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How purchasing departments facilitate organizational ambidexterity
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ABSTRACT
Companies must pursue both exploration and exploitation of supplier’s knowledge in increasingly
competitive and complex production environments. This has been referred to as pursuing an ambidex-
trous supply strategy, extending the mobilisation of resources in pursuit of both aims beyond the bor-
ders of the lead manufacturer and into supplier organizations as well. Purchasing and supply
management plays an increasingly central role in mobilizing and involving the suppliers in the pursuit
of this agenda. The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the literature on organizational ambidex-
terity and operations management by exploring how purchasing departments contribute to the organ-
izational pursuit of organizational ambidexterity. We explore practices followed by purchasing
departments for mediating tensions between supply networks and organizational functions.
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Introduction

Pursuing ambidextrous supply strategies influence the roles
and practices of purchasing management. Purchasing plays
an increasingly important role in exploiting the supply base
and reaching cost-out targets (Hesping and Schiele 2015).
Simultaneously, the competitive climate often requires com-
panies to engage in collaborative innovation with suppliers
to remain relevant to their customers. These conflicting
demands challenge organisations to take on an integrative
role in reconciling and mediating conflicting demands upon
suppliers (Aoki and Wilhelm 2017). Organizational ambidex-
terity is increasingly used in studies of production planning
and control (Petro et al. 2020). However, purchasing’s role in
mobilizing the supply network to support organizational
ambidexterity (OA) is unclear and has not received sufficient
attention in the literature on procurement and supply man-
agement (Kauppila 2010; Aoki and Wilhelm 2017; Gualandris,
Legenvre, and Kahlschmidt 2018). Purchasing may either
take on an exploitative role or take on both explorative and
exploitative roles. In the former case, purchasing’s contribu-
tion is strictly one-sided. The latter case calls for OA at the
departmental and even at the relational level. Purchasing
functions must both leverage supply markets to reach the
lowest total price (exploitation). Purchasing may also help
the buying firm experiment and discover unexpected oppor-
tunities, thus transforming purchasing into an innovative
function (Mikkelsen and Johnsen 2019). This paper explores
how purchasing departments facilitate suppliers’ contribu-
tions to organizational ambidexterity (OA). More specifically,

we explore how purchasing function in providing OA in dif-
ferent organizational and strategic settings. By organizational
role, we mean the tasks purchasing are expected to carry
out as an organizational entity in a more extensive organiza-
tional structure. We base our research on a comparative case
study of managerial and organizational activities among pur-
chasing managers in five medium to large-sized manufactur-
ing companies. Several studies concern the ambidextrous
organization’s ability to learn from suppliers (Rothaermel and
Alexandre 2009; Azadegan et al. 2013). We extend existing
research by focussing on the role of the purchasing depart-
ment in achieving OA and comparing and contrasting the
role of suppliers in OA across multiple case contexts.

Defining organizational ambidexterity

It is a fundamental axiom that organisational forms must
match their environment to survive and prosper (Ashmos
et al. 2000; Eisenhardt and Piezunka 2011). As business con-
texts become increasingly complex and posing paradoxical
demands to maintain effective exchange conditions with
their environments, organizational designs must become
agile and flexible. The ambidexterity literature considers the
organization’s ability to provide different organizational
responses to conflicting environmental demands. Tushman
and O’Reilly (1996) define OA as ‘The ability to simultan-
eously pursue both incremental and discontinuous innova-
tion… from hosting multiple contradictory structures,
processes, and cultures within the same firm’ (p. 24).
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Conscious organizational design efforts are needed, as
exploration and exploitation efforts compete for the same
scarce resources and – left unchecked – tend to crowd each
other out (Kauppilla 2010). Exploration requires search activ-
ities outside the current operational parameters. It is associ-
ated with experimentation and risk-taking activities, and
corresponding skill sets and organizational procedures sup-
ports it. Exploitation requires search within the existing oper-
ations for refinement and efficiency, typically associated with
diametrically different skillsets and procedures (He and Wong
2004). However, there is no one way to shape organizational
design to match the task environment. The organizational
design literature debates different ways for an organizational
form to achieve OA. It is divided into sequential, structural,
and contextual ambidexterity (O’Reilly and Tushman 2013).
These processes follow different logics and support various
structures and practices, as outlined in Figure 1.

The grounding principle for managing the tensions
between exploration and exploitation activities is separating
the two in time or space. Early on, Duncan (1976) argued
that organizations need to change their structure over time
sequentially to align the organizational structure with the
strategy to meet various environmental demands for innov-
ation or efficiency. Burgelman (1983) followed the organiza-
tional transition of projects from the forefront of technology
change into becoming part of the operating core. He saw an
organization as a system that emphasizes processes of vari-
ation, selection, and retention at different points in time.
Taking a structural approach, Tushman and O’Reilly (1996)
suggested that there is a need for accommodating with sim-
ultaneous evolutionary and revolutionary changes in still
more business contexts. Therefore, organizations need to
structurally differentiate exploration and exploitation as a
way to deal with unpredictable change and avoid excessive
specialisation. Notably, as organizations grow and develop
more formal structures, organizational designs may develop
structural and cultural inertia. Separate organizational units
can provide appropriate contexts for dealing with oper-
ational and innovative issues, as pointed out in the early lit-
erature (Lawrence and Lorsch 1967).

Furthermore, structural differentiation helps organizations
maintain diverse sets of professional skills to deal with
abruptly changing business contexts. Coordinating, integrat-
ing, and combining activities in this internal organizational

environment has been described as a dynamic capability,
resting on organizational routines and processes (Jansen
et al. 2009). Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004), adding activity as
an organizing principle for creating separability, propose that
individual managers can switch their attention between non-
routine innovation and more routine operations. This way of
separating tasks represents a third form of contextual OA.
This form of OA differs from the previous two by not being
anchored in organizational-level structural design. Instead, it
presupposes managers’ ability to engage in paradoxical
thinking, fulfil multiple roles, and conduct multiple tasks out-
side their formal job descriptions (Raisch and Birkinshaw
2008; Mom, Bosch, and Volberda 2009). Furthermore, in
ambidextrous organizations, emphasis may quickly shift
between exploring and exploiting, with rapid changes in top
management attention and resources.

Purchasing’s role in OA

A chief responsibility of purchasing managers is to help to
integrate the needs of internal and external constituents. The
integration task involves mediating and coordinating
between various functions inside the organisation and align-
ing activities and mobilising resources among suppliers in
the supply network (Medlin and T€ornroos 2015; Ardito et al.
2019). We are not the first to explore OA as a multilevel phe-
nomenon, but other approaches have focussed on manager-
ial roles in achieving OA rather than the departments’ role
(Kassotaki, Paroutis, and Morrell 2019). This multiple case
study of the purchasing departments in five manufacturing
companies shows the divergence in roles and responsibilities
of purchasing departments when involved in operations and
development activities internally and with supply networks.

