

challenges of structure and addresses the ambidexterity in digital transformation. 

Building on the literature of ambidexterity in the digital context, this dissertation 

confirms that temporal ambidexterity, described by Holotiuk and Beimborn (2019), can 

support mutual learning. In addition, consistency in the team setup is required to 

ensure efficiency. Temporal ambidexterity can be used when exploration / exploitation 

is the separation criterion as well as digital / core business (Hoessler & Carbon, 

2024b).  
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7 Limitations and future research implications 

Whereas this dissertation followed scientific rigor, it still has some methodological 

limitations. The results of Paper 1 are based on a search that included the term digital 

transformation and terms such as digitalization (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Without 

the distinction, it was not possible to specify which exploration and exploitation 

activities are associated with which phase in digital transformation. This dissertation 

overcomes this shortfall by expanding it with the research in Paper 2, focusing on 

digital transformation overall and mapping the results to the model developed by 

Hoessler and Carbon (2022). Nevertheless, individual studies focusing on specific 

digital maturity grades and individual stages of digital transformation could provide 

more granularity. Especially, a longitudinal study could provide insights into changes 

over time. Another shortcoming of the literature review, which forms the foundation of 

the overall research, is that only one researcher performed the review process and the 

coding. Having a clearly defined review process, including exclusion criteria and 

transparency about additionally added articles and the sources where they were cited, 

limited the implications (Hoessler & Carbon, 2022). Furthermore, the findings of a 

literature review are always based on existing knowledge, which is suitable for 

combining individual research streams but lacks empirical evidence (Hoessler & 

Carbon, 2022). Therefore, I expanded and enhanced the research on the digital 

transformation of incumbent companies and ambidexterity by integrating qualitative 

research (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a, 2024b). The purposive sampling of 33 interview 

partners ensured that the study participants had experience in the research topic. Also, 

different hierarchy levels and industries were included to address the limitations of 

existing research on focused industries (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a, 2024b). Even 

though this addresses a research gap, there is a potential that industry-specific 

insights are missed due to the broad focus. Despite describing how code saturation 

was achieved, this dissertation did not consider hierarchy levels or industries but 

focused on the complete sample size. This could have influenced the results as code 

saturation could have been achieved early (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Based on the 

risk of missing industry specifics and how code saturation was achieved, I recommend 

further studies considering hierarchy level, industry, and incorporating the digital 

maturity grade for achieving code saturation to identify differences within the digital 

transformation journey on an in-depth level (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Whereas this 
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dissertation provided transparency on the coding process, including building 1st order 

concepts, 2nd order themes, and aggregated dimensions (Gioia et al., 2013; Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2024a, 2024b), only one researcher conducted the coding process. To 

address this potential analysis bias, a second researcher in a supervisory role was 

included in the research process for an intercoder check (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a, 

2024b). Despite an anonymity guarantee for the interview partners, there remains a 

small risk of interviewee bias impacting the study results (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). 

Also, interpersonal dynamics between the researcher conducting the interview and the 

interviewee can influence the study's outcome (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). Using 

semi-structured interviews with an interview guide mitigated this limitation of the 

applied research design (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b).  

Aside from methodological limitations, I see the need for follow-up research 

based on my dissertation. Several studies provide evidence that ambidexterity is 

positively affecting a company’s performance (Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004b; O'Reilly 

III & Tushman, 2013) by, for example, supporting the development of new products 

(Del Giudice et al., 2021; Katila & Ahuja, 2002) or achieving growth targets (Del 

Giudice et al., 2021; He & Wong, 2004). Nevertheless, only limited research provides 

evidence of this in the context of digital transformation (Del Giudice et al., 2021). Only 

individual research, such as the work of Del Giudice et al. (2021), shows 

ambidexterity’s positive effect on digital innovation (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). This 

study also has limitations, such as focusing on the Italian context and small and 

medium-sized companies (Del Giudice et al., 2021), so further empirical studies are 

desirable. Based on this research on the digital transformation of incumbent 

companies and ambidexterity, future research should test the hypothesis of a positive 

relationship between organizational ambidexterity and digital transformation. I suggest 

having a sub-hypothesis considering digital maturity grades. This could provide 

empirical evidence for the underlying assumption of this study. Furthermore, Del 

Giudice et al. (2021) investigate organizational ambidexterity, not structural in 

particular, which could be a potential for further research. In addition, according to this 

research, exploration and exploitation are relevant in the digital transformation of 

incumbent companies. This can be linked to the understanding that exploration and 

exploitation are complementary (Bierly III & Daly, 2007; Coreynen et al., 2020; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a). Therefore, I suggest building on this research and 
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combining it with the research stream on innovation phases to get more distinct 

knowledge on separation / integration of digital exploration activities close to the core 

business (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). In addition, the study results of Coreynen et al. 

