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Abstract
Organizational ambidexterity is a concept that captures an organization’s ability to manage business
efficiently by exploiting existing solutions, and to cope with future demand by exploring new
opportunities. Scarce resources amplify the need for efficiency, while a dynamic environment
demands adaptation and innovation. Resource-constrained organizations operating in dynamic
environments are, thus, especially interesting subjects to study within the field of ambidexterity. This
thesis constitutes a single-case study that explores to which extent an NGO operating in Kenya
incorporates exploitation and exploration to maximize impact and ensure long-term relevance. NGOs
rely primarily on financial resources from donors that demand tangible results, typically requiring the
exploitation of proven concepts. Simultaneously, Kenya's dynamic environment requires the
exploration of new concepts for the NGO to adapt and remain relevant in the long term. The study
explores this contradiction and concludes that despite the pressure experienced by the NGO to be
resource efficient, it incorporates both exploitation and exploration and is, hence, ambidextrous. The
study finds that exploitation is more prominent than exploration, although both are present in the
organization. The identified reasons for this allocation toward exploitation are the dependency on
resources from donors and norms in the charity industry, while exploration is driven by a dynamic
environment and excitement about innovation within and around the organization. The study
contributes to the literature on organizational ambidexterity and the field of NGOs and organizations
in similar contexts.
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Definitions
Term Definition

Ambidexterity In an organizational setting, ambidexterity refers to the ability to
both explore new opportunities to enable innovation and exploit
already well-functioning processes and solutions to maximize
resource efficiency (March, 1991).

Efficiency This thesis defines efficiency as an activity that maximizes output
with minimized loss or waste of resources. This is connected to
being exploitative.

Environmental dynamism
& dynamic environment

Environmental dynamism and dynamic environments refer to the
rate and instability of changes, often unpredictable, in a firm’s
external environment (Dess & Beard, 1984; Goll & Rasheed, 2004).

Exploitation Exploitation is about efficiency, control, certainty, and variance
reduction in an organizational setting (March, 1991).

Exploration Exploration is about search, discovery, autonomy, and innovation in
an organizational setting (March, 1991).

Innovation This thesis defines innovation as experimenting and creating new
ideas, concepts, and approaches. This is connected to being
explorative.

Non-governmental
organizations (NGOs)

In general, NGOs differ from private and public sector organizations
as they are not driven by profit and are separate from the
government (World Bank, 1997). This study defines an NGO as a
non-profit and non-governmental organization with a social mission
in developing countries.

Open systems approach An organizational approach that views organizations in their
environments rather than as separate units (Katz & Kahn, 1966).

Poverty Being able to spend less than $2.15 a day (World Bank, 2022).

Social Impact and
Social Mission

This study defines social impact as activities that lead to a positive
change connected to social issues, such as poverty and human rights.
A social mission is when the social impact is the overall goal.

Third sector An “in-between” sector where organizations that are neither public
nor private belong to. A diverse group of organizations are
categorized in this sector, such as university groups, churches, and
political groups, and they are nonprofit and voluntary (Knutsen &
Brock, 2014).
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1. Introduction

1.1. Efficiency and Innovation in NGOs

Innovation is important for organizations, but is it a guarantee for success? No, at least not in

isolation. Organizations need to build the capability to both exploit existing competencies to

maximize efficiency and explore new opportunities, a concept called ambidexterity (March, 1991).

This is especially critical to survive and thrive when operating in dynamic environments. Finding an

optimal combination of exploitation and exploration is a challenge for NGOs, whose resources are

controlled by external donors rather than generated by profit from sales to customers, and which often

operate in dynamic environments. It is, therefore, interesting that previous literature on organizational

ambidexterity has not turned the spotlight toward NGOs. This study delves into this unexplored area

to understand how ambidexterity is embodied in NGOs and why certain tendencies of ambidexterity

can be seen in this context.

In an increasingly globalized and complex world, people are often impacted by events and changes in

the environment, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the Russian war on Ukraine, climate change, and

on a more positive note, various technological developments. People in developing countries are often

more vulnerable, which makes it critical that organizations such as NGOs operating in these exposed

areas can manage dynamic environments to continue making a social impact. Indeed, the level of

innovation among NGOs has increased significantly in the past years, and new, innovative

organizations, funds, and units have emerged; for instance, Unicef Innovation Office in 2007 and

Humanitarian Innovation Fund in 2011 (Elrha, 2023; UNICEF, 2023) indicating a need for innovation

among NGOs.

This thesis is a single-case study of the global NGO Hand in Hand which works with entrepreneurship

training to reduce poverty and, thus, makes a social impact. More specifically, Hand in Hand’s

organization and its operations in Kenya has been chosen as the main subject of study, complemented

by its collaboration with the Swedish office. Kenya is an example of a dynamic environment,

characterized by many challenges such as poverty, drought, and political and safety issues while

experiencing extremely fast economic development (World Bank, 2021) and showing great interest in

digitalization and innovative solutions. In 2022, the country was ranked fourth in the Sub-Saharan

Africa region in the Global Innovation Index (WIPO, 2022). The perspective of the Swedish

organization adds value to the study in its role as a link to some of the organization’s donors, which

encompasses a distinct characteristic of NGOs.
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The dependency on donations from external funders also means that NGOs are typically closely

monitored and pressured to utilize their resources efficiently. This expectation is natural but creates

organizational tension since NGOs, like other organizations, also need to invest in renewal and

innovation to make a greater impact in the long term and adapt to their changing environments

(Ebrahim, 2002, 2003; Khallouk & Robert, 2018).

In addition to a dependency on donations from external funders, NGOs differ from organizations in

the private and public sectors by solely being driven by a social mission and, thus, being measured on

social impact rather than financial performance (Khallouk & Robert, 2018). They also manage a

different set of stakeholders, such as institutional funders, local authorities, and beneficiaries, and

often work through a so-called grassroots focus, directly interacting with their surroundings (Khallouk

& Robert, 2018). Because of this tight link with their environments, an open-systems approach, which

explicitly views organizations in their environments rather than as separate units, has been applied to

this study. This has been done by using a theoretical framework that combines the open-systems

model (Katz & Kahn, 1966) with ambidexterity theory.