Purchasing’s role in achieving organizational ambidexter-
ity is complex, involving an understanding of the decision
environment’s complexity, how this complexity influences
the organizational processes of adaptation, and purchasing’s
function (Nair et al. 2015; Ozer and Zhang 2015).
Ambidexterity theory has previously been used to study
‘ambidextrous supply chain strategies’ (Kristal et al. 2010),
‘ambidextrous technology sourcing’ (Rothaermel and
Alexandre 2009), ‘ambidextrous governance’ (Blome et al.
2013) and ambidextrous capabilities (Roscoe and Blome
2019), and how these forms of ambidexterity benefit the
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Figure 1. Forms of organizational ambidexterity.
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buying firm. The role of purchasing is less discussed. In the
strategic supply management literature, purchasing takes on
a boundary-spanning role for the management and align-
ment of supplier relationships, involving both elements of
exploration and exploitation (Schiele 2010; Zhang, Wu &
Henke 2015). Purchasing’s contribution to exploitation
involves assisting in achieving a high and uninterrupted
operational flow between internal and external constituents:
‘The procurement function should obtain the proper equip-
ment, material, supplies, and services of the right quality, at
the right time and place, at the right price and from the
right source’ (Aljian 1984, 3). It includes helping to integrate
supplies in the overall material flow through monitoring and
negotiating purchasing agreements, supplier selection, cat-
egory management, and implementation of purchasing poli-
cies (Jain et al. 2009; Cigolini and Rossi 2010). Kauppila
(2010) suggests that suppliers are principally used for
exploitation, whereas external relationships with knowledge-
intensive partners such as universities drive exploration
efforts. In this view, purchasing’s involvement in OA is one-
sided. However, purchasing is increasingly also contributing
to new technology scouting and sourcing (Lakemond Echtelt,
and Wynstra 2001; Legenvre and Gualandris 2018), mobiliz-
ing supplier resources (Ellegaard and Koch 2012) and facili-
tating early supplier involvement in new product
development (Schiele 2010). Gualandris et al. (2018) concep-
tualise purchasing ambidexterity as a contextual capability.
They argue that ‘for higher levels of ambidexterity, purchas-
ing personnel will be allowed to make their own (contextual)
judgments on how to best advance and balance efficiency-
oriented and innovation-oriented activities’ (Gualandris et al.
2018, 672). In a similar vein, Mikkelsen and Johnsen (2019)
discuss the changing role of purchasing departments in sup-
plier integration in innovation projects.

For purchasing departments, internal stakeholders’ com-
peting priorities oriented towards exploration and exploit-
ation call for ongoing interpretation and reframing of their
organizational role. Purchasing sits at the front end and seek
to balance among strategic priorities on an ongoing basis.
Internally, they must, at the same time, accommodate to
sourcing requirements from different departments while also
look for synergies and integration. Externally, they must
motivate suppliers to provide resources and knowledge,
while at the same time negotiate for increasing efficiency at
low cost. How can high-cost savings be achieved while sim-
ultaneously increasing purchasing performance and other

strategic priorities such as responsiveness or innovation
(Sch€utz et al. 2020)?

Several tensions potentially influence purchasing’s poten-
tial role in achieving OA. First, the perceived importance of
the suppliers’ resources varies across the organizations the
purchasing department is part of, strongly impacting the
tasks associated with pursuing ambidexterity. Whereas some
find that drawing in the supply base may impact negatively
on internal strategic integration (Benner and Tushman 2003),
others find that significant gains may come from matching
external inputs with internal exploration or exploitation proc-
esses (Lin, Yang and Demirkan 2007). Second, the purchasing
department is a specialized component of a more extensive
organizational system (Volberda and Lewin 2003); it may be
more or less involved in responses to conflicting environ-
mental demands.

Pursuing ambidexterity at the departmental level means that
multiple demands of exploitation and exploration must be met
– not only concerning differing internal demands and priorities,
but particularly with the management of supplier relationships
and networks. From the purchasing department’s perspective,
the different forms of OA demands manifest themselves in dif-
ferent ways in the organizational design (Table 1).

In principle, the purchasing department can be ambidex-
trous themselves on the operational level or contribute to
the strategic level of OA (Cantarello, Martini, and Nosella
2012). In the case of contextual ambidexterity, purchasing
departments must often present the same supplier with
demands regarding cost-out programs while simultaneously
seeking to draw on their resources for collaborative innov-
ation activities, following other organisational programs (Aoki
and Wilhelm 2017). When communicating with suppliers,
purchasing teams must integrate conflicting internal
demands for cost savings with internal requirements of dedi-
cating more external resources for development purposes,
such as in the case of transitions towards increasing sustain-
ability in the supply base (Carter and Rogers 2008). This shift
is described with specific product development projects
(Mikkelsen and Johnsen 2019). In other cases. Purchasing is
responsible for executing purchasing strategies, with KPIs
derived from the corporate strategy – but are dealing with
influential suppliers whose real-time actions influence the
corporate level (Pardo et al. 2011). When the purchasing
department predominantly is meant to contribute to the
strategic level of OA and exploitation issues best reflect their
organisational mandate, they struggle with innovation
demands towards suppliers raised by other organisational

Table 1. An overview of OA at the purchasing department level.

Sequential ambidexterity Structural ambidexterity Contextual ambidexterity

OA at purchasing department level the purchasing department supports
either exploration or exploitation
activities, separated by periods of
stability and change

A. Purchasing department
primarily pursues exploitative
purchasing activities and
support supply exploration
taken on by other departments

B. Purchasing department is
internally separated in functions
dealing with explorative and
exploitative sourcing activities

Purchasing employees participate in
teams active in both exploration
and exploitation

Case examples from the literature Mikkelsen and Johnsen (2019) Schiele (2010)
Adler et al. (1999)

Aoki and Wilhelm (2017)
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departments in contact with the supplier (Adler, Goldoftas,
and Levine 1999). In any case, the potential tension between
exploration and exploitation impacts the purchasing depart-
ment and calls for strategies and practices to overcome
these conflicting issues, which also will feedback on the OA
principles mobilised. Purchasing’s role in the Toyota study by
Aoki and Wilhelm (2017) illustrates this. In the following, we
explore how OA impacts on purchasing’s organizational role.

Methodology

Our study builds on a two-year research project focussed on
supplier resource mobilization in dynamic and changing envi-
ronments, mainly how medium to large buying firms organize
and manage processes and initiatives related to accessing and
mobilizing their suppliers’ resources. Our case study includes
data on various aspects of supplier relationships and internal
relationships between different functional areas from the per-
spective of the buying organization and its suppliers. We
adopt a comparative case study methodology to obtain
detailed knowledge of the various dimensions and configura-
tions of purchasing’s role in pursuing supply network ambi-
dexterity. More specifically, we apply a multiple-case
embedded design, as our study includes five case companies
and addresses multiple units of analysis (Yin 2013). Because
the role of purchasing departments in OA is an under-
researched area, we take an inductive approach (Meschnig,
Carter, and Kaufmann, 2018). The selection of cases is based
on purposeful rather than random sampling (Stake 2005). We
are not contrasting the organizational role of a purchasing
department operating in an ambidextrous organizational con-
text to a purchasing department in a non-ambidextrous con-
text. Instead, we focus on exploring how the purchasing
department’s roles in facilitating organizational ambidexterity
unfold, given the boundary conditions selected (Figure 2).

We selected cases for further scrutiny that initially looked
interesting and rich for pursuing our research purpose (see
Fourn�e et al., forthcoming, for a similar approach). Considering
that we want to explore how purchasing facilitates suppliers’
contributions to OA, we applied several boundary conditions
for selecting cases suited for our purpose.

