
CEO regulatory focus as the microfoundation of organizational ambidexterity: 

A configurational approach  

 

Shuangfa Huanga,*, Martina Battistib, David Pickernella 

a Portsmouth Business School, University of Portsmouth, Portsmouth PO1 3DE, United Kingdom 

b Management, Technologies and Strategy, Grenoble Ecole de Management, 38000 Grenoble, France 

 

⁎ Corresponding author at: Portsmouth Business School, Richmond Building, Portland St, Portsmouth 

PO1 3DE, United Kingdom 

E-mail address: shuangfa.huang1@port.ac.uk (S.Huang) 

 

Declarations of interest: None. 

  



CEO regulatory focus as the microfoundation of organizational 

ambidexterity: A configurational approach 

 

Abstract 

This study contributes to research on how microfoundations, in the form of CEO 

characteristics, influence ambidexterity (the capability to engage simultaneously in both 

exploration and exploitation) in SMEs. Specifically, it aims to identify which combinations of 

CEO regulatory foci (promotion and prevention focus) explain ambidexterity in SMEs and how 

these combinations themselves depend on situational conditions, namely market turbulence as 

perceived by the CEO and CEO tenure. Using data from 110 UK SMEs and fuzzy-set 

qualitative comparative analysis, we explore the combinations of CEO regulatory focus and 

situational conditions that lead to the presence and absence of ambidexterity. The findings 

contribute to a better understanding of SME ambidexterity and expand regulatory focus theory 

by showing that one of the regulatory foci tends to play a dominant role in shaping 

ambidexterity. The findings also reveal that situational conditions may compensate for the lack 

of promotion or prevention focus to produce ambidexterity. 

Keywords 

Regulatory focus, ambidexterity, CEO tenure, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), 

fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Introduction 

Organizational ambidexterity is the ability of organizations to engage in exploitation and 

exploration simultaneously (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996; He & Wong, 2004; Smith & 

Tushman, 2005). It is an important mechanism for firms to sustain their competitive advantage 

and achieve superior performance (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Cao et al., 2009; Venugopal 

et al., 2020). According to Baum et al. (2000, p. 768), “exploitation refers to learning gained 

via local search, experiential refinement, and selection and reuse of existing routines, whilst 

exploration refers to learning gained through processes of concerted variation, planned 

experimentation, and play.” Research suggests that exploitation allows firms to improve 

efficiency, while exploration enables them to capitalize on new opportunities and develop new 

competencies (March, 1991; Gupta et al., 2006; Simsek et al., 2009).  

Since ambidexterity contributes to the long-term success of organizations (Junni et al., 

2013; Solís-Molina et al., 2018), the importance of understanding the individual-level 

microfoundations of ambidexterity is increasingly cited as a way to better understand the 

managerial origins of ambidexterity (Martin et al., 2019; Venugopal et al., 2020). Adopting a 

microfoundational perspective can enhance our understanding of how different individual-

level conditions interact to shape an organizational-level phenomenon by focusing on 

conditions related to the actor as well as conditions related to the context and by considering 

how these conditions interact with each other (Felin and Foss, 2005; Felin et al., 2012; 2015). 

While previous research suggests that each of these conditions is likely to have a positive effect 

on ambidexterity when explored in isolation, our understanding of how these conditions 

complement or substitute each other to influence organizational ambidexterity is still poorly 

understood (Zimmermann et al., 2019). 

In particular, microfoundations, in the form of CEO characteristics in small and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs), are of growing interest (Heavey & Simsek, 2017; Kammerlander et 

al., 2015; Zimmermann et al., 2019). The literature suggests that CEO characteristics influence 

CEOs’ decision-making and actions (Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Hambrick, 2007), which in 

turn affect firm behavior (Barker & Mueller, 2002; Simsek et al., 2010; Wales et al., 2013) 

such as ambidexterity. In SMEs, this effect is particularly prevalent because of the greater 

extent of managerial discretion of CEOs and their subsequent stronger influence on firm 

behavior (Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Wangrow, Schepker, & Barker, 2015).  

A key psychological condition that drives CEO decision-making and action is regulatory 

focus (Lanaj et al., 2012; Gorman et al., 2012). As a motivational trait, regulatory focus consists 

of promotion and prevention foci. These foci determine the types of goals individual CEOs aim 

to achieve and how they aim to do so. While a high promotion focus regulates individual 

decision-making and action toward growth and advancement, a high prevention focus regulates 

decision-making and action toward stability and security (Higgins, 1997, 1998). Crucially, 

promotion and prevention foci are two independent motivational systems. Hence, individual 

behavior can be regulated by different combinations of promotion and prevention foci (Lanaj 

et al., 2012; Markovits, 2012; Scholer et al., 2019). Although the existing evidence suggests 

that such a CEO regulatory focus affects an SME’s tendency to pursue exploitation and 

exploration (Kammerlander et al., 2015), we still have a limited understanding of the 

combinations of CEO promotion and prevention foci associated with organizational 

ambidexterity. 



CEO regulatory focus is itself at least partly dependent on situational conditions because 

they also influence the types of goals that individuals set and the actions they take to achieve 

them (Higgins, 2000). Following Mom et al. (2009) and Tuncdogan et al. (2015), we highlight 

CEOs’ perceptions of market turbulence and CEO tenure, which indicates internal decision-

making authority, as critical situational conditions in the context of SMEs. CEOs exposed to 

different situational conditions may then differ in their regulatory focus, which can then lead 

to differences in firms’ ambidexterity. However, these situational conditions may also 

influence ambidexterity directly, as well as influencing each other.  

Market turbulence as perceived by CEOs, for example, is relevant. It creates an ambiguous 

external environment that often results in unexpected and rapid changes in customer demands 

that require CEOs to adapt their behavior (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993). CEO tenure is also 

potentially important here because of accumulated work experience, knowledge, and resources 

within the firm also influence CEOs’ preferences for pursuing certain goals and decision-

making autonomy (Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991). The types of goals CEOs pursue and how 

they try to achieve these goals (i.e., the specific combinations of regulatory foci) are therefore 

likely to depend on market turbulence, as well as the length of their tenure in the firm. 

We adopt a configurational approach for several reasons. As argued earlier, a 

microfoundational perspective focuses on how multiple individual-level conditions interact 

with each other to produce an organizational-level outcome (Felin and Foss, 2005; Felin et al., 

2012; 2015). Regression models identify the importance of individual conditions in isolation 

rather than complex combinations (Deng et al., 2019). These complex combinations reflect 

what is known as conjunctional causation, which means that conditions only have an effect in 

conjunction with other conditions, rather than on their own (Woodside, 2013). Structural 

equation modeling is unable to account for potential equifinality, which means that multiple 

causal combinations lead to the same outcome (Fiss et al., 2013). It is likewise incapable of 

accounting for asymmetrical relationships (Fiss et al., 2013), whereby the causal configurations 

for the presence of the outcome differ from those for the absence of the outcome. The technique 

employed in this study, fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA), is able to deal with 

all three possibilities. It thereby helps to uncover the potential interdependence among the 

conditions that shape ambidexterity.  

The present study contributes to the ambidexterity and regulatory focus literature in several 

important ways. First, it adds evidence to the emerging research on the microfoundations of 

ambidexterity, emphasizing the central role of CEO characteristics in the context of small firms 

(Kammerlander et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2019). By adopting a configurational perspective 

using fsQCA, this study identifies which combinations of CEO regulatory foci (promotion 

focus and prevention focus) explain ambidexterity in SMEs and how these combinations 

themselves depend on situational conditions, namely market turbulence as perceived by the 

CEO and CEO tenure. In all configurations identified in this study, at least one of the situational 

conditions was also present or absent. Therefore, while our findings highlight the importance 

of CEO characteristics in the form of regulatory focus, CEO characteristics only matter in 

combination with situational conditions. Thus, this study helps to show that ambidexterity in 

SMEs is a function of combinations of CEO regulatory foci and situational conditions. 