1.2. Problem Discussion

Ambidexterity is a well-researched topic. However, most studies have explored ambidexterity in the

context of for-profit firms in the private sector. Little is known about how NGOs incorporate

ambidexterity in their operations, even though it is critical for NGOs to maximize social impact.

The number of NGOs and their influence has grown exponentially since the late 1900s (Mitlin, 2022;

O’Dwyer, 2007). NGOs manage a diverse and broad set of stakeholders and rely on donations.

Nonetheless, they strive to optimize performance and need to innovate to deliver the social impact

they promise their donors. NGOs are tightly linked to their often dynamic environments, amplifying

the need to adapt and innovate. Therefore, this study will combine ambidexterity and open systems

theory to understand how the case NGO can combine exploitation and exploration to make an impact

in a dynamic environment.

1.3. Purpose and Research Question

This study’s main purpose is to contribute to ambidexterity theory by applying it in a new context. By

using the open systems model as a structure, ambidexterity will be applied in the context of an NGO

that is closely connected to a dynamic environment. In addition, the results will offer Hand in Hand

and other similar NGOs a better understanding of factors that impact their ability to innovate on the
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one hand and to be resource efficient on the other, enabling them to make an even greater social

impact. This study aims to answer the following two-fold research question:

“How is focus allocated between exploitation and exploration in an NGO that operates in a dynamic

environment, and what are the explanations for this particular allocation?”

1.4. Delimitations

For this study, the term NGO will refer to non-profit and non-governmental organizations with a

social mission in developing countries. The study is purely qualitative and will focus on one NGO in

the form of a single-case study. Even though this approach can limit the possibilities of generalization,

it enables greater depth given the limited time and resources for the study, and a deep understanding

of contextual factors for this specific organization. Further, this study has a geographical delimitation

to Kenya and Sweden.
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2. Theory
This section provides an overview of previous research in a literature review (2.1) and introduces an

identified research gap. Lastly, the theoretical framework used in the study is presented (2.2).

2.1. Literature Review

2.1.1. Ambidextrous Organizations

2.1.1.1. Ambidexterity as a Concept

The fundamental premise of ambidexterity theory is that organizations need to build the capability to

innovate on the one hand and produce on the other (Duncan, 1976; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). The

concept of ambidexterity builds on the largely accepted idea that organizations often need to change

their structural alignments over time due to their environments and technology development (e.g.,

Schumpeter, 1934; Tushman & O’Reilly, 2002). The topic has caught the interest of several

researchers over time, resulting in a wide array of empirical studies, theory papers, special issues of

journals, and review articles (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013).

Already in 1967, Thompson wrote about the trade-off between efficiency and flexibility. Duncan

(1976) was the first to use the term “ambidextrous” in an organizational setting, arguing that

organizations needed to shift structures in sequences to initiate and execute innovation. Later March

(1991) developed the concept of ambidexterity further by expressing the adaptive organizational

challenge as the need to exploit already existing assets and capabilities on the one hand and to enable

sufficient exploration to remain relevant when markets and technologies change on the other hand.

According to March (1991), exploitation was about efficiency, control, certainty, and variance

reduction, whereas exploration included search, discovery, autonomy, and innovation. In this seminal

article, he noted a bias in favor of exploitation among firms because it was more related to short-term

success. However, he concluded that an effort toward exploration is also needed to avoid failure. This

initial form of ambidexterity is called sequential ambidexterity. It was later contrasted with other

forms such as structural and contextual ambidexterity, which will be presented in the next section

(2.1.1.2).

Multiple empirical studies have been conducted, studying (1) whether ambidexterity is related to the

survival and performance of organizations, (2) how it is accomplished organizationally, (3) under

what conditions it is most valuable, and (4) how it can be achieved (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013).

These studies predominantly support that ambidexterity is associated with firm performance. O’Reilly
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& Tushman (2013) name tens of studies that support this and that have been done in various

industries, and using different measures connected to firm performance and methods. Ambidextrous

firms can better respond to emerging technologies and disruptive new business models than other

firms, so they have a stronger performance (Birkinshaw et al., 2016; Hill & Birkinshaw, 2014).

However, contradicting studies report that ambidexterity does not correlate with performance or that

correlation only exists under some specific conditions (Ebben & Johnson, 2005; O’Reilly & Tushman,

2013). In conclusion, the findings supporting that ambidexterity correlates with performance are,

however, robust. In addition to studying whether the original theory holds, various studies have been

conducted to verify in which conditions ambidexterity seems to be the most valuable. Ambidexterity

builds on the well-supported idea that organizations need to adapt to their environments (Schumpeter,

1934; Tushman & O’Reilly, 2002). Therefore, it is no surprise that ambidexterity seems to be most

valuable in uncertain environments (e.g., Jansen et al., 2005, 2009; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013; Sidhu

et al., 2004; Siggelkow & Rivkin, 2005; Tempelaar & Van De Vrande, 2012; Uotila et al., 2009; Wang

& Li, 2008). Second, the effects are more substantial in organizations with more resources (Cao et al.,

2009; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013; Sidhu et al., 2004; Tempelaar & Van De Vrande, 2012). Third,

increased competition increases the value of ambidexterity (Auh & Menguc, 2005; Bierly & Daly,

2007; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013), and fourth, larger firms seem to benefit more than smaller ones

(O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013; Zhiang et al., 2007).

2.1.1.2. Forms of Ambidexterity and their Key Characteristics

Sequential Ambidexterity

As mentioned, Duncan (1976) initially viewed ambidexterity as something that could be achieved by

shifting structures on an organizational level over time to align with the strategy of the firm, known as

sequential ambidexterity. Sequential ambidexterity has been investigated through various studies and

can especially be found in many early studies on organizational adaptation (O’Reilly & Tushman,

2013). An example of an influential older study is Tushman & Romanelli’s (1985) theory of

punctuated equilibrium change in which organizations implement “punctual” changes, realigning their

structures and processes as a response to changes in the environment. Brown & Eisenhardt (1997) also

advocated for sequential shifts as a way to be ambidextrous and presented terms such as

“semistructures” and “rhythmic switching” to move between exploitation and exploration. Nickerson

and Zenger (2002) and Boumgarden et al. (2012) argued for the idea that switching between formal

structures is often easier than changing the culture and informal aspects of an organization.