The first selection criterion concerns the nature and com-
plexity of the business context, as purchasing departments
of companies operating in complex decision-making environ-
ments are prone to be exposed to more complexity (Stacey
1996). The complexity of decision environments is

multifaceted, and definitions of complexity differ (Cannon
and John 2007). Following Duncan (1976), decision environ-
ment complexity is contingent upon the number of factors
accounted for in the environment and the number of differ-
ent states these can be configured in. Additionally, the fre-
quency and nature of change add to the environmental
complexity (Simon 1996). The complexity dimensions devel-
oped by Duncan (op. cit.) provide guidelines for the neces-
sary but not sufficient boundary conditions for engaging in
OA, including whether both gains from exploration and
exploitation are pursued by the organisation (see also the
OA selection criteria used by Wei, Zhao, and Zhang 2014).

The second case selection criterion concerns whether
management’s focus is predominantly internal or external in
OA’s pursuit. When an internal focus dominates, managers
pay limited heed to their suppliers’ potential contributions to
innovation and cost management (Fawcett and Magnan
2002; Gadde, Håkansson, and Persson 2010; Florea and
Corbos 2015). Contrastingly, we focus on firms that see their
supply base as a strategically relevant resource (Lockamy
and Mcormack 2004). A third but related criterion concerns
purchasing’s involvement in exploration and exploitation
activities. Several authors have discussed the importance of
stimulating innovation activities using supply networks (Im
and Rai 2008; Narasimhan and Narayanan 2013). Purchasing
may deal with suppliers on a purely operational level, while
development and other issues are dealt with by other
departments (Araujo, Dubois, and Gadde 1999; Mogre,
Lindgreen, and Hingley 2017). In the present context, we are
interested in dilemmas in which internal and external
demands on suppliers create managerial tensions for the
purchasing department. Critical tensions among stakeholders
call for the involvement of the next organizational level of
authority, either up or down the organizational hierarchy. For
instance, the arising of severe interpersonal tensions may call
for intervention, reframing, and even re-design of tasks at
the team or departmental level (Ellegaard and Andersen
2015). The separation of issues allows for structural differenti-
ation and specialization of the organizational forms to pur-
sue a specific objective, but aligning the two may provide
interunit challenges. Integrating both demands within the
same unit or team may create new ways of addressing
issues. The organization of purchasing activities reflect these
differences. Schiele (2010) explores the challenges to the pur-
chasing function in assuming the dual role of providing cost
savings and innovation activities. He reports on case

Figure 2. Boundary conditions used for exploring purchasing’s role in facilitating OA.
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companies that divide the purchasing function into
‘advanced’ and ‘strategic’ sourcing departments, respectively
focus on ‘technical’ and ‘commercial’ aspects.

All companies studied were medium or large multi-
national corporations. In companies (B and D), we focussed
on the divisional level. The cases were selected based on
their interests and activities, following Patton’s (2007) recom-
mendations for a purposive sampling strategy. The ability to
mobilize the right resources from selected suppliers is highly
essential for the case companies. Hence, each case company
is at a stage where they have elaborate experience with
involving strategic suppliers in various product and process
development projects, yet also face challenges in further
developing these strategic collaborations.

We relied on semi-structured interviews supplemented by
internal documents for data collection, using the interview
guide in Appendix 1. The selection of informants within each
case followed a process of theoretical sampling, which is ’the
purposeful selection of a sample according to the developing
categories and emerging theory’ (Coyne 1997). Our inter-
views started in the purchasing department; the number of
people interviewed depended on this department’s size.
Informants typically included the head of purchasing, cat-
egory managers, and purchasing assistants. We also identi-
fied and interviewed key personnel from purchasing,
production, and R & D involved at different levels in particu-
lar strategic supplier relationships with our main contact per-
son. This emerging interview process produced detailed
knowledge of how actors at multiple organisational levels
work with supplier involvement. In total, approximately we
conducted 60 interviews for this study. We also made several
site visits, and we carried through four seminars involving
some or all of the case companies.

We recorded and transcribed all interviews, producing a
substantial amount of material for coding and analysis. The
interviews varied from 30minutes to approximately 2 hours.
Coding and interpreting data was an iterative process char-
acterised by relatively few a priori constraints, but substantial
use of theory (Orton 1997). In this process, we made sense
of emerging categories from the empirical material by com-
paring them with existing theoretical ideas and concepts,
just as we gradually refined our existing knowledge (Dubois
and Gadde 2002). When relevant and feasible, we also used
internal documents and other data sources. Given this
study’s explorative nature, we firmly focussed on maintaining
flexibility in our coding, avoiding premature saturation, and
maintaining possibilities for combining and recombining
data, insights, and emerging theory. Thus, coding from
emerging to saturated themes was done manually rather
than using coding software, as qualitative coding software
can distance the researcher too much from the data
(Macmillan and Koenig 2004). Table 2 below illustrates our
coding approach.

A few of our concepts were defined a priori but changed
as we iterated between data, theory, and insights. Hence,
our data analysis approach has been less prescriptive than
the process often associated with grounded theory, and
closer to contextual template analysis (King 2004). According

to Beverland and Lindgreen (2010), qualitative case studies
in business research are often not sufficiently explicit when
explaining reliability and external/internal validity issues.
These traditional positivist quality criteria, initially developed
for quantitative research, have been developed to fit qualita-
tive research. First, Guba (1979) suggested that qualitative
research should be seen as ’auditable,’ ’confirmable,’ and
’credible’ rather than as ’reliable’ and ’valid’ in the usual
sense. Schwandt, Lincoln, and Guba (2007) discuss
’trustworthiness’ as a key concept for qualitative research
and relate it to four criteria: credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. Credibility is closely related
to internal validity. We take to ensure credibility in the pre-
sent study to carefully outline, develop, and deploy a semi-
structured interviewing protocol (Appendix 1 of this paper
show our interview protocol). Furthermore, before conduct-
ing interviews in the case companies, the authors have vis-
ited the companies and developed a profile for each case
company to develop early familiarity. Also, to corroborate
findings from individual interviews, triangulation with other
interviews, and other data have been carried out.
Transferability, the notion to which insights obtained from
case research can (or should) be used in generalisation, is
close to issues regarding reliability and external validity. It is
also an issue of much controversy in the literature on case
research methodology (Runfola et al. 2017). As pointed out
by Ketokivi and Choi (2014), qualitative researchers’ chal-
lenge is not an empirical but theoretical generalization. The
subject matter of case research cannot be uniqueness. It con-
cerns the extent to which generality can be found in terms
of theory: why should someone who neither knows anything
about nor is in any way interested in the empirical context
be interested in reading the contribution? We ensured trans-
ferability by framing our explorative research question in the
existing OA literature. We adopted core concepts such as
forms of ambidexterity and the organizational involvement
of purchasing departments.

Case descriptions and cross-case analysis

Figure 3 shows how the case descriptions and the cross-case
analysis are linked. The case description section presents the
case companies and discuss the environmental complexity
that triggers ambidexterity. In the cross-case analysis section,
we discuss purchasing’s role in achieving OA’s external and
internal alignment capabilities.

Case descriptions

What follows is a brief description of the case companies
and their business environments. Table 3 provides an over-
view of selected essential information on each case com-
pany, such as organizational structure (Jacobides 2007),
purchasing function type (Van Weele 2009), and suppliers’
role (supporting exploration, exploitation, or both).

All the case companies studied are active in the manufac-
turing sector. Case company A is a division-based multi-
national enterprise that develops and provides components,

PRODUCTION PLANNING & CONTROL 5



products, and systems solutions primarily for the building
and construction industry. Contracting with suppliers is done
centrally, but operational purchasing activities are decentral-
ized. Company B produces theatrical lightning and other

heavy-duty stage light products for professional customers.
The purchasing department is responsible for all strategic
and tactical purchasing decisions. Shortly after the interview
period, they were acquired by a large Japanese company

Table 2. Examples of cross-case coding using multiple data sources and cases.