Understanding the role of situational conditions is important because it gives us a better 

understanding of the mechanisms through which CEO regulatory focus leads to ambidexterity 

in SMEs. 



Second, our research contributes to regulatory focus theory by providing a more nuanced 

picture of the role of promotion and prevention focus in achieving ambidexterity. As promotion 

focus is associated with exploration and prevention focus with exploitation (Crowe & Higgins, 

1997), the predominant argument in previous research is that a combination of promotion and 

prevention foci is needed to achieve ambidexterity (Kammerlander et al., 2015). Our findings, 

however, suggest that, rather than both foci, one or the other regulatory focus tends to play a 

dominant role in producing ambidexterity. This finding is theoretically relevant because it 

again highlights the important role of situational conditions in compensating for the dominant 

regulatory focus in achieving ambidexterity. More specifically, the absence of CEO tenure may 

compensate for the lack of prevention focus, and the joint presence of CEO tenure and market 

turbulence may compensate for the lack of promotion focus. Consequently, thanks to its 

microfoundational perspective, the present study can stimulate further research on how the 

interplay between the psychological traits of individuals and situational conditions affects 

organizational ambidexterity. 

The structure of the rest of the paper is as follows. Section 2 discusses the theoretical 

background in relation to a microfoundational perspective of organizational ambidexterity, 

regulatory focus, and situational conditions, both individually and in terms of their interactions. 

From this background, a framework for analysis is derived, as well as research propositions. In 

Section 3, the method is outlined. In Section 4, the data analysis and results are presented. 

Section 5 discusses the implications. Finally, Section 6 provides the conclusions as well as 

directions for future research. 

2. Theoretical background 

2.1. A microfoundational perspective of organizational ambidexterity 

Research has conceptualized ambidexterity in two ways: balanced and combined 

(Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013; Junni et al., 2013; Venugopal et al., 2020). According to the 

balanced conceptualization, exploitation and exploration represent two ends of a continuum 

(Gupta et al., 2006). Thus, firms achieve balanced ambidexterity through a trade-off between 

high levels of exploitation and low levels of exploration, or vice versa. More recently, however, 

the combined conceptualization has become more prevalent as researchers have argued that 

exploration and exploitation are two conceptually distinct activities that are synergetic and non-

substitutable (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Koryak et al., 2018). Firms that pursue them in 

combination therefore achieve not only high ambidexterity (Cao et al., 2009; Simsek et al., 

2009) but also superior performance (Junni et al., 2013).  

Organizations can thus achieve such ambidexterity in several ways (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 

2008; Chang & Hughes, 2012; Úbeda-García et al., 2020). Firms can adopt “spatial 

separation,” whereby exploitation and exploration take place in different organizational units 

and are then integrated to achieve ambidexterity (Duncan, 1976; Benner & Tushman, 2003; 

Simsek et al., 2009). Firms can also adopt parallel structures to foster ambidexterity, such that 

the same unit uses a primary structure for exploitation supplemented by a secondary structure 

for exploration, and vice versa (Goldstein, 1985; Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). Moreover, firms 

may apply a process of “temporal separation” by cycling through periods of exploitation 

followed by exploration to achieve ambidexterity (Gupta et al., 2006; Simsek et al., 2009).  



However, in the context of SMEs, both structural and temporal ambidexterity are 

challenging to implement because of these firms’ lack of formal structures, hierarchies, and 

resources (Lubatkin et al., 2006). Instead, SMEs are more likely to achieve ambidexterity at 

the individual level. They do so through the ability of top managers to simultaneously align 

operations with current demands, while adapting enough to meet the emerging demands that 

result from changing environments (Jansen et al., 2008; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; O’Reilly 

& Tushman, 2011; Junni et al., 2015).  

Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004, p. 209) argue that it is top managers’ “behavioral capacity 

to simultaneously demonstrate alignment and adaptability” that allows firms to achieve 

ambidexterity. Indeed, recent evidence confirms that the behavior of top managers (e.g., 

collaboration and joint decision making) has a significant influence on organizational 

ambidexterity (Venugopal et al., 2020). However, our understanding is still limited when it 

comes to the complex underlying mechanisms that drive CEO behavior and in turn 

organizational ambidexterity. A microfoundational perspective allows us to understand how 

different conditions related to the actor as well as how different situational conditions interact 

with each other to drive an organizational-level phenomenon (Felin and Foss, 2005; Felin et 

al., 2012; 2015). Understanding how those two sets of conditions interact with each other is 

important because it helps to identify the mechanisms through which CEO behavior influences 

organizational ambidexterity (Zimmermann et al., 2019).  

Using the combined approach to ambidexterity, we first discuss the role of actor- or CEO-

related conditions and then the role of situational conditions. The two sets of conditions form 

the basis of our configurational conceptualization of SME ambidexterity. 

2.2. Regulatory focus and ambidexterity 

Previous research has identified regulatory focus – a motivational theory of goal attainment 

– as a key CEO-related condition, or microfoundation, of organizational ambidexterity (Lanaj 

et al., 2012; Gorman et al., 2012; Kammerlander et al., 2015; Tuncdogan et al., 2017; 

Tuncdogan and Dogan, 2019). It is “a known antecedent of several concepts that correspond 

to the concepts by which exploration and exploitation are defined” (Tuncdogan et al., 2015, p. 

14). 

Regulatory focus theory posits that the decisions and actions of individuals are regulated 

through two motivational systems: promotion and prevention focus (Higgins, 1997, 1998; 

Scholer et al., 2019). Individuals with high promotion focus are motivated by inspiration and 

growth such that they aim to “bring themselves into alignment with their ideal selves” 

(Brockner & Higgins, 2001, p. 204). In assessing potential opportunities, they tend to weigh 

the potential gains more heavily (Molden et al., 2008). They are also more likely to exhibit a 

strategic inclination of eagerness in the process of striving for gains (Crowe & Higgins, 1997). 

By contrast, individuals with high prevention focus are driven by their need for security and 

safety, such that they aim to “bring themselves into alignment with their ought selves” 

(Brockner & Higgins, 2001, p. 204), which refers to how they think others see them. The 

potential losses associated with new opportunities are thus more salient to them. Also, they 

tend to show a strategic inclination of vigilance during goal pursuit to ensure safety (Crowe & 

Higgins, 1997). 

 

CEO regulatory focus may affect organizational ambidexterity because it shapes people’s 

tendency toward change or stability. Exploration concerns variation seeking, while exploitation 



concerns variation reduction (McGrath, 2001). Because individuals with high promotion focus 

are more open to new possibilities, they are more likely to favor exploration. By contrast, 

because individuals with high prevention focus have a higher tendency to maintain the status 

quo, they tend to prefer exploitation (Liberman et al., 1999). As Trevelyan (2011, p. 39) notes, 

“a promotion orientation motivates effort on explorative tasks, and a prevention orientation 

motivates effort on exploitative tasks.”  

 

CEO regulatory focus may therefore influence ambidexterity because it underpins 

individuals’ sensitivity to different outcomes (Brockner et al., 2004; Molden et al., 2008). 

According to March (1991), the returns from exploration are distant and uncertain. Hence, 

while exploration may yield substantial gains, it can also result in significant losses. Because 

people with high promotion focus aim to obtain potential gains (Molden et al., 2008), such 

CEOs are likely to favor exploration due to its potentially high returns. Conversely, the returns 

from exploitation are often both positive and predictable (March, 1991; Gupta et al., 2006), 

meaning exploitation is a safe option that is less likely to entail losses. Because people with 

high prevention focus aim to ensure safety and are more sensitive to potential losses (Higgins, 

1997; Brockner et al., 2004), we expect high prevention focus to orient CEOs toward 

exploitation. 

Moreover, CEO regulatory focus may influence ambidexterity because of the strategic 

inclinations associated with promotion and prevention focus. The literature shows that the 

eagerness associated with promotion focus often orients individuals to emphasize the quantity 

of outputs (Förster et al., 2003) and to avoid missing opportunities (Crowe & Higgins, 1997). 