Many of these studies focus on long-term, large-scale examples, and the results suggest this approach

to be best suitable in stable environments, as well as for smaller organizations with scarce resources

(Chen & Katila, 2008; Goossen et al., 2012; Rosenkopf & Nerkar, 2001; Tempelaar & Van De

9

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NdgUsC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BbNUc4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?7epeIM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?7epeIM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6c2y9v
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6c2y9v
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NkNQNF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NkNQNF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NkNQNF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PP5UQF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PP5UQF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?e02DG6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?e02DG6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OtMXl3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LmfPhE
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Dx8vtQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Dx8vtQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?d1XHil
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GrMlYz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?9vj3zf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?9vj3zf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?W0lopM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?YP3GTC


Vrande, 2012). It has further been concluded that sequential ambidexterity can be a suitable approach

at the project level within organizations where different managerial practices can be used to manage

projects at their different stages (Blank, 2013; Chen, 2017). In line with this, a critique of the theory

has been that sequential ambidexterity can cause dislocation and even destroy the “core organizational

capabilities” of firms if switches between modes are done too often (Chen, 2017; Christensen &

Overdorf, 2000).

What is still missing within this field of research is how sequential ambidexterity occurs and what the

transition looks like (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013; Tarba et al., 2020). O’Reilly and Tushman pose

questions such as what it means to go from exploitation to exploration or the reverse at ground level in

an organization and whether shifting from a centralized to decentralized form throughout a long

period of time should be considered ambidexterity, especially if the organization has failed to be

effective at exploration.

Structural Ambidexterity

In 1996, Tushman & O’Reilly reacted to the idea of sequential ambidexterity and argued that the

approach was insufficient and that firms should manage exploitation and exploration simultaneously,

referred to as structural or simultaneous ambidexterity. They initially suggested that organizations

should be structured in separate units that focus on either exploration or exploitation, and later

developed the concept also to include “different competencies, systems, incentives, processes, and

cultures - each internally aligned” (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008 p. 192). To stay aligned, a common

strategic intent is key (O’Reilly et al., 2009; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004), which suggests that this

approach is more focused on leadership than organizational structures (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2011;

Smith et al., 2010; Smith & Tushman, 2005). In a review of several studies, O’Reilly & Tushman

(2013) conclude that structural ambidexterity consists of (1) autonomous structural units, (2) targeted

integration in order to leverage assets, (3) an overarching vision, and (4) leadership that can manage

the tensions that emerge from multiple organizational alignments.

Various studies of different kinds have been conducted to confirm that structural ambidexterity,

specifically, is associated with firm performance (e.g., He & Wong, 2004; Katila & Ahuja, 2002;

Lubatkin et al., 2006; C. Markides & Charitou, 2004). In addition to how ambidexterity can be used

within an organization, structural ambidexterity has been used in inter-organizational settings. Studies

conducted by Rothaermel & Deeds (2004), Phene et al. (2012) and Zhiang et al. (2007) show that

alliances between firms can contribute to ambidexterity and enhance both exploitation and

exploration, and Kauppila (2010) presented a case where a company used both internal ambidexterity

and external partnerships as complements to enable both exploration and exploitation. Chen (2017)

views structural ambidexterity as “the most promising and practical solution to the pursuit of
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organizational ambidexterity” (p. 388). She, however, points out that the approach requires a lot from

top executives who need to be involved in everything from managing diverse units to creating new

ones and coordinating between them, which can result in top executives being the bottleneck of

structural ambidexterity.

Contextual Ambidexterity

Birkinshaw & Gibson joined the conversation about ambidexterity with a seminal article published in

2004. They argue that ambidexterity can be achieved on an individual level and that firms should

create an environment and system where individuals can judge when to exploit and explore, called

contextual ambidexterity. As many earlier authors focusing on other forms of ambidexterity,

Birkinshaw & Gibson verified that ambidexterity correlated with success. Contextual ambidexterity is

not radically different from the two earlier forms. However, there are three disparities; (1) the

adjustment between exploration and exploitation is made on an individual rather than a unit level, (2)

ambidexterity is considered achieved when individuals agree that their unit is aligned and adaptable,

and (3) the organizational enablers for individual adjustment should promote stretch, discipline, and

trust, but are not specified further. A unit can be considered ambidextrous, although the underlying

enabling mechanisms could not be defined.

In firms with contextual ambidexterity, employees are expected to perform both routine tasks (exploit)

and continuously change their jobs to increase efficiency (explore), as exemplified in a study on

Toyota (Adler et al., 1999). This kind of ambidexterity is enabled by management and a culture that

supports pursuing both. Culture is, indeed, a key concept in contextual ambidexterity, and several

studies indicate that a culture that promotes both flexibility and control may enable the kind of

alignment and adaptability that is needed to achieve contextual ambidexterity (O’Reilly & Tushman,

2013). Although an accepted form of ambidexterity, a criticism of the concept is that the focus and

responsibility assigned to individuals, often on lower levels of an organization, disables more radical

or disruptive changes that require resources, legitimacy, and often new skills that require involvement

from senior managers (Gilbert, 2005; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004). Kauppila (2010) therefore argues

that to enable radical exploration or exploitation, structural separation is necessary.

Combining Different Modes of Ambidexterity: Dynamic Ambidexterity

The abovementioned three modes of sequential, structural, and contextual ambidexterity were initially

presented as contrasting views, but later studies have shown that firms often use combinations of them

to achieve ambidexterity (Goossen et al., 2012; Laplume & Dass, 2012; Raisch, 2008). One reason for

switching between the different types is the variety in the environments or competitive markets that

organizations face. Some studies indicate that dynamic environments require structural ambidexterity,

whereas more stable environments enable a sometimes slower sequential approach. Simultaneously,
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contextual ambidexterity can enable local innovation, which is required for continuous adaptation to

the environment (e.g., Adler et al., 1999; Benner & Tushman, 2003).

Organizational ambidexterity research has evolved and resulted in many different theoretical

approaches over time (Guerrero, 2021). One approach is introduced by Chen (2017) who proposes to

combine the three previous approaches and introduces the concept of dynamic ambidexterity. She

argues that this approach can help mitigate the limits that the different forms have separately.