Theme: Suppliers as a resource for OA
Code b: Suppliers as a critical versus a complimentary resource for OA
Sub code b.1: Criticality of supplier closeness
Sub code b.2: Customer quotes and supplier collaboration

Source Seminar/observations Interview Document

Sub code d.2
Criticality of supplier closeness
(Companies C and D)

In seminar 1, the head of purchasing
in Company C speaks with the
manager from Company D about
problems when changing contacts
in supplier firms due to personnel
turnover.

–Field notes from a seminar with
case companies

MAN: The trouble was that they had
a subsidiary of [supplier name]
here, which closed down and our
business moved to another
subsidiary. We gave our new
contact many blueprints. However,
the supplier was overloaded and
did not spend time on us. At the
same time, the supplier subsidiary
was told by their HQ would move
again … I don’t think they spent
much time on our case.

INT: There was a lack of focus?
MAN: That, and the empathy was

lacking too.
–Semi-structured interview with

Purchasing Manager, Company C

As a small manufacturer, [Company
C] must rely on others for key
technology, and the leading
supplier is [XXX], which supplies
TV tubes, CD/DVD mechanisms,
and VCR decks. "[XXX] is an
example of what we call a key
supplier," says [YYY], head of the
Operations Division. "We are small,
and we have no supplier
exclusivity, and we have to follow
the trends in technologies. In
addition to key suppliers, we have
system suppliers who manufacture
complete subsystems for us. For
example, our speaker systems
have built-in amplifiers, so we
have five suppliers."

–From brand community web page
Sub code d.3
Customer quotes and supplier

collaboration
(Companies B and D)

During a visit to the supplier of
Company D in Copenhagen,
January 2015, the manager
showed me the component made
and explained a tripartite
conversation with a customer,
Company D, and the supplier

–Field notes from a visit at a
supplier site

MAN: [B]ut where we, based on our
market leadership in that
particular segment, have made
ourselves attractive to these
suppliers. We need their know-
how as well. Moreover, we need
to be the first mover in new
technologies. So, we can launch
products 6 to 12 months in
advance of the competition. We
will only have that if we have
access to the right sources in the
supplier organisation.

–Semi-structured interview with
purchasing manager, Company B

N/A

Business environment
complexity

Internal alignment

Intra-
organiza�onal 
alignment

Supplier

Supplier

External alignment

Case 
descrip�ons

Cross-case 
analysis

Figure 3. Overview of the case descriptions and cross-case analyses.
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and is now an independent division in this Company.
Company C also has a division-based organizational struc-
ture. The MNE produces high-end hi-fi sound and vision
products. Together with manufacturing, the purchasing func-
tion is heavily involved in developing and maintaining rela-
tionships with key suppliers, which provides a range of
critical technologies. At the time of the interview, the
Company employed 2000 persons. Company D maintains a
matrix organization, where units are organized and managed
both about technologies and markets. The Company produ-
ces monitoring and surveillance solutions for the military
aerospace and aviation sectors. Given a strong focus on
small-scale project development in teams, the purchasing
department plays a hybrid role, combining elements of
decentralized and decentralized purchasing, while at the
same time having a staff function for the top management
suite. Company E is a multinational enterprise that produces
heavy-duty circulation pumps to provide water and other flu-
ids. Its organizational structure is division-based. It is recog-
nized as a technology leader in its field. Corporate and local
(divisional and local) purchasing divide responsibilities
and activities.

The competitive environment facing all case companies is
highly complex and dynamic, which underlines agility and
adaptability and triggers the need for organizational ambidex-
terity. All our companies also face unpredictability issues related
to digitalisation and new regulatory demands from increased
pressure on sustainability, which drive environmental complex-
ity. Hence, in the case companies studied, sustaining market
success depends on the ability to both exploit current capabil-
ities to compete in a cost-efficient manner, while at the same
time exploring new technologies and innovation opportunities.
Several case companies find themselves at the intersection of
mature and evolving technologies and need to accommodate
the diverging skillsets underlying congruent performance in
these business environments.

Cross-case analysis: internal organizational alignment
and principles of OA

Across all the case companies investigated, the purchasing
departments have a high degree of adaptability and

preparedness. They are capable of shifting between explor-
ation issues and exploitation issues. Hence, contextual ambi-
dexterity was emerging or already present, supporting other
findings of purchasing’s increasingly ambidextrous role
(Schiele 2010).

Expectations towards flexibility and ability to work in dif-
ferent contexts was present in all purchasers’ job descrip-
tions. An underlying driver is the purchasing departments’
need to engage with different operational requirements. The
ongoing pressure for performing on both cost management
and innovation issues also has consequences for individual
employees’ purchasing function. Furthermore, they must
make judgments and take initiatives on an ongoing basis
that can help forestall or alleviate tensions between priorities
linked to the aims of exploration and exploitation activities.
However, the purchasing department’s involvement in pursu-
ing ambidextrous goals and dealing with the exploration-
exploitation tension varies. In some companies, the OA role
is designed into the purchasing organization, for instance, by
assigning this function to a specific sub-team of purchasers
working across category teams. In other cases, the entire cat-
egory management team is involved sequentially in explor-
ation and exploitation. Therefore, our study revealed a
nuanced picture of the different OA design principles than
often described in the literature characterizing OA at the
organizational level. In Table 4, we have outlined overall
defining aspects of the purchasing department’s OA role in
the case companies using the OA forms.

Across all the case companies, the purchasing department
has a mediating role of linking the internal processes of
exploration and exploitation, dividing their time between
conflicting demands and taking on informal roles similar to
what the literature on contextual ambidexterity describes
(Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004). All the case company inform-
ants mentioned that interpersonal communication across
departmental and organisational boundaries was critical for
their ability to function. This observation underscores the
importance of purchasing managers’ ability to cross explor-
ation and exploitation contexts and thus engage with differ-
ent managerial mindsets both inside and outside operational
requirements. However, there was variation concerning how
purchasing departments’ principles for combining contextual

Table 3. Case company overview.

Company A Company B Company C Company D Company E

Industry and
product focus

Products and systems
solutions for heating
and cooling

Industrial lighting
solutions

Consumer electronics Aerospace and military
defence systems

Circulation pumps for
process industry
and buildings

Purchasing
function form

The central purchasing
department is
responsible for all
strategic and tactical
purchasing decisions.

Decentralized Corporate and
operational
purchasing
divide responsibilities
and activities.

Purchasing combines
requirements across
operating units.

Contracting is done
centrally. However,
all operational
purchasing activities
are decentralized.

Organizational structure Division-based Function-based Division-based Matrix organization Division-based
Full-time employees 23,000 800 (division) 2,000 1,200 19,000
Turnover, 2015 5 billion Euro 5.5 million Euro 0.5 billion Euro 200 million Euro 3 billion Euro
Supplier contributions
to OA

Complementary Cost-
out innovations

Manufacturing flexibility
Price reductions

Critical
Price reductions
Early access to core

technologies

Critical
Core technologies and

first to market
opportunities

Critical
Co-designs of

components
Quality control

procedures

Complementary
Strategically important

components
Testing possibilities
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ambidexterity with other forms of OA. Two OA configura-
tions surfaced: case company A and E where formal organ-
ization structure the tasks of the purchasing department (the
structurally dominant forms of OA) and case company B, C
and D where the informal modes dominated (the sequen-
tially dominant OA forms). As Jacobides (2007) describes,
organisational structures shape the attention and roles of
departments, defining what is central and marginal in their
roles. In case company A and E, suppliers’ expected contribu-
tion to exploration (in the form of for instance cost-out
innovation, testing or the like) and exploitation (in the form
of for instance reaching target prices, reducing warehouse
and logistical costs or other ways of increasing efficiency)
were partitioned roles and ‘owned’ by the purchasing
departments as their distinctive organizational task.