By contrast, the vigilant associated with prevention focus often induces individuals to focus on 

the quality of outputs and to be more cautious in pursuing new opportunities (Förster et al., 

2003). As a result, individuals with high promotion focus are more willing to engage in risk 

taking, while the opposite is true of individuals with high prevention focus (Bryant & Dunford, 

2008; Hamstra et al., 2011). Because exploration is risky and exploitation is predictable 

(March, 1991), we expect firms led by CEOs with strong promotion focus to be more likely to 

pursue exploration and those led by CEOs with strong prevention focus to be more likely to 

engage in exploitation.  

Previous research consistently suggests that a promotion focus will induce exploration and 

a prevention focus will induce exploitation. The fact that promotion and prevention foci are 

orthogonal (Johnson et al., 2015) suggests that CEOs with simultaneously high levels of both 

foci might be more likely to exhibit an ambidextrous tendency in pursuing both exploration 

and exploitation. In their conceptual paper, Tuncdogan et al. (2015) argue that high 

ambidexterity is the result of CEOs with a combination of both high promotion focus and high 

prevention focus. This tendency may be reflected through the exploration and exploitation of 

organizations because, over time, the behavior of organizations tends to reflect the preferences 

of their top decision makers (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). Mom et al. (2007) also contend that 

the ambidexterity of organizations tends to be a function of the exploration and exploitation 

tendency of top managers.  

 

However, in the only study of the specific impact of CEO regulatory focus on SME 

ambidexterity to date, Kammerlander et al. (2015) found that CEO prevention focus is 

negatively related to the exploration of SMEs. This finding implies that high prevention focus 

may reduce the exploration of organizations, which in turn constrains firms’ attainment of high 

ambidexterity. Hence, in the context of SMEs, a combination of high prevention and high 



promotion foci would not necessarily lead to high ambidexterity. The authors conclude that 

previous conceptualizations and findings from large firms are not directly applicable to SMEs 

and that, in the context of SMEs, different combinations of CEO promotion and prevention 

foci should be considered.  

More importantly, however, Kammerlander et al. (2015) also argue that situational 

conditions might determine if and what combinations of promotion and prevention foci lead to 

high ambidexterity. The implication is that several combinations of prevention and promotion 

foci might exist in SMEs but that their influence on ambidexterity is itself dependent on 

situational conditions. Empirical evidence for this assumption is lacking, highlighting a gap in 

the literature. Accordingly, situational conditions also need to be considered in this debate, and 

analysis of situational conditions in combination with the regulatory focus of CEOs of SMEs 

would contribute to this debate. 

2.3. The role of situational conditions: Market turbulence and CEO tenure 

In their conceptual study, Tuncdogan et al. (2015) suggest that executives’ decision-making 

autonomy and the ambiguity of the environment are two important situational conditions that 

must be considered in the relationship between CEO regulatory focus and ambidexterity. 

Market turbulence is relevant to SMEs because it creates an ambiguous external environment 

that results in often unexpected and rapid changes in customer demands that require CEOs to 

adapt their behavior (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993). CEO tenure is an indicator of decision-making 

autonomy. Longer-tenured CEOs enjoy greater autonomy in decision making (Shen, 2003) 

because they have accumulated more experience, knowledge, and resources within the firm 

(Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991). In what follows, we discuss how both market turbulence and 

CEO tenure, in combination with CEOs’ promotion and prevention foci, affect SME 

ambidexterity. 

 

In a turbulent market environment, the products and capabilities of organizations can 

quickly become obsolete (Wang, Senaratne, & Rafiq, 2015). Thus, firms operating in such an 

environment tend to have a greater need to explore and exploit new market opportunities to 

satisfy changing or unmet customer demands and sustain their competitive advantage. CEO 

regulatory focus can influence CEOs’ alertness to changes in the market environment and the 

need to respond to such changes. Promotion focus as well as prevention focus can alert CEOs 

to changing market conditions, but the mechanism through which the regulatory focus affects 

firm ambidexterity differs. While promotion focus exerts its influence on ambidexterity 

through CEOs’ greater alertness to opportunities in the market, prevention focus exerts its 

influence through CEOs’ greater alertness to threats in the market. 

 

Because promotion focus alerts and motivates individuals to explore new opportunities 

(Hmieleski & Baron, 2008; Pollack et al., 2015) and exploit current opportunities (Gamache et 

al., 2015), CEOs with high promotion focus are well-positioned to foster ambidexterity in a 

turbulent market environment. For example, previous research on SME ambidexterity has 

revealed that the extent of competition in the environment magnifies the impact of CEO 

promotion focus on both exploration and exploitation (Kammerlander et al., 2015). 

 

Although changing market conditions provide new opportunities that are salient to CEOs 

with high promotion focus (Higgins, 1997; Van-Dijk & Kluger, 2004), they also present new 

threats that tend to be more salient to CEOs with high prevention focus. According to 

McMullen et al. (2009), for example, managers with high prevention focus are more likely to 



detect emerging threats in their environment. The heightened sensitivity toward emerging 

threats in the market might then motivate CEOs to achieve ambidexterity by increasing their 

firms’ exploitative behavior. 

 

However, the extent to which CEOs turn their alertness to opportunities and/or threats and 

then to exploration and exploration also depends on their tenure. According to Hambrick and 

Fukutomi (1991), the decisions and actions of CEOs are guided by their cognitive paradigms 

such as schema and repertoires. The knowledge systems underlying their schema, as well as 

the skills in their repertoire, tend to change over time based on the experiences and learning of 

CEOs (Miller, 1991). Interestingly, previous research seems to indicate that these tenure-based 

learning effects can enhance or hinder organizational ambidexterity. 

 

As CEO tenure increases, the firm-specific knowledge and capabilities of CEOs also grow 

(Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991; Liu et al., 2018). Hence, CEOs with longer tenure might be 

better equipped to foster ambidexterity because pursuing exploitation and exploration 

simultaneously can cause tensions in organizations due to conflicting task demands 

(Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; Papachroni et al., 2015).  

Because learning is more likely to occur through repeated efforts (Bromage & Mayer, 

1986), CEOs with shorter tenure may have less experience and thus fewer capabilities to 

manage the potential tensions from ambidexterity, particularly in situations of external 

pressure. In contrast, CEOs with longer tenure might be in a better position due to the 

accumulated firm-specific knowledge and skills. Longer tenure also allows CEOs to enjoy 

greater autonomy in decision making (Shen, 2003). Thus, CEOs with longer tenure tend to 

have high levels of autonomy regarding their decisions to pursue exploitation and exploration.  

Autonomy in decision making is important, particularly for exploration, because the returns 

from such efforts are often distant (March, 1991). For instance, evidence suggests that longer 

tenure allows CEOs to exert greater influence on the R&D spending of organizations (Barker 

& Mueller, 2002). In line with this view, we might expect longer tenure to allow CEOs to 

allocate resources to activities more effectively. Because increasing tenure in the firm provides 

CEOs with the opportunity to promote and hire people who support them (Miller, 1991), 

employees will likely be more supportive in implementing exploitation and exploration for 

ambidexterity. These arguments therefore suggest that longer tenure might enhance 

organizational ambidexterity through increased autonomy in decision making and the 

allocation of resources. 

Conversely, research has also shown that long-tenured CEOs are less likely to align the 

strategy of their organizations to the changing environmental conditions because they tend to 

“lose touch” with their environment. Over time, “managers’ preoccupations and perceptions of 

the environment are narrowed, and the need for reorientation goes unnoticed” (Miller, 1991, 

p.35). Instead, long-tenured CEOs tend to become more internally focused and rely more 

strongly on information and knowledge provided from within the firm, instead of focusing on 

important signals provided by the market (Luo, Kanuri and Andrews, 2014; Hambrick and 

Mason, 1984). 

Boling et al. (2016, p. 894) argue that the decision making of long-tenured CEOs tends to 

rely “less on matching internal capabilities with external opportunities and increasingly on his 

or her earlier formulas for success.” Longer CEO tenure reflects the prolonged success of 



previous efforts in managing the organization. As CEO tenure increases, therefore, CEOs will 

likely become more reluctant to deviate from their previously successful strategies because risk 

taking and experimentation are associated with uncertainties that may endanger firm 

performance (Simsek, 2007).  