Dynamic ambidexterity means applying structural ambidexterity at the corporate level by creating

separate units for exploration and exploitation, incorporating contextual ambidexterity within these

units by encouraging employees to engage in both, and finally, implementing sequential ambidexterity

at the project level by assigning projects to suitable business units. Chen (2017) further concludes that

dynamic ambidexterity is costly and may lead to different contradictions and conflicts in the

short-term, but confidently states that these costs are outweighed in the long term and that firms have

to be able to both explore and exploit to survive through disruption in the long-term.

Figure 1: Overview of the forms of ambidexterity best suitable by type of environment
(summarized by O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013) and organizational levels (Chen, 2017).

Related Concepts and Recent Criticism of Ambidexterity Theory

Ambidexterity is one line of research within the broad field of organizational adaptation and is studied

within the behavioral theory (Sarta et al., 2021). Adaptation is broadly applied, and a natural criticism

is that the concept has many imperfect synonyms, such as fit, alignment, and congruence (Sarta et al.,

2021). The issue of definition is also raised in the case of ambidexterity theory (O’Reilly & Tushman,

2013). An ambiguity exists in the definition of organizational ambidexterity and its components,

namely exploration, and exploitation. When a concept is applied very broadly, O’Reilly and Tushman

argue that “the research moves away from the original phenomenon and loses its meaning” (p. 331)

and that any phenomenon is simply “rebadged” as ambidexterity. Birkinshaw & Gupta (2013) also

request a greater focus within the research field. Since the interpretations of ambidexterity and its

components have shifted slightly in different research and over time, Nosella et al. (2012) suggest

future researchers go back to the construct’s original definition, emphasizing ambidexterity as a

capability. O’Reilly & Tushman (2013) agree and suggest viewing ambidexterity through the
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theoretical lens of dynamic capabilities, which can be defined as “the firm’s ability to integrate, build,

and reconfigure internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing environments”

(Teece et al., 1997, p. 516).

Although organizational ambidexterity is a well-researched area, scholars request additional studies

on the leaders’ role in managing arising conflicts and how supporting new cultures and identities can

be promoted (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). They also highlight the need for research where the unit of

analysis is not a separate firm but rather the ecosystem that the firm is operating in. With decreasing

communication costs and increasingly modularizable services, the locus of innovation is predicted to

shift to the outside of the firm, which increases the need for ambidexterity but also makes it more

difficult (Benkler, 2006; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013; Von Hippel, 2005).

Summary of Ambidexterity

In summary, ambidexterity consists of exploitation and exploration, and studies have shown that the

ability to be ambidextrous generally leads to improved firm performance. Research indicates that

ambidexterity is most valuable (1) in uncertain environments, (2) in organizations that have more

resources, (3) with increased competition, and (4) in larger firms. Firms tend to have a bias in favor of

exploitation because of its relatedness to short-term success which means that an effort to explore is

needed to succeed.

Scholars have presented several forms of ambidexterity over the past decades, the most prominent

ones being sequential, structural, and contextual ambidexterity. According to some studies, structural

ambidexterity is especially suitable in dynamic environments, while more stable environments enable

sequential ambidexterity. Contextual ambidexterity, in turn, enables local innovation and continuous

adaptation to the environment.

As the compilation of research above can conclude, a firm’s external environment and internal

resources are critical factors that should be considered when finding the optimal combination of

exploitation and exploration. NGOs are examples of organizations that often face dynamic

environments and work with scarce resources, which is why they are a relevant subject to study.

2.1.2. Non-Governmental Organizations

Non-governmental organization (NGO) is a widely used term. Together with terms such as non-profit,

civil society, charity, and voluntary, there is an ongoing debate on how to define and where to

categorize them, making generalizability difficult. The third sector is one of the more accepted

categorizations (Knutsen & Brock, 2014). The term NGO is commonly used in an international
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context and connected to organizations that work in a developing country (Knutsen & Brock, 2014;

Lewis, 2010). NGOs often have the roles of being an implementer, a catalyst, and a partner. Being an

implementer refers to their role to mobilize and provide resources to people in need. Their catalyst

role is to promote and inspire social transformation on various levels, including grassroots, local

communities, and governments. The partner role refers to the growing trend of joint activities with

donors, the government, and the private sector (Lewis, 2007).

Between the late 1900s and today, the presence and influence of NGOs have increased exponentially

(Mitlin, 2022; O’Dwyer, 2007). One of the first in-depth academic books on NGO management was

published by David Lewis in 2001 (Elbers, 2017). In the 1980s, de Graaf (1987) claimed that NGOs

often focus on factors that they can control, such as internal processes and budgets, rather than

external factors that have a high impact on NGOs (de Graaf, 1987; Lewis, 2001). In order for NGOs

to be successful, he suggests that they should also focus on external forces that they can influence and

accurately appreciate outside forces that they cannot impact. Lewis (2001) provides a conceptual

framework of the NGO management challenge where he identifies three interrelated areas, namely

activities, organization, and relationships, that should be considered in the specific context of the

NGO. Essentially, de Graaf (1987) and Lewis (2001) called for NGOs to consider their external

environment and adapt.

More recently, Lewis (2014) found that the focus in NGOs has moved from prioritizing their core

purpose, such as relief or conservation, to looking at the big picture of development in their work.

With this new perspective, leading NGOs realize the need for a holistic approach to development

(Lewis, 2014). The environment of NGOs is becoming more complex and evolving rapidly, leading to

increased uncertainties, which puts more pressure on their leadership and management (Fowler &

Malunga, 2020).