Secondly, structural and sequential ambidexterity such as
formalized job descriptions or subunits (found in depart-
ments for company A and E) or purchasing participating in
project teams (Case company B, C and D) lend support to
the purchasing manager’s role as both knowledge provider
and voicing operational issues in R&D activities. Still, in many
cases, the shift between exploration and exploitation focus is
managed through temporal organizing in project teams.
Project teams are a way to create informal, mediating, and
department-spanning task forces in organizations – in both
formal and informal forms of OA.

Structurally dominant forms of OA in purchasing
Separating the management of supplier involvement in prod-
uct development tasks from the commercial side of supplier
relationships is used in company A and E’s purchasing
departments. For the purchasing department, being assigned
with managing the ongoing dualities of innovation and cost
management, means that a) top management has delegated
this responsibility to the purchasing department – for
instance by including both contributions to cost savings and
innovations in the key performance indicators (KPIs) used to
manage the performance of the department and the depart-
ment must deal with meeting both KPIs. Other organizational
stakeholders are actively and persistently lobbying for influ-
ence and the supplier on the purchasing and supplier

selection criteria. Purchasing may be represented in a com-
mittee or board, overseeing relationships with suppliers and
manage supplier communication. When the buying organiza-
tions separate the responsibilities of supplier involvement in
cost management and innovation issues, we observed that a
similar separation in the supplier-buyer interface. For
example, in both Company B and C, separate meetings with
suppliers were conducted by the purchasing and product
development departments. Company A and E both formal-
ized supplier relationship management through their pur-
chasing departments. The formalization means that the
purchasing organization is chiefly responsible for managing
supplier relationships and essential boundary spanners
between supplier organizations and the buying company
departments. Purchasers are involved in organizing and man-
aging innovation activities and the more traditional activities
of ensuring suppliers’ ability to deliver and focus on cost
management issues. As explained by company E, there is a
strong focus on managing corporate processes for the rest
of the organization.

We are following corporate purchasing processes and look at
three main processes: Strategic sourcing, Supplier relationship
management, and operational management. We own the
processes and execute them. We try to keep up with future
developments through our SRM program and mediate an open
dialogue through our strategic sourcing procedures. Operational
issue such as strategic contracting is handled in the operational
management subroutines.

They participate in meetings between the supplier and
various departments in the buying company and is also
involved in internal product development or quality manage-
ment meetings related to supplier issues. Also, purchasers
actively search and involve suppliers and internal depart-
ments to seek out novel insights. In case company A, the
purchasing department has an integral role, reflected in their
KPIs, and is responsible for maintaining the overall dialogue
with suppliers. More often than not, internal development
teams involve informal talks with development engineers
from supplier firms. Here, the purchasing department instead
seeks to install general policies regarding when and how to
inform purchasing concerning important events. Hence, to
inform about this (and to hinder an unnecessary expansion

Table 4. Purchasing department’s role in pursuing different forms of OA.

Company A Company B Company C Company D Company E

Sequential ambidexterity Purchasers participate in product or solution-centric cross-functional project
teams and carry insights into sourcing, manufacturing, and operations.

Structural
ambidexterity

Specialised category
team in the
purchasing
department (project
purchasing) focussed
on new business.

Category teams in the
corporate purchasing
department with
dual roles. R&D
require purchaser to
co-manage vital
supplier relationship

Contextual
ambidexterity

Strategic purchasing
facilitates canvas
meetings with
suppliers and match
cost and price
information.

Category management
organizes a
differentiated
supplier approach
and mandate to
propose sourcing
possibilities.

Purchasing category
management have
an engineering
background or are
technically trained
and are co-
responsible for
securing
brand experience.

Purchasing Category
management
internally marketing
supplier’s
development
capabilities to
R&D teams

Purchasing takes part in
ramping up activities
with suppliers and
mediating emerging
development
opportunities.
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of the existing supply base), purchasing officers actively
invite themselves to the internal development team meet-
ings to convey their information to the development teams.
The purchasing departments take on the relationship man-
agement role and formally intermediate between the organ-
ization to ensure alignment can sometimes be problematic.
Case Company E experienced a situation where discussions
between purchasing and new product development concern-
ing the continued role of relationships to one particular
supplier was unsolvable. Seen from the new product devel-
opment’s perspective, this supplier was critical for a signifi-
cant innovation activity. Strategic supply department found
it impossible to work with the supplier and pressured for a
replacement. This conflict made top management step in
and transfer the responsibility for managing relationships
with this particular supplier to the new product development
function. This function developed a small internal team deal-
ing with supplier relationships, including also purchasers
from strategic purchasing in a liaison role.

Sequentially dominant forms of OA in purchasing
The observed differences in suppliers’ perceived role as con-
tributors to OA have consequences for the extent and nature
of the boundary-spanning activities taken on by purchasing.
For example, in case company C, suppliers are internally rec-
ognized as relevant to product development and operational
issues. Most production is outsourced and assembled in an
intricate global web of suppliers. Cost optimization is
strongly oriented towards reducing sourcing costs and ensur-
ing logistical flows and external quality inspection targets in
collaboration with suppliers. Informants in case company C
illustrates the idea of sequential ambidexterity. Interestingly,
as the product moves from prototype to mass production,
the suppliers involved in dialogues on product development
and contributing to innovation are the same suppliers
presented with strict cost reduction targets

In Company D, where customer offerings are customized
and often one-of-a-kind, market success depends on inten-
sive interactions with customers and suppliers. Suppliers’
ability to co-develop solutions means that they are involved
early in the development of market offerings.

In company B, organizational role tensions arose as the
purchasing organization attempted to take on a substantial
role and formalize relationships with suppliers important for
innovation activities. Whereas strategic purchasing consid-
ered the supplier as potentially problematic for further pro-
duction, R & D saw the supplier as indispensable for further
developing a significant new product line. Parallel to the crit-
ical role of the supply base in manufacturing, suppliers also
deliver a broad range of product development technologies.
Company D is continuously engaged in dialogue with suppli-
ers regarding technical specifications and new uses of pro-
vided technologies. In such situations, the purchasing
function’s role is highly integrative, and purchasing is
involved in both technical and commercial discussions with
suppliers and the manufacturer’s organizational units.
Company C expressed this issue of aligning and pursuing
the dual aims of exploration and exploitation within one

organisational unit as ‘friendly battles,’ describing it in terms
of opposite perspectives promoting creative thinking. This
form of organisation also creates competing agendas. Thus,
prioritization issues between exploration and exploitation
activities frequently surface. The following quote from a pur-
chasing manager in Company C points out prioritisa-
tion issues.

When purchasing host meetings, where quality control and
purchasing are involved, it is all about procurement. Even during
our supplier days (where they invite suppliers to present new
technologies and discuss new product development). It is
precisely the same when we participate in department meetings.
It is all about cost, lead times, etc. Maybe other issues will be
given 15minutes of the entire 2-hour agenda.