(2020) show an exponential effect of exploration on digital servitization when achieving 

a medium level of exploitation. Therefore, I suggest further quantitative studies 

investigating the effect of exploration and exploitation depending on the intensity, the 

associated maturity grade, and the overall impact on digital transformation and 

associated company performance. As this research is focused on organizational 

ambidexterity as well as the specific concept of structural ambidexterity combined with 

temporal ambidexterity, I see the need to expand the research investigating contextual 

ambidexterity and combine it with hybrid ambidexterity (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b).  

Whereas this research guides leaders in digital transformations in incumbent 

companies about steering exploration and exploitation, additional research on 

leadership skills could be built on those results. This can be brought into context with 

developing required skills and hiring for open leadership positions. Additional insights 

into this subject could be additional managerial contributions. Further scientific insights 

could result from researching the impact of elements of leadership styles, like 

transactional or transformational leadership (Bass, 1990; Tagscherer & Carbon, 2025) 

on exploration and exploitation in digital transformation. Furthermore, this dissertation 

focused more on the strategic leadership aspect, as digital transformation is seen as 

a holistic concept. Nevertheless, further research on more individual-oriented 

leadership at the employee level could gain more insights into the steering. An 

example is understanding employees' motivation for the respective activities better. In 

addition, as this dissertation illustrates the importance of leadership in digital 

transformation and ambidexterity, I see further potential to better understand how 

leadership promotes ambidextrous capabilities (Hoessler & Carbon, 2024b). This can 

be of interest, especially in the context of contextual ambidexterity. Even though agility 

is often associated with digital innovation (Chan et al., 2019; Cichosz et al., 2020; 

Hoessler & Carbon, 2022; Imran et al., 2021; Mustafa et al., 2022; Smith & Beretta, 

2021), there is a lack of differentiation between exploration and exploitation (Hoessler 

& Carbon, 2022). Also, this research supports organizational agility but is lacking in 

terms of the required conditions and activities.  
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As this dissertation is limited to incumbent companies, similar studies focusing 

on public organizations like schools or hospitals could provide overlaps or differences 

and address the impact of digital transformation in multiple areas. Furthermore, as this 

dissertation identified the need to be aware of organizational-driven tendencies 

(Hoessler & Carbon, 2024a), I suggest adding clustering of the study participants for 

a future study. Including organizational forms or decision-making models in companies 

could provide valuable distinguishing factors.  

8 Conclusion 

This dissertation on digital transformation of incumbent companies and ambidexterity 

aims to provide insights for incumbent companies to overcome challenges in their 

digital transformation journey. Consisting of a literature review of 94 articles and semi-

structured interviews, this dissertation addresses the research gap on the missing 

differentiation of exploration and exploitation in digital transformation, as well as 

guidance on separation or integration regarding structural ambidexterity in digital 

transformation. This research reveals that digital transformation is a holistic concept 

that includes exploration and exploitation elements. The differentiation criteria of 

exploration and exploitation are different impacts, targets and drivers, activities, and 

foci. Based on this, awareness of the differences and differentiated treatment and 

steering are essential for leaders in digital transformation of incumbent companies. 

With the decision tree for leaders of incumbent companies, the managerial contribution 

is to provide guidance on separation / integration. The digital maturity grade, the 

closeness to the existing business, and whether the activities are associated with 

exploration or exploitation drive the decision on separation / integration. Overall, this 

dissertation’s scientific contributions are insights into combining two research streams 

that have been looked at vaguely together but not in a focused manner. Focusing on 

the main challenges of incumbent companies in digital transformation, such as the 

complex character of it, missing targets and strategies, and organizational structures, 

this dissertation combines scientific contributions and managerial ones within this 

research, which synthesizes digital transformation and ambidexterity.  
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CRediT author statements 

My dissertation on digital transformation and ambidexterity is based on three peer-

reviewed research papers. The CrediT author statements per research article are 

shown in Table 4. Individual contributions of the first author Hoessler, S. (now 

Tagscherer, S. after name change because of marriage) and Carbon, C.C. are outlined 

in the table. 
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