Consequently, longer tenure will likely orient CEOs to maintain previously successful 

strategies and favor the status quo (Miller, 1991). The tendency toward following proven 

strategies for short-term gains and maintaining a satisfactory status quo may lead to 

exploitation at the expense of exploration (March, 1991; Vergne & Durand, 2010). For 

example, Miller and Shamsie (2001) found that the length of tenure of top executives is 

negatively related to the experimentation tendency of organizations. Similarly, Musteen et al. 

(2006) demonstrated that longer tenure undermines CEOs’ attitudes toward change. 

Furthermore, CEOs with longer tenure may be surrounded by people who share similar views 

because they have the power to remove those who dissent (Miller, 1991). The lack of different 

ideas and perspectives can thus hinder ambidexterity given that new ideas are critical for 

exploration and experimentation (March, 1991). These arguments suggest that longer tenure 

might hinder the achievement of ambidexterity in organizations through increased inertia.  

2.4. Configurational conceptualization of SME ambidexterity 

The above discussion highlights both a gap in the literature and ambiguity in predicting 

outcomes from combinations of the conditions discussed. Because a configurational approach 

is used to explain how the outcome emerges from combinations of conditions (Meyer et al., 

1993), pre-specified relationships are unsuitable, particularly given the exploratory nature of 

the study. Nevertheless, it is possible to give a broad conceptualization. Hence, the purpose of 

this study is to identify which combinations of CEO regulatory foci (promotion focus and 

prevention focus) explain ambidexterity in SMEs and describe how these combinations are 

themselves dependent on situational conditions (market turbulence as perceived by the CEO 

and CEO tenure).  

The configurational conceptualization in Figure 1 illustrates the idea that the effects of the 

CEO regulatory focus conditions on SME ambidexterity are themselves contingent on market 

turbulence and CEO tenure (which may also have a direct effect on SME ambidexterity). This 

research is exploratory in nature. Specifically, the aim is to identify how CEO regulatory focus, 

in combination with situational conditions, matters for SME ambidexterity. The objective is to 

identify the causal combinations explaining the presence and absence of ambidexterity. The 

specific research questions are whether the conjunctional causation reasonably associated with 

this issue exists, whether the expected equifinality in terms of causal combinations is a reality, 

and whether there are asymmetrical combinations causing presence of ambidexterity and 

absence of ambidexterity. Consistent with Figure 1, we therefore state the following three 

propositions: 

 

Proposition 1: Different combinations of CEO regulatory foci explain the presence or 

absence of ambidexterity in SMEs. 

Proposition 2: The same combinations of CEO regulatory foci contribute to the presence as 

well as the absence of ambidexterity in SMEs, depending on situational conditions. 

Proposition 3: Under the same situational conditions, the combination of CEO regulatory 

foci determine whether ambidexterity is present or absent in SMEs. 



 

Figure 1: The interplay between regulatory focus and situational conditions 

 

3. Method 

3.1. FsQCA 

Ambidexterity in SMEs has received limited attention to date. The two studies that explored 

the relationship between CEO regulatory focus and SME ambidexterity have both called for 

more research on the interaction effects of individual characteristic and situational conditions 

(Kammerlander et al., 2015; Wallace et al., 2010). These interaction effects have long been 

overlooked given the inability of traditional regression analysis to map the often complex 

interactions between individual characteristics and situational conditions and their combined 

effects on firm behavior.  

Accordingly, there is a need for a configurational approach, such as that offered by fsQCA. 

This method is particularly useful when analyzing complex causation, which is defined as “a 

situation in which an outcome may follow from several different combinations of causal 

conditions, that is, from different causal ‘recipes’” (Ragin, 2008, p. 23). Compared to 

regression-type analysis, fsQCA is ideal for understanding the causal complexity of 

ambidexterity given its potential for analyzing multiple causal conditions simultaneously and 

identifying the complex interactions between these conditions. 

FsQCA is based on three assumptions. The first is conjunctional causation, which means 

that some conditions might have an effect in conjunction with other conditions, but not on their 

own (Woodside, 2013). This conjunctional causation might highlight conditions that mutually 

reinforce each other to explain ambidexterity. The second assumption is equifinality, which 

means that more than one causal combination may lead to the same outcome (Fiss, 2011)—

here, the presence of ambidexterity. Lastly, in fsQCA, it is assumed that there is potential for 

asymmetrical relationships between conditions and outcomes (Fiss, 2011). In other words, the 

causal configurations for the presence of ambidexterity may differ from the causal 

configurations for the absence of ambidexterity.  

3.2. Sample and data collection 

A final sample of 110 SMEs was used in this study. We used the Financial Analysis Made 

Easy database to select the sample based on the criteria that firms should have less than 250 

employees and should be based in England, United Kingdom. Thus, 52,568 firms met our 

search criteria. Due to constraints on resources, 5,000 firms were randomly selected from the 



database for further examination. With the selected sample, 1,542 firms provided contact 

details to their top executives. In May 2015, we contacted the CEOs of these firms via email 

for data collection. After three rounds of follow-ups, we collected 157 online surveys, a 

response rate of 10.8%. This response rate is comparable to the response rates in similar 

research (10.7%) using top executives as a primary data source (Brettel & Rottenberger, 2013). 

After eliminating 47 cases due to missing data for focal variables, we retained 110 usable cases 

for analysis.  

We performed a non-response bias test for early and late responses, based on CEO age, 

CEO tenure, and firm age. The data set was categorized into two groups. The early response 

group had 56 cases, and the late response group had 54 cases. All p values were greater than 

0.1, indicating no significant differences between the two groups. Hence, we do not expect 

non-response to be a problem in the present study. 

Our sample consists of 89 male and 21 female respondents. This distribution is consistent 

with recent findings that male business ownership is significantly higher than female business 

ownership in the UK, with around 18% of SMEs being led by women (Hart et al., 2014; BIS, 

2015). On average, the firms were 30.4 years old. Firms were from different industries 

including manufacturing (31 firms), services (53 firms), and other sectors (26 firms). In terms 

of firm size, 20% employed fewer than 10 employees (22 firms), 33% had 11 to 50 employees 

(36 firms), and 47% had 51 to 250 employees (52 firms). Our sample is representative of the 

population of SMEs in the FAME database, which consists of 52,568 firms with 22% micro 

firms (11,545 firms), 29% small firms (15,304 firms), and 49% medium-sized firms (25,719 

firms). 

3.3. Measures 

Appendix 1 shows the survey questions used to measure the outcome and causal conditions. 

Outcome. Organizational ambidexterity was operationalized as the multiplication of 

exploitation and exploration. We applied the combined measure of ambidexterity because 

evidence suggests that it “capture[s] the performance effects better than balanced measures” 

(Junni et al., 2013, p. 308). Furthermore, recent research has found that small firms are more 

likely to benefit from combined ambidexterity (Venugopal et al., 2020). We adapted the scale 

of Atuahene-Gima and Murray (2007) to measure each firm’s extent of engagement in 

exploitation and exploration. Because the scale was originally developed with a focus on new 

product development, it was adapted to capture firms’ general tendency toward exploitation 

and exploration. Specifically, we asked CEOs to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) the extent of their agreement with four statements 

concerning exploitation and four statements concerning exploration within their organizations. 

Cronbach’s alpha was 0.78 for both exploitation and exploration. 