Even though departments divided responsibilities for
managing innovation activities and cost management with
suppliers, this made less sense as the issue interrelated, and
the separation of meetings produced ongoing tensions. In
Company B, the purchasing department facilitates both cost
optimization and innovation activities with suppliers.
Purchasing relationships with selected strategic suppliers are
managed from the purchasing organization by key supply
purchasers, which, besides often having an engineering edu-
cation, also have a background in development activities.
This manager’s job is to maintain supplier attractiveness and
work closely with the selected suppliers to retain early access
to suppliers’ technology developments and provide an over-
view of the rest of the organisation.

I am CC on every mail correspondence with the supplier. I may
not be directly involved in every conversation, but I know what is
going on … I have weekly meetings with the engineers involved
in this particular field (manager, Company B)

Suppliers perceive innovation and cost management is
interrelated, and their willingness to mobilise resources in
support of a customer’s innovation activities relates to the
same customer’s cost-cutting pressures. Hence, to accommo-
date both objectives at the corporate level, interdepartmen-
tal talks and ongoing adjustments between buyer and
supplier departments must be made when purchasing poli-
cies impact innovation activities or vice versa. In the present
cases, socialisation and interpersonal relationships between
department representatives across organisational boundaries
seem to be a key for solving ongoing issues. In some cases,
problems are intractable, and management makes formal
adjustments on the departmental or inter-organizational lev-
els to restore supplier relationships.

At the same time, the category manager mediates discus-
sions concerning cost savings and process optimizations.
Companies C and D share certain traits regarding the organ-
izational support of ambidextrous supplier involvement. In
both organizations, purchasing partakes in product develop-
ment activities and cost optimizations; project development
dominates the organization, and the purchasing department
assigns members to the project organization. In Company C,
purchasing is at the centre of product development, as sup-
pliers’ technologies drive a major share of the technical fea-
tures of the products produced. In this organization, the
departmental boundaries between concept development
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and purchasing often blur. However, the organizing process
is changing from an organizational set-up in which purchas-
ing has full control over supplier communication to a new
set-up in which suppliers participate. Physical co-location of
members of the product development department, quality
control, and purchasing managers helps create open com-
munication lines and supports knowledge sharing across
departmental boundaries. This set-up is a change from the
previous purchasing organisation, which was implemented
to solve cost control issues and to keep product develop-
ment in alignment with the cost regime of the Company.
However, in step with Company C outsourcing still more
technologies, the policy was causing many delays and
troublesome processing decisions as purchasing officers
relayed information.

Organization people and I think it is not wrong to have people
responsible for day to day and the same people responsible for
the strategy, but if day to day takes up so much of the time, it is
a problem. You see that firefighters are the heroes in many
organizations, but the people who are heroes and solved the
problem should not have been here in the first place.

This has created situations in which development engi-
neers sought to shortcut connections to suppliers.

The previous procurement manager said that we need to control
everything, and you are not allowed to communicate with
suppliers — procurement should communicate with suppliers… .

Interviewer: …OK?

And then there was anarchy, so what happened and … if I am
not allowed, I do it and then I do not tell. They ended up in the
worst situation they can be in. (R&D Engineer, Company C)

The proposed solution has been to increase contextual
ambidexterity using ‘double-hat roles’ and increase the agil-
ity to sequentially shifts throughout the organisation. An
example of a double-hat role is that product development,
in their interactions with strategic suppliers, also addresses
purchasing and delivery issues, which typically would have
less to do with explorative search. Still, they engage suppliers
in contextual ambidexterity as well.

External alignment: purchasing’s role in mobilizing the
supply network for OA

In parallel to the two main ways in which purchasing sup-
ported organizational alignment for OA, the case companies
similarly followed two routes for achieving external integra-
tion with suppliers. In the cases studied, the customer value
proposition and correspondingly the interface with custom-
ers influenced whether the supply base was critical or com-
plimentary for OA. It was possible to identify two forms of
supply network mobilisation, which reflected the importance
of technology inputs from suppliers: Suppliers are seen either
as critical or complementary for the organization’s ability to
build ambidexterity. By critical, we assume that the organisa-
tion’s external dependence on the suppliers’ input (technol-
ogy or otherwise) limits its internal degrees of freedom
concerning operations, innovation, or both (Pfeffer and

Salancick 2003). Complementary in this context means that
suppliers provide strategically important inputs for explor-
ation and/or exploitation, but are subsumed the internal
manufacturing activities, and internal resources and capabil-
ities (with some difficulty) can be mobilised to replace the
external. In cases where suppliers’ contributions are marginal
for organizational ambidexterity (for instance, in cases where
suppliers input is a standardized commodity purchased on
spot market terms), there is no buyer dependence. In our
cases, the suppliers’ contribution to the manufacturers OA is
distributed on the continuum outlined in Figure 4 below.

Suppliers as critical for building organizational
ambidexterity
In three case companies (B, C, and partly in company D), the
relationships to strategic suppliers are paramount to the
Company’s exploration abilities and ability to develop grad-
ual improvements and achieve operational excellence. New
supplier-driven technologies strongly influence the man-
ufacturers’ value proposal in their customer markets and may
change the buyers’ ability to position themselves in the mar-
ket. An example from company C is access to wireless tech-
nology standards or voice recognition used in active
loudspeakers. Critical dependence also means that all func-
tions and management levels of the organization consider
building and managing critical supplier relationships and
that several organizational stakeholders are involved in some
form of dialogue with strategically important suppliers. For
the purchasing departments, this suggests that they have an
integrative role towards strategic suppliers. Spanning the
organizational boundaries between the supplier organization
and multiple constituents in the buying firm requires depart-
mental practices to represent and ongoing reconciliation of
different priorities among constituents’ activities. Taking on
this task requires sharp insights into most aspects of suppli-
ers’ activities, resources, capabilities, and purchasing depart-
ments to organize internally according to key supply
management practices. The following quotes from category
managers from case companies B, C, and D show this
(Table 5).

Purchasing officers participate in or are briefed on the
interactions between the supplier and various departments
in the buying company and are also involved in internal
product development or quality management meetings
related to supplier issues. Supplier collaboration is at the
core of their activities, and the R&D function is directly
involved with supplier development resources. Case com-
pany D has tailored market activities to meet the needs of
long-standing critical customers. Meeting their needs typic-
ally also involves the configuration of a supply base to meet

Suppliers’
contribu�on

cri�cal
For OA Suppliers’ contribu�on

complementary
For OA

C B D AE
Suppliers’

contribu�on 
marginal
For OA

Figure 4. External alignment for OA: the role of suppliers.
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the market solution’s specific technical requirements.
Component suppliers are critical for developing new and
innovative solutions tailored to specific customers. Therefore,
engineers from the development teams are eager to involve
engineers from supplier firms early in development to ensure
leading-edge components. Simultaneously, this Company
serves customers having extreme demands for flawless oper-
ations. The ability to live up to these operational targets
depends on the suppliers’ ability to continue error-free deliv-
eries of specialised components. Hence, there is a trade-off
for this Company’s overall interest in selecting the most
appropriate suppliers for development purposes and the
most reliable supply bases for continuous delivery.

Suppliers as complementary for building organizational
ambidexterity
In Companies A and E, suppliers’ inputs complement internal
technology building. These companies differ from the first
group by being less technologically dependent on strategic
suppliers and suffering less from prohibitively high exit costs.
In these companies, the purchasing organization plays an
important mediating role. It is primarily responsible for man-
aging supplier relationships and acts as a liaison between
supplier organisations and other departments in the buying
company. Also, purchasers are involved in organizing and
managing innovation activities, along with the traditional
activities of cost management and on-time delivery (Table 6).