Many NGOs rely heavily on partnerships and funding, which creates financial constraints for the

organization and a high demand for accountability and information transparency (Ebrahim, 2002,

2003). Funders’ expectations of NGOs differ from investors’ expectations of for-profit organizations

as NGOs are pressured to use the money ethically toward their social mission and are more closely

monitored and supervised (Ebrahim, 2002; Khallouk & Robert, 2018). NGOs must constantly react to

changing priorities among their funders and maintain a good relationship with them and other external

stakeholders to preserve trust (AbouAssi, 2013; Khallouk & Robert, 2018). As a result, NGOs tend to

focus on short-term performance rather than a long-term strategy. Sahley (1995) suggests that the

challenge and uncertainties connected to finding long-term partnerships and funding can be an

explanation for this. However, funders also tend to focus on functional and more short-term

accountability, making it more difficult for NGOs to make a long-lasting impact (Ebrahim, 2003).
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Little attention has been assigned to innovation in NGOs (Khallouk & Robert, 2018). However, some

researchers have conducted case studies and suggest that NGOs and other voluntary organizations

have an important role in driving innovation on a regional level. When Fyvie & Ager (1999)

conducted two NGO case studies, they investigated their organizational structures. They noticed that,

despite their innovative characteristics, signs of innovation were not reflected in the NGOs’ project

outcomes. Clark (1991) argues that NGOs can contribute with innovative ideas to promote

development as they are often more flexible and closely connected to local communities than

governments. However, NGOs face obstacles such as funding and governmental resistance that hinder

innovation (Clark, 1991). Overall, these studies were conducted when NGOs were not as influential as

they are today. In a more recent study, similar results were found, where factors such as financial

resource constraints, high accountability pressure from external stakeholders, and negative internal

attitudes toward management innovation due to lack of clarity and scope were identified as obstacles

to innovation (Khallouk & Robert, 2018).

Summary of Research on NGOs

To summarize, NGOs have developed significantly and gained a greater influential role in the past

30-40 years. The management of NGOs has developed as well, becoming more holistic. NGOs

operate with scarce resources, constantly depend on funders, and are closely monitored. These

financial constraints make NGOs focus more on short-term results which seems to limit their ability to

innovate. That being said, there is still limited research on how NGOs innovate, let alone how they

combine exploitation and exploration. Research suggests that NGOs operate in dynamic

environments, and are tightly linked with these environments in various ways. Thus, an open-system

approach is applicable. The next section will dive deeper into what is meant by an open system and

what dynamic environments entail for organizations.

2.1.3. The Role of the Environment

2.1.3.1. The Concept of Environmental Dynamism

Environmental dynamism refers to the rate and instability of changes in a firm’s external environment

(Dess & Beard, 1984). Literature also uses a wide selection of other terms, such as uncertainty,

volatility, and high-velocity, and in conclusion, the concept often refers to unpredictable changes (Goll

& Rasheed, 2004).

Various scholars have studied ambidexterity in the context of dynamic environments. As mentioned in

section 2.1.1.1, most researchers agree that ambidexterity is especially valuable when the environment
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is dynamic. However, there are still some conflicting studies, for instance, Schilke (2014) argues the

contrary saying that firms operating in dynamic environments are not able to predict changes in

technologies, earnings, and investment requirements well enough, thus, reducing the value of

ambidexterity. Overall, research, however, suggests that dynamic environments increase the value of

ambidextrous capabilities in an organization, and it is clear that dynamic environments and

ambidexterity are intertwined.

Another line of studies explores how a high rate of environmental dynamism impacts the shift toward

either exploration or exploitation. Generally, a shift toward exploration is viewed as a natural response

to environmental change (e.g., Benner & Tushman, 2003; March, 1991). Posen & Levinthal (2012),

however, argue that this is not necessarily appropriate as new knowledge gained from exploration may

be eroded by changes in the environment and, thus, be less beneficial. They further conclude that

organizations have a natural “action bias,” meaning they tend to engage in increased exploration when

the environment changes. Therefore, even though ambidexterity is important in dynamic

environments, it is less clear what the optimal balance between exploration and exploitation is.

2.1.3.2. Open Systems Theory

As mentioned, a complex environment and the importance of stakeholder management are key

characteristics of many NGOs (Fowler & Malunga, 2020; Lewis, 2001; Mitchell, 2014). The fact that

organizations are interdependent with other entities in their environment has been captured by the

principles of open systems theory (Harris et al., 1997). Daft (1994), consequently, concludes that

NGOs that monitor, interact with, and are impacted by their environments, are operating as open

systems. This way of operating is crucial in this context, as nonprofit organizations that try to be

self-sufficient and avoid interacting with their environment, i.e., operate as closed systems, often fail

(Daft, 1994). This is in line with de Graaf (1987), who claims that focusing on external factors can

lead to a high impact for NGOs.

Systems theory was originally used to explain phenomena within living organisms (Von Bertalanffy,

1956). Since then, the theory has been applied to many fields and integrates knowledge from natural,

social, organizational, psychological, economic, management, and leadership sciences (Ramosaj &

Gentrit, 2014). Open systems theory was introduced into organization theory in the 1960s. It became

transformational for how organizations are understood, shifting the focus from internal management

and organization to viewing the organization in its environment (Hinings & Greenwood, 2017; Katz &

Kahn, 1966). Today, the open systems approach is an obvious part of organizational theory. Katz &

Kahn (1966) developed the open systems model (see Figure 2) that factors in the environment as a

part of the organizational system. In the model, inputs refer to resources or influences acquired from

the external environment, for instance, employees, raw materials, and financials. Throughput refers to
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the processes through which these inputs are used and transformed into products or services, also

called outputs. The concept of feedback, further, allows the organization to use information about

environmental conditions and how the system functions in relation to its environment to make needed

changes.

Figure 2: The open systems model (Katz & Kahn, 1966)

The open systems model is perennial and there are several related developments and applications of

open systems theory, for instance within contingency theory (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967a, 1967b),

organizational design (Mintzberg, 1979), resource dependency (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978), and

institutional theory (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Despite this, the original open systems model is

considered to be the most applicable to this study and acts as a framework for structuring the

empirical findings and analysis.

Further, scholars request studies on organizations not in the private or public sector as open systems.

Langton (1987) argued that this in-between space should move from a closed-system approach to an

open-system view. Knutsen & Brock (2014) conclude that an aggregate of later research suggests the

same, confirming that also more modern studies have viewed these organizations as closed rather than

open systems.
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2.1.4. Research Gap

The above review gives an overview of the literature within (1) organizational ambidexterity, (2)

NGOs, and (3) the role of the environment. Ambidexterity theory is a well-researched area that has

been tested thoroughly toward different parameters connected to firm performance. How a firm

should combine exploitation and exploration to optimize firm performance depends on factors

prevalent in the context of NGOs, such as access to resources and the stability of their environment.