Causal conditions. We measured the regulatory focus of CEOs using the regulatory focus 

questionnaire (RFQ) developed by Higgins et al. (2001). The RFQ consists of 11 items. Six 

items measure promotion focus, and five items measure prevention focus. Cronbach’s alpha 

was 0.64 for promotion focus and 0.83 for prevention focus. Although the internal reliability 

for promotion focus was low, it was considered acceptable because previous research in the 

European context has reported similar values (Kammerlander et al., 2015). We measured CEO 



tenure by asking CEOs to state the number of years they had been working at the firm. This 

measure differs from that used in other research on CEO positional tenure (Simsek, 2007), 

which considers only the number of years in office. We focused on CEOs’ overall tenure in the 

firm because the literature indicates that some CEOs are promoted from inside the firm rather 

than hired from outside (Balsmeier & Buchwald, 2015). Therefore, a focus on positional tenure 

might not fully capture CEOs’ experience in the firm. To measure market turbulence, we 

adapted the scale of Jaworski and Kohli (1993) and applied three items to measure the extent 

of changes in the market environment. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.62, which is above the lower 

threshold value of .60 (Hair et al., 2014). 

We applied exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses to assess the convergent and 

discriminant validity of the measures. Results from the exploratory factor analysis showed that 

two of the six items for promotion focus were not loaded on the appropriate latent construct. 

The two items were removed from further analysis. The factor loadings for all remaining items 

ranged from 0.51 to 0.84, with these values lying above the threshold value of 0.50 (Hair et al., 

2014). We applied a series of confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) to assess the discriminant 

validity of the constructs. The five-factor model consisting of promotion focus, prevention 

focus, market turbulence, exploitation, and exploration fit the data well: χ2 = 171.4, degrees of 

freedom (df) = 160, p > 0.05, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.91, root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA) = 0.03. Additionally, the five-factor model fits the data much better 

than models with four factors (combining promotion and prevention focus), three factors 

(combining exploitation and exploration in addition to the two foci), two factors (combining 

all except for market turbulence), and one factor (CFI ranging from 0.21 to 0.81, RMSEA 

ranging from 0.04 to 0.07). These results confirm convergent and discriminant validity. 

4. Data analysis and results 

4.1. Data analysis procedures 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics, calibration thresholds, and correlations of the 

conditions. We calibrated the data into fuzzy membership scores using fsQCA 3.0 software 

(UC, 2017). We set the 90th, 50th, and 10th percentiles of the data to correspond to full 

membership (fully in), the crossover point, and full non-membership (fully out), respectively, 

for promotion focus, prevention focus, market turbulence, and ambidexterity because these 

conditions all derived from Likert scale data (Scholer et al., 2010; Ruiqi et al., 2017). In contrast 

to studies that rely on percentile data as the anchoring points to calibrate CEO tenure into fuzzy 

membership scores (Lo & Fu, 2016; Guedes & da Conceição Gonçalves, 2019), we followed 

the best practices in fsQCA studies by setting the anchoring points based on both theoretical 

knowledge and empirical evidence (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012; Greckhamer et al., 2018). 

First, we used 12 years to represent full membership for CEO tenure because the evidence 

suggests that the effects of CEO tenure on firms’ entrepreneurial activities tend to peak at 12 

years (Boling et al., 2016). Second, we used 5 years to represent full non-membership for CEO 

tenure because the literature suggests that a tenure of 5 years allows people to gain sufficient 

knowledge about the practices of organizations (Costanzo, 2018). Third, we used the midpoint 

between these two thresholds as the crossover point (i.e., 8.5 years), following Fiss (2011).  

 

 



Table 1. Descriptive statistics, calibration thresholds, and correlations 

Conditions Mean  SD 
Fully 

in 
Crossover 

Fully 

out 
1 2 3 4 

1. Promotion focus 3.91 0.49 4.50 4.00 3.25     

2. Prevention focus 3.33 0.83 4.40 3.30 2.20 .210*    

3. CEO tenure 14.41 9.57 12.00 8.50 5.00 -.013 .237*   

4. Market turbulence 3.47 0.71 4.33 3.67 2.67 .209* -.035 -.040  

5. Ambidexterity 10.71 3.62 15.39 10.50 6.28 .214* .083 -.095 .099 

Note: Number = 110, * p < 0.05. 

 

Using fuzzy membership scores, we first conducted necessity analysis to assess whether 

the presence or absence (~) of the individual causal conditions was necessary for SMEs to 

achieve ambidexterity. We included the absence of the causal conditions in the analysis to 

capture potential asymmetric relationships whereby the same outcome might result from the 

presence or absence of the causal condition (Misangyi et al., 2017; Greckhamer et al., 2018). 

Indeed, as Furnari et al. (2020) note, asymmetric causality requires thinking about not only the 

presence but also the absence of conditions. Table 2 shows the results of the necessity analysis. 

As the table shows, all consistency values were below the recommended value of 0.90 

(Schneider, Schulze-Bentrop, & Paunescu, 2010). This result implies that the presence or 

absence of the individual causal conditions was not necessary to produce ambidexterity. 

Table 2: Analysis of necessary conditions for the presence of ambidexterity 

Conditions Consistency  Coverage 

Promotion focus 0.63 0.66 

~Promotion focus 0.61 0.57 

Prevention focus 0.65 0.62 

~Prevention focus 0.59 0.60 

CEO tenure 0.71 0.51 

~CEO tenure 0.36 0.58 

Market turbulence 0.61 0.68 

~Market turbulence 0.63 0.56 

Note: ~ indicates the absence of the condition. 

 

We then conducted sufficiency analysis using a truth table consisting of the 16 possible 

configurations of the four causal conditions (i.e., 24). This analysis was conducted to identify 

configurations that are sufficient to produce the presence or absence of ambidexterity. All 

configurations in the truth table correspond to at least two empirical cases (up to 15 cases). 

Using a raw consistency threshold of 0.80 (Ragin, 2008), we coded the configurations as 1 or 

0, where 1 represents the presence of ambidexterity and 0 indicates its absence. The truth tables 

for the presence (Table 4) and absence (Table 5) of ambidexterity are shown in Appendix 2. 

Finally, based on Boolean algebra, the fsQCA software provides three solutions: complex, 

parsimonious, and intermediate. These solutions vary depending on how logical remainders are 

processed (i.e., configurations or rows with empirical cases). As in previous studies (Schneider 

et al., 2010; McKenny, Short, Ketchen, Payne, & Moss, 2018), the results are reported based 

on the intermediate solution. However, since the present study contains no logical remainders, 

the results are identical for all three solutions. 

4.2. Configurations for the presence or absence of ambidexterity 



Table 3 illustrates the configurations that are sufficient to produce the presence (M1 to M3) 

or absence (M4 to M7) of ambidexterity. The consistency of each individual configuration and 

the overall solution consistency were above the threshold of 0.75 (Ragin, 2008). This result 

implies that the identified configurations of causal conditions are highly consistent in 

producing the outcome. The overall solution coverage is 0.43 for the presence of ambidexterity 

and 0.54 for the absence of ambidexterity, suggesting that a considerable share of the outcomes 

(i.e., presence or absence of ambidexterity) can be explained by the identified configurations. 

Configurations M1 to M3 lead to ambidexterity. Configuration M1 implies that promotion 

focus contributes to ambidexterity when both prevention focus and CEO tenure are absent. 

Configuration M2 indicates that promotion focus enhances ambidexterity when combined with 

the absence of CEO tenure and the presence of environmental turbulence. Unlike 

configurations M1 and M2, which contain the presence of promotion focus, configuration M3 

requires the absence of promotion focus. Specifically, configuration M3 shows that the absence 

of promotion focus produces ambidexterity when complemented by the joint presence of 

prevention focus, CEO tenure, and market turbulence. 

Configurations M4 to M7 lead to the absence of ambidexterity. Configuration M4 implies 

that the joint absence of promotion focus, prevention focus, and CEO tenure hampers 

ambidexterity. Similarly, the joint absence of promotion focus and CEO tenure hinders 

ambidexterity when market turbulence is present (configuration M5). Configuration M6 

indicates that the joint absence of promotion focus and market turbulence in combination with 

the joint presence of prevention focus and CEO tenure results in the absence of ambidexterity. 

Finally, configuration M7 shows that the joint presence of promotion focus, prevention focus, 

and market turbulence in combination with the absence of prevention focus results in the 

absence of ambidexterity.  