Separating the management of supplier involvement in
product development tasks from the commercial side of sup-
plier relationships is the commonly used practice in these
companies. This practice does not imply that purchasing is
excluded from these activities or are unaffected by them. On
the contrary, they have a relatively clear mandate and exer-
cise their influence to make sure that R & D or management

do not overstep corporate purchasing policies. For instance,
purchasing may be represented on a committee or board,
oversee relationships with suppliers, or control all supplier
communication. Furthermore, this does not mean that pur-
chasing does not face tensions related to the dual aims of
involving suppliers in innovation and cost management
activities. Tensions typically emerge with aligning new sup-
pliers with existing supply policies. Purchasing participates in
introducing new suppliers into the case companies’ supply
bases and typically administers a range of supply policies
and practices (such as supplier certifications) used by the
manufacturer. Purchasing may work with these new suppliers
and need a policy to manage supplier relationships and
avoid confusion or conflicts that may occur when different
companies’ departments communicate with the same sup-
plier, but without internal coordination.

Purchasers actively search for novel insights, involving
suppliers and internal departments. In case company E, the
purchasing department typically organizes regular meetings
with suppliers, setting the agenda for such meetings, and
collecting information. Additionally, the supplier is also
responsible for organizing technological foresight activities,
where those responsible for technological development in
both firms would meet and exchange insights and expecta-
tions regarding coming technologies and their impact on
current and future investment and production activities. Also,
purchasing specialists sit in on product development com-
mittees and provide insights on the supplier or activate their
network of contacts in the supplier firm.

Discussion

The present cross-case analysis has provided insights into
the evolving role of purchasing departments in organisations,
who increasingly rely on mobilizing supply networks for

Table 5. Alignment and boundary spanning practices of purchasing managers when suppliers are critical for OA.

Case company B Case company C Case company D

When I say my team, it is not understood in the
way that I have any managerial responsibility in
that context… But you can say that since I
have the overall responsibility for the product
group, I have … a coordinating and gathering
function with what happens in the different
suppliers that have to do with my area

Well, it can be internally to find out what tools we
need to make the print so that it is cheapest to
get produced, so the raw print supplier does
not have to adjust the widths of the track and
such things. These engineering things just run
out of it. When we compress it a lot, it can be
difficult for the raw print supplier to produce.
This balance of getting it done cheaply, while
getting our technique into print, there is a lot
of internal and external communication.

Typically, a developer says well; here we need
something else. If it falls outside existing
suppliers, purchasing initiates a dialogue with
potential vendors. It may well be that
engineering has to use this part, even if the
supplier is not one that you would not usually
approve, because we have to deliver the
product, it is more important than whether we
just have a preferred vendor or not.

Table 6. Alignment and spanning practices of purchasing managers when suppliers are complementary for OA.

Case company A Case company E

We do what it takes to smooth the process suppliers, you know?
Collaboration with R&D and make the collaboration work between
R&D and suppliers from the preferred list of suppliers. Then, we hand
over the job to others in purchasing. We have divided the tasks.
Sometimes this is a challenge, since the suppliers we want to start
with does not end up in the project in the end as R&D may have
other priorities

As a senior category manager, I participate in all supplier meetings and
support our technicians when negotiating with suppliers concerning
parts. I am the person who has responsibility for raising price issues
during negotiations, but I have a consulting role more than a
deciding role. Often the technicians meet with the technicians from
the supplier organisation in parallel with me meeting the commercial
side. We then compare notes afterward and share what we have
learned. But meetings follow the (Company E’s name)
procurement protocol
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achieving OA. In this sense, the paper extends the evolving
literature on supply networks contribution for OA.
Manufacturers mobilize supply networks for a broad range of
activities relating to exploration, exploitation, or both at the
same time. Examples from the cases included suppliers pro-
viding exploration input to technology search, problem spe-
cification, product testing, process development as well as
exploitation inputs, such as contributing to cost-out proc-
esses, quality insurance, lean supply systems, etc… The
results concerning the purchasing departments’ role in this
phenomenon complement recent studies on ambidexterity
governance (Blome et al. 2013). Our findings suggest that
purchasing departments combine different forms of OA. At
the core, purchasing department managers provide flexibility
and integration in cross-functional teams along with context-
ual ambidexterity lines. However, the study also shows that
purchasing departments play different roles in mobilising
suppliers and meditating with internal functions to support
supply network ambidexterity. The roles studied co-vary with
the criticality of the supplier inputs and complexity of sup-
plier involvement for the manufacturing organization. When
supplier inputs are critical for company performance, buyer-
supplier relationships become more complex. There is a
broad-based, and unstructured dialog were members from
several departments from the manufacturing organisation
and the supplier organization. Employees from several
departments are involved in exchanging insights with the
supplier, often on an informal and open-ended basis.
Purchasing has a participative or consulting role. Other
departments ask purchasers for advice, where purchasing
provides a support function, complementing activities of
other departments and seeking to jockey purchasing prior-
ities. In cases where supplier inputs are more complementary
for OA, purchasing takes on a more central and integrative
role, channelling a substantial part of the organizational
activities and taking formal responsibility for policing the cor-
porate purchasing policies. It verifies the requisite variety
principle in organisational design literature. Which suggests
that the number of possible states of a control mechanism
must be greater than or equal to the number of states in the
system being controlled. The organisational design and cap-
ability of the purchasing function must be able to match the
forms of variation it is facing (Boisot and McKelvey 2011).

The principle of requisite variety has consequences for
these departments’ organizations and activities as they
become designed to accommodate the different needs for
involving suppliers in activities with other organisational
functions. Organizational structure directs attention for indi-
viduals and departments and influences this and their degree
of formalization. Clearly, in less formalized organizations,
alignment between external and internal actors is more com-
fortable for purchasing departments. However, their ability to
pursue formulated goals related to OA is less outspoken
than in organizational structures that grant them a clearer
mandate. Purchasing departments also develop new liaisons
with departments — they build informal teams with manag-
ers from other departments on an ad hoc basis or become
formally represented in standing workgroups. Relatedly,

purchasing departments take on new responsibilities and are
increasingly engaged in developing and providing market
offerings. Thus, the skill profiles of purchasing managers are
changing in these organizations. In step with new responsi-
bilities becoming increasingly important, traditional skills
related to purchasing are increasingly taken on by others in
the supply network.

The study also shows that the purchasing department’s
contribution to ambidexterity is more pragmatic and multifa-
ceted than ideal types or modes of ambidexterity discussed
in the literature. A finding from this study, which supports
previous research on OA, was that OA’s principles discussed
earlier were not alternatives. Instead, many principles for
achieving ambidexterity complemented each other, as seen
in other studies of OA (Adler, Goldoftas, and Levine 1999;
Andriopoulos and Lewis 2009). However, there are different
ways for purchasing to be involved.

The ongoing pressures to perform on both cost manage-
ment and innovation issues have consequences for the pur-
chasing function. They face priority dilemmas and a lack of
solutions that will satisfy all stakeholders involved.
Furthermore, they must make judgments as well as take ini-
tiatives on an ongoing basis to help forestall or alleviate ten-
sions between priorities linked to the aims of exploration
and exploitation activities. This type of functioning requires
norms and management practices in the purchasing depart-
ment that encourage and support professional capabilities
development. It requires attracting extrovert personnel, and
requires the support of the development of personal charac-
teristics that can be helpful in multitasking and political
problem solving, such as efficacious behaviour, mediation,
brokering, and cooperation. Secondly, this study shows that
conflicting demands upon purchasing departments abound
from these changes, producing organizational tensions.
These tensions manifest themselves and are dealt with differ-
ently through following and combining different modes of
OA in the case organizations studied. Finally, the study con-
firms the notion made by others that even though OA ambi-
tions and forms penetrate to purchasing departments as
well, there is a tendency for purchasing – in more structured
and formalised organisational contexts, to emphasise exploit-
ation over exploration (see also Eisenhardt 2013).