Yet, although there is some research on innovation in NGOs, research on ambidexterity in NGOs is

limited. This study aims to investigate this area and answer the research question:

“How is focus allocated between exploitation and exploration in an NGO that operates in a dynamic

environment, and what are the explanations for this particular allocation?”

This question addresses two issues and aims to contribute to research on ambidexterity and NGO

management. Although ambidexterity is an overall well-researched concept, the concept in the context

of an NGO as a specific type of organization, with its challenges, priorities and dynamic

environments, is inadequately covered in academia. This research gap has been illustrated in Figure 3

below. As NGOs operate in dynamic environments, these findings can potentially also be used to

understand innovation in other organizations operating in similar environments. The level of

generalizability will be further discussed in section 7.3.

Further, literature on NGOs suggests that they operate closely with their environments and are highly

monitored and pressured by their funders. Innovation in organizations is currently trending, but

researchers have directed little attention to NGOs' ways and capabilities to innovate. This means that

NGO management currently lacks a unified understanding of the role and presence of innovation and

ambidexterity in their operations, making this study relevant.

Figure 3: Illustration of research gap
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2.2. Theoretical Framework

To address the research gap identified above, a theoretical framework combining the open systems

model (Katz & Kahn, 1966) and a visualization of the ambidextrous relationship between exploitation

and exploration (March, 1991) has been developed (Figure 4). The combined framework will be used

to make sense of how NGOs, being organizations operating in and as a part of dynamic environments,

can allocate focus between exploration and exploitation, and consequently make the biggest possible

social impact.

Since NGOs are closely tied to their environments in many aspects, such as their overall mission,

operations, and partnerships (Fowler & Malunga, 2020; Lewis, 2014), the open systems model is a

suitable frame for conceptualizing the context of this study and highlighting important components. In

addition to the environment, feedback is a crucial part of organizational learning and, thus, plays an

integral part in answering the research question about how NGOs in dynamic environments can

allocate their focus between exploration and exploitation, and what explains this. Finally, the circles

within throughput visualizing exploitation and exploration are at the very core of this framework, and

understanding this dyadic relationship will eventually be the result of this study.

Figure 4: Visual representation of the theoretical framework used in this study, combining the
open systems model (Katz & Kahn, 1966) and the ambidextrous relationship between

exploitation and exploration (March, 1991).
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3. Methodology
This section provides an overview of the study’s research approach and design (3.1), data collection

(3.2), data analysis (3.3), a discussion concerning the quality of the study (3.4), and finally, ethical

aspects considered in the study (3.5).

3.1. Research Approach and Design

3.1.1. Scientific Research Approach

The purpose of this research was to explore the phenomenon of ambidexterity in the context of an

NGO operating in a dynamic environment in a detailed and nuanced manner. A qualitative research

method was applied, and both interviews and observations were conducted to achieve a deeper

understanding of the phenomena through the perspectives of the people in relation to the organization.

As the authors studied a research gap in a somewhat unexplored context, a qualitative method was

also deemed appropriate to enable them to collect and interpret data to gain new insights (Bryman &

Bell, 2011; Edmondson & Mcmanus, 2007). The study analyzed the phenomenon of ambidexterity on

an organizational level, using individuals as the subjects of the study. In order to grasp and understand

individuals' experiences and perspectives and make sense of the phenomenon based on their

interpretations, an interpretivist approach was adopted (Bryman & Bell, 2011).

The study applied a combination of inductive and deductive approaches, known as an abductive

approach, where the authors iteratively combined theory and empirical data throughout the study (Bell

et al., 2022). This way, the study could utilize previous theories as a lens to understand data while

remaining open to completely new findings. During the data collection phase, the approach shifted

more toward being inductive, as the authors identified unexpected patterns and perspectives, making

the study increasingly data-driven (Bryman & Bell, 2011). A more inductive approach enabled the

authors to be more open-minded in the data collection and avoid potential risks of hypothesis bias,

which may happen if the authors know too much of the literature during the early stages of data

collection (Gioia et al., 2013).

3.1.2 An In-Depth Understanding through a Single-Case Study

This study aims to gain an in-depth understanding of a complex phenomenon, and by studying it from

different perspectives, potential relationships and patterns on how ambidexterity presents itself at

various levels of an organization can be identified. To achieve this, the authors found that a

single-case study was appropriate. Even though a single-case study may limit generalizability, the
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phenomenon can be explored with a holistic approach at a deeper level (Yin, 2009). It can, thus,

provide a deep understanding with rich descriptions of the phenomenon (Darke et al., 1998) based on

the authors’ investigation of a real-life environment. As the environment and resources available are

significant factors in the study, a single-case study is also suitable as it encompasses the context in

which the individuals act and the conditions they base their reflections and perspectives on (Bryman

& Bell, 2011).

An Introduction to the Case Organization and Location

The authors got the opportunity to investigate Hand in Hand, an NGO that focuses on job creation

through entrepreneurship and mainly targets women and youth (Hand in Hand International, 2022).

Hand in Hand is a global network with regional operations in Afghanistan, East Africa, India, and

Zimbabwe, as well as offices providing fundraising and support in Sweden, the UK, and the US. The

organization is a typical example of an NGO operating in fast-growing, dynamic countries that need

to adapt to their environments and innovate in order to keep making an impact. It is, therefore, a

representative and appropriate case for this single-case study (Yin, 2009). This study is limited to the

organization’s operations in Nairobi, Kenya and Stockholm, Sweden. Kenya is a fast-growing

economy that is experiencing several environmental challenges. This creates a dynamic environment

for Hand in Hand to operate in, which makes the country a suitable location to study.

In addition, interviews with the external actors UN Women and SIDA were conducted for

triangulation purposes. SIDA is a Swedish humanitarian aid organization active in Kenya (Sida, 2023)

and UN Women is actively working with women and youth in Kenya (UN Women Africa, 2023).

Both organizations provided external perspectives on the environmental factors present in Kenya and

the environment's impact on people living in poverty and NGOs active in the country.