Table 3. Configurations for the presence and absence of ambidexterity 

    Presence of ambidexterity   Absence of ambidexterity 

    M1 M2 M3  M4 M5 M6 M7 

CEO promotion focus  ● ● ○  ○ ○ ○ ● 

CEO prevention focus  ○  ●  ○  ● ○ 

CEO tenure  ○ ○ ●  ○ ○ ● ● 

Market turbulence   ● ●   ● ○ ● 

          

Consistency  0.80 0.79 0.82  0.79 0.80 0.82 0.80 

Raw coverage  0.19 0.16 0.24  0.18 0.15 0.29 0.21 

Unique coverage  0.06 0.03 0.20  0.06 0.03 0.16 0.09 

Number of cases 9 11 7  8 6 9 9 

Overall solution consistency 0.80    0.76    

Overall solution coverage 0.43       0.54       

Note: ● (○) represents the presence (absence) of the condition. 

 

5. Discussion and implications 

In response to recent calls to examine the microfoundations of ambidexterity (Martin et al., 

2019; Tempelaar & Rosenkranz, 2019), the present study explores how combinations of CEO 

regulatory foci explain ambidexterity in SMEs as well as how the combinations depend on 

situational conditions of market turbulence and CEO tenure. Specifically, we use fuzzy-set 



qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) to explore the combinations of promotion focus, 

prevention focus, market turbulence, and CEO tenure that produce the presence or absence of 

ambidexterity. 

The literature suggests that promotion focus drives exploration and that prevention focus 

induces exploitation (Trevelyan, 2011; Tuncdogan et al., 2015), implying that ambidexterity is 

a function of the joint presence of promotion and prevention foci. However, our findings show 

that this might not always be the case because ambidexterity can occur without the joint 

presence of both regulatory foci. Configurations M1 and M3 show that either promotion or 

prevention focus can produce ambidexterity when they are combined with complementary 

situational conditions. This finding implies that one or the other regulatory focus may play a 

dominant role in shaping ambidexterity. This finding supports the view of Brockner et al. 

(2004, p. 204), who report that “at any given point in time, people may engage in self-regulation 

with a promotion focus or a prevention focus.” Thus, we provide evidence that one of the 

regulatory foci tends to predominate the other, as suggested by Scholer et al. (2019). Our 

findings also show that neither promotion focus nor prevention focus occurs in all 

configurations. Accordingly, the two foci are not necessary conditions for the presence or 

absence of ambidexterity (Ragin, 2008; Fiss, 2011). 

Proposition 1 postulates that CEO regulatory foci affect ambidexterity in combinations. In 

line with this view, we found that five out of the seven configurations (i.e., all except M2 and 

M5) that lead to the presence or absence of ambidexterity contain different combinations of 

regulatory foci. However, two configurations contain only one regulatory focus: M2 contains 

only the presence of promotion focus and M5 contains only the absence of promotion focus. 

As a result, Proposition 1 receives only partial support. Our findings expand previous research 

by showing that, beyond independent effects (Gamache et al., 2015; Kammerlander et al., 

2015), promotion and prevention focus also have interactive effects on organizational 

ambidexterity. Notably, the presence or absence of promotion or prevention focus alone, or a 

combination thereof, is not sufficient to produce the presence or absence of ambidexterity 

because all configurations identified in this study also entail the presence or absence of at least 

one situational condition. 

Proposition 2 posits that the same combinations of CEO regulatory foci contribute to the 

presence as well as the absence of ambidexterity in SMEs depending on situational conditions. 

We find support for this proposition. Configurations M1 and M7, for example, share the same 

pattern of promotion and prevention focus yet differ in their outcome because they entail 

different situational conditions. This is also the case for configurations M3 and M6. The 

presence of promotion focus with the absence of prevention focus in M1 implies that CEOs 

may favor exploration over exploitation. However, the absence of CEO tenure may overcome 

this preference by stimulating exploitation for two reasons.  

First, CEOs with short tenure are less susceptible to inertia. This is because such CEOs 

have a more positive attitude toward change (Musteen et al., 2006) that allows them to be 

flexible in adjusting and managing different activities within their organizations for 

ambidexterity (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009). Second, CEOs with short tenure may have 

greater motivation to encourage exploitation. Because exploitation is more predictable and is 

often associated with positive outcomes (March, 1991; Gupta et al., 2006), CEOs with short 

tenure may foster exploitation to establish a good record in managing their organizations. 



Under a turbulent market environment (M2), the presence of promotion focus (which induces 

exploration) combined with the absence of CEO tenure (which encourages exploitation) also 

leads to ambidexterity. These findings suggest that the absence of CEO tenure will likely 

compensate for the lack of prevention focus in fostering exploitation, which, in turn, 

contributes to ambidexterity. 

Our results also support Proposition 3, which suggests that under the same situational 

conditions, the combinations of CEO regulatory foci determine whether ambidexterity is 

present or absent in SMEs. Support for this proposition is provided by comparing M1 with M4 

and M3 with M7. All other conditions being equal (e.g., M1 and M4), the presence of 

promotion focus leads to the presence of ambidexterity (M1), whereas the absence of 

promotion focus leads to the absence of ambidexterity (M4). Similarly, the presence or absence 

of promotion focus is the distinguishing factor between configurations M2 and M5. 

Configurations M3 and M7 share the same situational conditions but differ in the combinations 

of regulatory foci that lead to different outcomes. Previous findings indicate that prevention 

focus impedes exploration and thus ambidexterity (Kammerlander et al., 2015). In contrast, we 

find that prevention focus in combination with the absence of promotion focus leads to 

ambidexterity when both market turbulence and CEO tenure are present (M3). This finding 

again suggests that situational conditions complement regulatory foci to produce 

ambidexterity. 

The evidence suggests that promotion focus positively influences people’s tendency toward 

exploration (Ahmadi et al., 2017) and firms’ engagement in exploration (Kammerlander et al., 

2015), while prevention focus does so negatively. Thus, CEOs that lack promotion focus but 

have prevention focus (M3) will likely prefer exploitation to exploration. Interestingly, our 

findings show that prevention focus contributes to high ambidexterity when combined with 

situational conditions. One potential explanation is that the presence of market turbulence when 

combined with long tenure may compensate for the lack of promotion focus in facilitating 

exploration, which, in turn, contributes to ambidexterity. CEOs may respond to the turbulent 

market environment by, for example, exploring new opportunities to ensure their firms remain 

competitive (Rosenbusch et al., 2013). This response may be more effective when CEOs have 

a long tenure because CEOs with long tenure tend to enjoy greater decision-making autonomy 

(Shen, 2003; Hambrick & Fukutomi, 1991). For example, long-tenured CEOs may have more 

flexibility in devoting resources to exploration in response to a turbulent market environment. 

In contrast to research that suggests that promotion focus enhances ambidexterity 

(Kammerlander et al., 2015), M7 shows that promotion focus in combination with absent 

prevention focus hampers ambidexterity when both market turbulence and CEO tenure are 

present. Several reasons might explain this finding. First, the presence of promotion focus 

orients CEOs to experiment and take risks (Hamstra et al., 2011; Ahmadi et al., 2017). Second, 

as discussed earlier, the joint presence of market turbulence and CEO tenure may also 

encourage CEOs to engage in exploration in response to the changing market environment. 

Third, the absence of prevention focus is likely to hinder exploitation (Trevelyan, 2011) 

because such CEOs are less sensitive to changes in the environment and are less vigilant in the 

activities they pursue (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Molden et al., 2008; McMullen et al., 2009). 

Together, the joint presence of promotion focus, CEO tenure, and market turbulence when 

combined with the absence of prevention focus (M7) will likely lead to over-exploration at the 

expense of exploitation and will thus hinder ambidexterity. By contrast, the joint presence of 



prevention focus and CEO tenure in combination with the joint absence of promotion focus 

and market turbulence (M6) will likely result in over-exploitation at the expense of exploration 

and will thus lead to the absence of ambidexterity. 