Conclusions and impact for research and
management practice

Our research contributes to managerial practice as well as to
research. For purchasing managers, understanding the critical
connection between internal and external demands and how
they reflect the organisation’s overall fitness and value prop-
osition is a valuable insight when it comes to pursuing their
roles effectively. There is not one single way in which pur-
chasing departments can integrate or contribute to OA. The
findings suggest that both the supply network’s status and
the role of suppliers’ technology for the value proposition of
the manufacturer influence the form of OA that is manifested
in the purchasing departments. We believe that considering
these factors in organizational development and design will
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improve practice and increase the possibilities for increasing
strategic and operational management fitness.

This study contributes to the research agenda for literature
on strategic purchasing and the literature on OA, by outlining
critical organizational tensions regarding internal and external
orientations in this activity and discussing how and the extent
to which the purchasing department may be involved in these
activities. Future research on organizational research may build
on these insights. Also, for purchasing and supply management
research, the integrative role of purchasing in strategy is an
important topic to explore further. This study has limitations, as
well. Foremost, the empirical departure point of this study was
the purchasing function. This starting point biased the perspec-
tives explored and conveyed; we suspect that some additional
nuances to purchasing’s role would have been found if we had
started our interviews elsewhere in the organisation. However,
giving voice to the purchasing perspective is also an important
rationale for the paper in the first place.
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Appendix 1: Interview protocol

Inquiry guide
BC: Buying Company, SC: Supplying Company, BS: Boundary Spanner
General questions:

1. Current business situation: Characteristics and development of
business context

2. Company background: history, technologies, markets and recent
developments

3. Systems, models, frameworks, rules, policies, procedures, strat-
egies, KPIs etc. for guiding interaction with suppliers and sourcing
in general? (ask the CM to show databases, systems, etc. for man-
aging suppliers/purchasing).

4. How do you segment (or otherwise formally distinguish) between
the different suppliers? Do you use the segmentation as a guide-
line or to direct activities relative to each supplier? (formal distinc-
tion between suppliers)

5. How do you personally distinguish between the suppliers? Whom
of your suppliers are most important- and why? (informal distinc-
tion between suppliers)

6. How much time do you spend in interaction with suppliers? (rela-
tive to other types of activity – specify?)

7. Personal approach to managing supplier relationships
and activities?

8. How are you organized – with specific reference to sourcing –
and who is responsible for what sourcing areas?

9. Specific initiatives aimed at mobilizing supplier resources?
(Supplier programmes, supplier days, SCM implementation, value
engineering, etc.)?

10. Internal coherence/integration – between purchasing, production,
R & D, other functions – do you communicate, share knowledge,
meet, etc.

11. Internal relationships between functions – good or bad (the soft
part of the above question)?

12. How do you measure and disseminate performance, effectiveness,
contribution of suppliers?

13. How and how much does top management direct sourcing and
supplier affairs, and does it align with your objectives/KPIs? To
what extent are you aware of top management priorities
and strategies?

14. What are the main barriers and challenges for mobilizing sup-
plier resources?

Supplier-specific questions (relative to the two chosen suppliers) – these
are asked only to the CMs responsible for the chosen suppliers:

1. Characteristics of supplier?
2. Who do you deal with?
3. The historical development of the exchange – start, key events,

crises, successes, present state, developments, etc.?
4. Level of collaboration, state of relationship today (commitment,

trust, respect, norm adherence, justice, power, etc.)? (Also ask
about history)

5. Have you made any specific investments/adaptations relative to
this supplier (and vice versa)?

6. The frequency, level, and content of activities with this supplier
(meetings, initiatives, events, etc.)?

7. Any contracts or other written documents used to manage this
exchange relationship?

8. Perceived supplier performance to the buying company?
9. Does this supplier prioritise you as a customer?

10. How well do they fit with you strategically?
11. Is the supplier active in driving interaction, initiatives, direction?
12. Level of information sharing and openness – is monitoring

needed, or can trust suffice?
13. How well do you feel that you know this supplier (processes,

resources, capabilities, resource mobilisation processes, etc.)?
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14. What are the characteristics of the supplier resource mobilisation
process for the specific supplier?

Interview with BC executive – question groups:
Use CM interview as the foundation – including supplier-specific ques-
tions, if the executive is directly involved in the exchange with one or
both of the chosen suppliers.
Also, ask the following questions:

1. Describe how top management deals with sourcing – its import-
ance, contribution to corporate strategy, importance to investors,
how it is managed, directives/policies, etc.?

2. What is the role of suppliers in contributing to competitive advan-
tage? Moreover, how has this developed historically?

3. Have you ever had consultants hired in to improve sourcing proc-
esses – please explain?

Interview with BC product developer:
Use CM interview as foundation – including supplier specific questions.
Also, ask the following questions:

1. How good are you at involving the supplier in product develop-
ment and using suppliers to strengthen your products/
technologies?

2. Tell about any specific PD projects you have had with the supplier
and how successful they were?

3. Level of mutual understanding and knowledge sharing with
the supplier?

4. How open are you/them when it comes to sharing knowledge?
5. How do you make sure that you benefit from the knowledge of

the supplier?

Interview with BC production employee (process, qual-
ity, etc.):
Use CM interview as foundation – including supplier-specific questions.
Also, ask the following questions:

1. Describe your processes of managing supplier quality and logistics?
2. How good are you at measuring supplier process performance

(quality, delivery)?
3. How well are the two chosen suppliers performing (process

performance)?
4. How well are they responding to your requests for: (1) reaction

when something is not working well (poor performance), (2)

improving/adapting production/logistics processes?

Interview with supplier boundary spanners:
Interviewees here are all chosen based on their participation in the
exchange with the buying company to answer both the general and
customer-specific questions.
General questions:

1. Supplier characteristics (organization, numbers, customers, products)
2. What is a good customer?
3. How do you distinguish/differentiate customers – organizationally

and personally?
4. Systems, procedures, models, strategies, rules for resource mobilisation?

Questions specific to the buying company:

1. History of the exchange?
2. Key events in the exchange historically (good, bad, develop-

ments, changes)?
3. Basic features and characteristics of the exchange (interaction fre-

quency, depth, scope, people)?
4. Describe the BC as a customer (good, bad, etc.) – how are

they performing?
5. How much time/resources do you (Company, person, colleagues,

etc.) spend on BC (also relative to other customers)?
6. Describe the social relationship to BC (power, trust, commitment,

justice, norms… )?
7. Describe BC’s approach to managing the exchange – any develop-

ment initiatives or merely the exchange? (meetings, projects, other
initiatives)?

8. Are the BC driving the exchange, or are you?
9. What is the strategic fit between your Company and BC?

Specific questions:

1. Possible specialized issues related to service, sales, PD, pro-
cess, quality… ?

Document study
All documents that affect the management of supplier exchanges: KPIs, strat-
egies, segmentation models, guidelines, procedures, contracts, other written
agreements, specifications, MoMs, job descriptions, measurement results.
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