3.2. Data Collection through Interviews and Observations

3.2.1. Interview Sample

For the data collection of the study, the authors followed a purposive sampling method where the

interviewed participants were selected based on their relevance and variance in terms of positions in,

and relationships to, the organization (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As the study was done on an

organizational level, the authors wanted a diverse, distributed set of participants across the

organization, including a hierarchical distribution. The selection process was done based on the

following categories: (1) full-time employees at the Stockholm office involved in projects in Kenya,

(2) full-time employees at the Nairobi office who are part of various stages of local project

implementation processes, (3) full-time trainers located at the branch offices in Kenya who train the
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beneficiaries, (4) beneficiaries of projects in Kenya, and (5) external actors working with development

in Kenya. Figure 5 illustrates the different categories of participants and their relationship to each

other, and Appendix 1 provides a more detailed overview of the interviews. By interviewing people

from different levels at the local offices in Kenya and Sweden, the authors could gain a deep, 360°

understanding of the NGO’s actions and priorities.

Figure 5: Illustration of the categories of participants interviewed for the study.
The local branches report to the Nairobi office, which has collaborative relationships with

external actors, and the Stockholm office. The trainers educate beneficiaries.

The case organization collaborated with the authors during the study, enabling them to interview

employees and beneficiaries firsthand in both Stockholm and Nairobi. The authors directly contacted

interviewees in Sweden to schedule interviews. The initial selection of participants in Kenya was

made by a local program manager, which was logistically more suitable as the authors were located in

Sweden during parts of the scheduling process. The local manager had better access to the employees

and beneficiaries and knew who was available, and had the most relevant experiences for the study.

This approach, however, comes with the methodological limitation of potential internal selection

biases and risks that the authors cannot control. For example, the selection of employees may have

been biased toward people with a more positive view of innovation. Similarly, there is a risk that the

entrepreneurs interviewed may not be a representative group of beneficiaries and may have been

chosen to participate due to their success and positive attitude toward the training programs. The

authors addressed this by having a transparent and proactive dialogue with the NGO to communicate

the need and value of a high variation of participants and its impact on quality. They gave the manager

detailed descriptions and criteria the participants needed to fulfill to be relevant for the study. Once in

Kenya, the authors also used the snowball sampling method to complement the dataset as participants

referred the authors to additional participants believed to be relevant to the study (Bell et al., 2022).
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A total of 27 interviews were conducted; with 15 employees at Hand in Hand, ten beneficiaries, and

two external actors. Additionally, five observations were conducted; two field observations of training

sessions in Kenya and three internal meetings at branch offices in Kenya. The different actors and

perspectives served the purpose of getting a 360° triangulation of the phenomenon. The total number

of interviews and amount of interviews per category were not set from the beginning. The data

collection process was, rather, based on theoretical saturation and continued until no new insights

emerged (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). To confidently ensure that the study had reached saturation, the

authors conducted three additional interviews and concluded that no additional new information had

emerged.

3.2.2. A Flexible Interview Design and Process

The interviews were designed with open-ended questions according to a semi-structured approach to

enable more flexibility and fully grasp the reflections and perspectives of the interviewees (Bryman &

Bell, 2011). To avoid the risk of biases, a reflexive approach was used so that the interviewees could

control their narrative and express themselves as they wished (Arsel, 2017). The interview guides

were adapted as the authors gained more knowledge throughout the data collection process and based

on the category of participants. This enabled capturing different perspectives within the organization

and getting a deep understanding of the environments they were operating in. The authors used the

guides as inspiration and remained responsive to the interviewees’ questions to understand their

perspectives fully. Consequently, the authors focused on staying alert to what the participants

answered, asked follow-up questions, and noted non-verbal behavior such as body language and tone

of voice (Rubin & Rubin, 2011).

Even though in-person interviews are more time and resource-consuming, they are advantageous to

maximize the quality of data collected (Dialsingh, 2008). They enable the authors to observe

non-verbal behavior, be more responsive throughout the interview, and build rapport and connection

(Schober, 2018). The authors deemed it beneficial to travel to Kenya to conduct in-person interviews

to collect the data in the participants’ natural environment, enabling them to be more comfortable and

natural in their answers. They, thus, traveled to Nairobi for three weeks to conduct interviews and

observations. Many participants could not meet via video calls as they did not have the necessary

equipment or high-quality internet access, making them inaccessible if the authors would not have

met them physically. In total, 24 out of the 27 interviews and all observations were done in person,

and the rest through video meetings. All interviews were conducted individually to fully capture each

participant’s perspective and reflections without the fear of being overheard (Bryman & Bell, 2011).

Both authors were present during the interviews to avoid biases, and one author asked questions while

the other took notes (Bryman & Bell, 2011). This ensured the conversation was natural while enabling
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the note-taker to complement with follow-up questions. The authors alternated between note-taking

and asking questions, and all interviews started with some brief small talk, an introduction of both

authors, and a short background of the study. The interviewees then introduced themselves, their

previous careers, and their roles today. This part of the interview was to warm up the participants and

make them comfortable to answer the following questions in a relaxed and comfortable environment.

Additionally, the background part of the interviews provided a more nuanced context of the

participants’ answers, which helped the authors to better understand how the interviewees think and

resonate based on their background (Arsel, 2017).

The first interviews were conducted with employees at the Stockholm office. The authors reasoned

that this would enable them to prepare and have as much information as possible before traveling to

Kenya. The Kenyan participants would be more difficult to reach for potential complementary

questions once the authors finished their visit, while the employees in Stockholm were easier to reach

later on if deemed necessary.

Most interviews (25 out of 27) were done in English. Two participants were native Swedish speakers.

To make the interviewees as comfortable as possible, these interviews were held in Swedish and

relevant quotes were later translated into English to avoid the risk of misinterpretations during the

translation process (Feldermann & Hiebl, 2020). This was deemed the most appropriate approach to

enable the interviewees to speak as freely and relaxed as possible without unnecessary language

barriers (Baumgartner, 2012). Some interview subjects in Kenya did not speak English or Swedish as

their first language, which created risks for some of their reflections getting lost in translation or being

misinterpreted, limiting the quality of the data collected. The authors did not have access to a

translator due to resource constraints. Instead, they addressed this limitation by adjusting the

interviews to simpler English and being patient and encouraging when the interviewees had

difficulties expressing themselves. Additionally, the authors ensured they understood the

interviewees’ reflections by continuously confirming their interpretations of answers and asking

follow-up questions throughout the interviews.