Our findings have major theoretical implications for research on ambidexterity. This study 

contributes to our understanding of the microfoundations of ambidexterity by showing that the 

regulatory foci of individual CEOs are important determinants of ambidexterity at the 

organizational level. We extend previous research (e.g., Kammerlander et al., 2015) by 

considering ambidexterity as a function of combinations of CEO regulatory foci and situational 

conditions. Our findings are consistent with the upper echelons perspective, suggesting that 

organizational activities are often a function of the characteristics of top executives (Hambrick, 

2007). Our study also expands research on ambidexterity by adopting a novel methodological 

approach in terms of fsQCA following a configurational perspective (Ragin, 2008; Schneider 

and Wagemann, 2012). Our results contribute to a better understanding of the antecedents of 

ambidexterity by revealing that several distinct configurations can lead to the presence or 

absence of ambidexterity. In other words, multiple pathways can produce the same outcome. 

Moreover, by integrating CEO regulatory focus and CEO tenure, our study addresses recent 

calls from Junni et al. (2015) to consider how the psychological traits and experiences of top 

executives combine to influence ambidexterity. 

The present study also expands regulatory focus theory by showing that situational 

conditions may complement regulatory foci to shape ambidexterity. Specifically, the absence 

of CEO tenure may compensate for the lack of prevention focus (e.g., M1 and M2), and the 

joint presence of CEO tenure and market turbulence may compensate for the lack of promotion 

focus (e.g., M3). Furthermore, the study contributes to the literature by revealing that 

promotion and prevention foci tend to affect ambidexterity in combination. Although the 

literature suggests that people may have different combinations of regulatory foci, researchers 

have paid limited attention to the way in which combinations of these foci affect the behavior 

or performance of organizations (Markovits, 2012; Lanaj et al., 2012; Kammerlander et al., 

2015). By examining which configurations of promotion focus, prevention focus, market 

turbulence, and CEO tenure lead to the presence or absence of ambidexterity, our study answers 

calls from Lanaj et al. (2012) to consider the interplay of regulatory foci in affecting the 

behavior of organizations. Our findings contribute to the literature by showing that, rather than 

both foci, one or the other regulatory focus tends to play a dominant role in producing 

ambidexterity. 

Our findings also have implications for practitioners. A better understanding of how 

regulatory foci affect ambidexterity under different situational conditions may allow CEOs to 

leverage their psychological traits and experience, as well as those of others within their 

organizations, to foster ambidexterity. Although regulatory focus might be difficult to change 

(Higgins et al., 2001; Hmieleski & Baron, 2008), it is feasible for CEOs to surround themselves 

with people who have a complementary regulatory focus to foster ambidexterity. Similarly, 

while CEO tenure may not be malleable, CEOs can deliberately draw insights from people with 

different experiences to avoid “losing touch” with the changing environment (Miller, 1991). 

Comparing configurations M1 and M4 or configurations M2 and M5 suggests that promotion 

focus is the distinguishing factor that leads to the presence or absence of ambidexterity. 

Therefore, CEOs with low promotion focus may need to involve people with high promotion 

focus in the decision-making process to foster ambidexterity when both prevention focus and 



CEO tenure are absent (M1) or when the absence of CEO tenure is combined with the presence 

of market turbulence (M2). By contrast, such CEOs need to involve people with high 

prevention focus in the decision-making process when both CEO tenure and market turbulence 

are present. 

6. Conclusions 

While this study has several limitations in relation to the use of data on firms with different 

sizes and industries, these limitations also offers avenues for future research. Because research 

on the antecedents of ambidexterity has devoted limited attention to SMEs (Chang & Hughes, 

2012), we focused on this context. The present study is based on a sample of SMEs from the 

UK. Therefore, one potential limitation is that the findings might not be generalizable to other 

national contexts. Future research could test the generalizability of our results by focusing on 

other geographical contexts. Furthermore, SMEs are a heterogeneous group, so small firms and 

medium-sized firms are likely to differ substantially with regard to their structures, resources, 

and capabilities (OECD, 2017). Accordingly, future research could account for the 

heterogeneity of firms by examining firms of comparable sizes.  

Another potential limitation of this study relates to the industry. The exploitation and 

exploration of firms in the manufacturing sector will probably differ from the exploitation and 

exploration of firms in service industries (Ettlie & Rosenthal, 2011). Similarly, firms from 

high-technology and low-technology industries tend to differ in their needs and processes of 

exploitation and exploration (Szymanski et al., 2007; Wu, 2012). Future research could test our 

findings by examining whether these configurations are applicable across specific industry 

sectors. Indeed, the results from our supplementary analysis show that the configurations 

leading to ambidexterity are different in manufacturing and service firms (see Appendix 3 for 

details). Finally, our findings may not hold for firms that are managed by top management 

teams because ambidexterity can also be influenced by other team members. Hence, future 

research could examine how different compositions of top management teams in terms of 

regulatory focus and CEO tenure influence ambidexterity. 

Despite these limitations, the present study extends the ambidexterity and regulatory focus 

literature in several important ways. It contributes to emerging research on the 

microfoundations of ambidexterity by showing that ambidexterity is a function of 

combinations of CEO regulatory foci and the situational conditions of market turbulence and 

CEO tenure. By using a configurational perspective based on fsQCA, the study also contributes 

to regulatory focus theory by showing that promotion or prevention focus alone, or a 

combination thereof, is not sufficient to produce ambidexterity. Instead, the presence or 

absence of ambidexterity requires regulatory foci to be complemented with situational 

conditions. Additionally, the study expands regulatory focus theory by revealing that one of 

the regulatory foci tends to play a more dominant role in shaping ambidexterity. Finally, our 

findings reveal that situational conditions may compensate for the lack of promotion or 

prevention focus to produce ambidexterity.  

In summary, the microfoundational findings of the research link back to regulatory focus 

theory. While previous research predominantly suggests that a combination of promotion and 

prevention foci is needed to achieve ambidexterity (Kammerlander et al., 2015), our findings 

suggest that, rather than both foci, one or the other regulatory focus plays a dominant role in 

producing ambidexterity. This finding is theoretically and operationally relevant because it 



highlights the key role of situational conditions in compensating for the dominant regulatory 

focus in achieving ambidexterity. For practice, therefore, the absence of long CEO tenure may 

compensate for the lack of prevention focus. Likewise, the joint presence of CEO tenure and 

market turbulence may compensate for the lack of promotion focus. It is hoped that the present 

study will stimulate further research on how the interplay between the psychological traits of 

individuals and situational conditions affect organizational ambidexterity. 
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Appendix 1. Survey questions 

Scales 

Factor  

loading 

Promotion focus    

   Compared to most people, are you typically unable to get what you want out of life? 

         (R)* 

- 

   How often have you accomplished things that got you “psyched” to work even harder? .63 

   Do you often do well at different things that you try? .67 

   When it comes to achieving things that are important to me, I find that I don’t perform 

        as well as I ideally would like to do. (R) 

.67 

   I feel like I have made progress toward being successful in my life. .69 

   I have found very few hobbies or activities in my life that capture my interest or  

         motivate me to put effort into them. (R)* 

- 

Prevention focus  

   Growing up, would you ever “cross the line” by doing things that your parents would 

         not tolerate? (R) 

.84 

   Did you get on your parents’ nerves often when you were growing up? (R) .83 

   How often did you obey rules and regulations that were established by your parents? .66 

   Growing up, did you ever act in ways that your parents thought were objectionable? (R) .81 

   Not being careful enough has gotten you into trouble at times. (R) .64 

Exploration  

   We preferred to collect information with no identifiable market needs to ensure  

         experimentation. 

.60 

   We collected novel information and ideas that went beyond our current market and  

         technological experiences. 

.81 

   In information search, we focused on acquiring information and ideas involving  

         experimentation and high market risks. 

.81 

   Our aim was to acquire knowledge to develop products that involves learning new  

          areas such as markets and technologies. 

.81 

Exploitation  

   Our aim was to search for information to refine common methods and ideas in solving  

          problems. 

.72 

   Our aim was to search for ideas and information that we can implement well to ensure  

          predictable outcome. 

.76 

   We searched for proven ideas and solutions to product development problems. .78 

   We emphasized the use of knowledge related to our existing product and market  

         experiences. 

.80 

Market turbulence   

   Customers’ product preferences change quite a bit over time. .80 

   Our customers tend to look for new products all the time. .86 

   We are witnessing demand for our products from customers who never bought them  

          before. .51 

Noted: (R) = Reverse coded; *Items removed due to inconsistent factor loading. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 2. Truth tables 

 

Table 4. Truth table for the presence of ambidexterity 

  Conditions           

Rows 

Promotion 

focus 

Prevention 

focus 

CEO           

tenure 

Market 

turbulence 

Number of 

cases 

Presence of 

ambidexterity 

1 1 1 0 1 4 1 

2 1 0 0 0 2 1 

3 0 1 1 1 7 1 

4 1 0 0 1 7 1 

5 0 1 0 0 5 0 

6 1 1 1 1 15 0 

7 1 1 0 0 4 0 

8 1 0 1 1 9 0 

9 0 0 1 1 10 0 

10 1 0 1 0 8 0 

11 0 0 0 1 3 0 

12 1 1 1 0 8 0 

13 0 1 0 1 3 0 

14 0 1 1 0 9 0 

15 0 0 1 0 11 0 

16 0 0 0 0 5 0 

Note: 0 represents non-membership in the set; 1 represents full membership in the set. 

 

 

Table 5. Truth table for the absence of ambidexterity  

  Conditions           

Rows 

Promotion 

focus 

Prevention 

focus 

CEO           

tenure 

Market 

turbulence 

Number of 

cases 

Absence of 

ambidexterity 

1 0 0 0 1 3 1 

2 0 1 0 1 3 1 

3 0 1 1 0 9 1 

4 0 0 0 0 5 1 

5 1 0 1 1 9 1 

6 1 0 1 0 8 0 

7 0 0 1 0 11 0 

8 1 1 1 0 8 0 

9 0 0 1 1 10 0 

10 0 1 1 1 7 0 

11 1 1 0 1 4 0 

12 1 1 0 0 4 0 

13 1 0 0 0 2 0 

14 0 1 0 0 5 0 

15 1 1 1 1 15 0 

16 1 0 0 1 7 0 

Note: 0 represents non-membership in the set; 1 represents full membership in the set. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 3. Supplementary analysis 
 

Because firms from different sectors tend to differ in the activities they pursue, we suspect that 

the configurations leading to ambidexterity depend on industry. Therefore, we conducted 

supplementary analysis by comparing how the configurations leading to ambidexterity differ 

between manufacturing and service firms. We spilt the sample into two groups, with 31 

manufacturing firms and 53 service firms. The remaining 26 firms from other sectors were 

excluded from the analysis. Using fsQCA 3.0 software, we first constructed the truth tables for 

manufacturing firms (Table 6) and service firms (Table 7). We then performed analyses of 

sufficiency to identify the configurations that are sufficient to produce ambidexterity in 

manufacturing and service firms. The results of the sufficiency analyses are shown in Table 8. 

 

For manufacturing firms, configuration P1 suggests that the absence of CEO promotion focus 

in combination with the joint presence of CEO prevention focus and CEO tenure is sufficient 

for the presence of ambidexterity. Market turbulence is irrelevant. Configuration P2 indicates 

that the joint presence of all conditions except for CEO promotion focus, which is irrelevant, 

leads to ambidexterity. Configuration P3 shows that the presence of CEO promotion focus with 

the absence of the other three conditions can produce ambidexterity. 

 

For service firms, configuration P4 suggests that the presence of CEO promotion focus with 

the absence of CEO prevention focus and CEO tenure can produce ambidexterity. Market 

turbulence is irrelevant. Configuration P5 indicates that the joint presence of CEO promotion 

focus and market turbulence combined with the absence of CEO prevention focus can produce 

ambidexterity. CEO tenure is irrelevant. Finally, configuration P6 shows that the absence of 

CEO promotion focus in combination with the presence of all other conditions is sufficient to 

produce ambidexterity.  

 

The results of the supplementary analysis are largely in line with the findings from our main 

analysis. Configurations P4 and P6 in Table 8 are identical to configurations M1 and M3 in 

Table 3. Although the remaining configurations (P1, P2, P3, and P5) are distinct from M2, they 

are consistent with our main findings in that ambidexterity can occur without the joint presence 

of promotion and prevention foci. For example, promotion focus is present in three of the 

configurations leading to ambidexterity (P3, P4, and P5), and in the remaining three 

configurations, prevention focus is present (P1, P2, and P6). That is, one of the regulatory foci 

might dominate the other in shaping ambidexterity.  

 

The results of the supplementary analysis also reveal that the configurations leading to 

ambidexterity differ between manufacturing and service firms. For example, configuration P1 

is the opposite of configuration P4, and configuration P3 is the opposite of configuration P6. 

Configuration P2 is also distinct from configuration P5. There are two possible reasons for the 

differences in configurations between the two types of firms. First, manufacturing and service 

firms tend to differ in their organizational structures. Evidence has shown that service firms 

are less likely than manufacturing firms to have separate units for exploration and exploitation 

(Blindenbach‐Driessen & Ende, 2014). Second, manufacturing and service firms also differ in 

their products, with the former producing tangible goods and the latter producing intangible 

services. This difference implies that different types of exploration and exploitation might be 

required for manufacturing and service firms. Therefore, future research examining the impacts 

of CEO regulatory focus on the behavior of organizations should account for the industry. 

 

 



Table 6. Truth table for the presence of ambidexterity in manufacturing firms  

  Conditions           

Rows 

Promotion 

focus 

Prevention 

focus 

CEO           

tenure 

Market 

turbulence 

Number of 

cases 

Absence of 

ambidexterity 

1 1 1 1 1 7 1 

2 0 1 1 0 1 1 

3 0 1 1 1 2 1 

4 1 0 0 0 1 1 

5 0 0 1 1 4 0 

6 1 1 0 0 1 0 

7 1 0 1 1 4 0 

8 0 0 0 1 1 0 

9 1 1 1 0 3 0 

10 1 1 0 1 2 0 

11 0 0 1 0 3 0 

12 0 0 0 0 1 0 

13 1 0 0 1 1 0 

Note: 0 represents non-membership in the set; 1 represents full membership in the set. 

 

 
Table 7. Truth table for the presence of ambidexterity in service firms  

  Conditions           

Rows 

Promotion 

focus 

Prevention 

focus 

CEO           

tenure 

Market 

turbulence 

Number of 

cases 

Absence of 

ambidexterity 

1 1 0 0 1 4 1 

2 0 1 1 1 2 1 

3 1 0 0 0 1 1 

4 1 0 1 1 3 1 

5 1 1 1 1 5 0 

6 1 1 1 0 2 0 

7 1 0 1 0 5 0 

8 1 1 0 0 3 0 

9 0 1 0 0 3 0 

10 0 0 1 1 6 0 

11 0 1 0 1 3 0 

12 0 0 0 1 2 0 

13 0 0 1 0 5 0 

14 0 1 1 0 6 0 

15 0 0 0 0 3 0 

Note: 0 represents non-membership in the set; 1 represents full membership in the set. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 8. Configurations for the presence of ambidexterity  

    Manufacturing firms   Service firms 

    P1 P2 P3  P4 P5 P6 

CEO promotion focus  ○  ●  ● ● ○ 

CEO prevention focus  ● ● ○  ○ ○ ● 

CEO tenure  ● ● ○  ○  ● 

Market turbulence   ● ○   ● ● 

         

Consistency  0.79 0.84 0.82  0.82 0.83 0.85 

Raw coverage  0.05 0.26 0.07  0.06 0.04 0.11 

Unique coverage  0.31 0.49 0.12  0.23 0.30 0.24 

Number of cases  3 9 1  5 7 2 

Overall solution consistency 0.83    0.81   

Overall solution coverage 0.64       0.47     

Note: ● (○) represents the presence (absence) of the condition. 