3.3. A Data Analysis with Qualitative Rigor

All interviews were transcribed within 48 hours to ensure that all relevant information was captured.

The transcribed data was processed with inspiration from the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013)

to ensure an analysis of qualitative rigor. This methodology is based on the grounded theory

introduced by Glaser & Strauss (1967) and outlines that theory is based on empirical data. The

systematic Gioia methodology codes qualitative data through 1st-order concepts and 2nd-order

themes that form aggregate dimensions. In line with Gioia et al. (2013), the authors employed the
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assumptions that (1) the world in the organizational study is socially constructed and (2) the people in

the organizations are knowledgeable agents who can explain their experiences and thoughts. This puts

extensive weight and value on the interviewees’ interpretations and the authors ensured that their

voices were represented in the data collection and analysis without imposing prior theories or

explanations on their experiences. The authors reviewed the transcripts carefully, highlighting quotes

and constructing 1st-order concepts. In the 2nd-order analysis, the authors treated themselves as

knowledgeable agents and processed and labeled the new set of concepts and themes at a more

abstract and theoretical level. Through this lens, the authors asked themselves if these themes can

explain the phenomenon of exploring and exploiting in the study’s context at a theoretical level. These

themes were then, finally, distilled into aggregate dimensions. Figure 6 below is an example of the

data structure constructed by the authors.

Figure 6: Example of the data analysis process

3.4. Ensuring a High Quality of the Study

In order to ensure trustworthiness throughout the study, the four criteria presented by Lincoln & Guba

(1985) were considered in the process of data collection and analysis. These consist of credibility,

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Credibility

It is critical that the findings accurately represent the realities described by the participants

interviewed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The authors took additional measures to ensure the study’s

credibility by interviewing several participants from various hierarchical levels, different offices, and

in two different countries to gain multiple perspectives of the phenomenon. Participants outside of the

organization were also interviewed, including beneficiaries directly in contact with Hand in Hand, as

well as external actors with connections to the NGO, enhancing the study’s level of credibility. To
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further triangulate the interviews, the authors made observations of two training sessions and three

internal meetings in their data collection. Before finalizing and publishing the thesis, the authors also

shared their findings and impressions with a representative of the organization as a simple form of

respondent validation to further enhance credibility (Bryman & Bell, 2011).

Transferability

Because this is a qualitative study, its findings are more deep than broad, and limited to a specific

context. This impacts the generalizability of the study. Therefore, the authors generated thick

descriptions, giving the reader a nuanced understanding of the findings, including contextual factors

(Geertz, 1973). To achieve this, the authors traveled to Kenya and conducted careful interviews and

observations to gain a deep understanding of the cultural context in which the organization and

interview participants acted. Data described with thick detail and interpreted within a cultural context

enables the reader to gain a more detailed understanding of both the data and findings and, thus, can

make a solid judgment of the study’s level of transferability to other contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Dependability

To ensure that the study and findings remain reliable, the authors thoroughly documented each stage

of the study, including methodological choices, data collection, analysis, and results, to provide

transparency. External peers examined the study before publication, acting as auditors, to ensure that

procedures were followed properly (Bryman & Bell, 2011).

Confirmability

The confirmability of the study is critical to uphold the study's trustworthiness, and to ensure that

biases do not influence the data used in the study. To address this, the authors engaged in reflexivity.

They took active notes on their reflections and feelings during and after each interview and

observation, maintaining a sense of awareness of their own biases (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The

authors also attempted to describe their study in a detailed and transparent manner, explaining and

motivating their methodological decisions throughout the process. During the interviews, the authors

used open-ended questions to prevent the interviewees from being influenced by the interviewers’

preconceptions (Arsel, 2017).

3.5 Ethical Considerations

The authors carefully considered ethical aspects throughout the research process. The interviewees

were informed that they would remain anonymous in the study and were asked if they approved of

being recorded during the interview for transcription purposes. The files were deleted after

transcription. Participants signed an informed consent form, including information about the purpose
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of the study, the use of data, and data privacy (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Considering that some of the

participants in Kenya are financially vulnerable, the authors took extensive precautions to make them

feel safe during the interviews and were especially transparent about the purpose of the research and

clarified that they were students, independent from Hand in Hand. They emphasized that the

participants’ answers will not affect the organizations’ funding possibilities nor the participants’

current relationships with Hand in Hand.
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4. Empirical Data
This section describes the empirical data of the study. First a detailed outline of Hand in Hand and

the organization’s processes has been described (4.1). Second, the internal challenges (4.2) and

external challenges (4.3), as well as how Hand i Hand addresses them, have been outlined.

4.1. Hand in Hand’s Ways of Working

4.1.1. Introduction to Hand in Hand

Hand in Hand’s mission is alleviating poverty through job creation (Hand in Hand EA, 2021). The

organization’s core work consists of educating people living in poverty about entrepreneurship with

the goal of empowering and helping them create micro-enterprises and build entrepreneurship skills to

generate a sustainable income, grow their businesses, and create jobs for others in the community.

Hand in Hand has a network of multiple offices around the world. However, for this study, only the

activity in Stockholm, Sweden, and Nairobi, Kenya, have been involved.

The Stockholm Office

The Stockholm office has 20 employees and volunteers (2023), and it focuses on advisory,

fundraising, and quality assurance. They collaborate with the Nairobi office in the starting phases of

new projects and monitor and coordinate progress to ensure the donors’ requirements are met. Some

of the fundraising employees at the Stockholm office have an extra focus on innovation and identify

innovative ideas and projects for Hand in Hand to experiment with. The Stockholm and Nairobi

offices have no hierarchical relationship but are partners that collaborate toward the same goal.

The Nairobi Office

The Nairobi office is responsible for shaping and implementing projects and managing relationships

with local donors and other external parties. The Kenyan organization employs 284 people (2022)

across 24 branch offices located in 23 out of 47 counties in Kenya. Trainers are allocated based on the

projects they are staffed on, and each trainer manages their groups of beneficiaries, also called

members or entrepreneurs. Each project involves multiple groups of beneficiaries.

Donors and Other External Actors

Hand in Hand is dependent on donors to finance the projects in Kenya. They receive funding from

e.g., institutions, private companies, and individuals. SIDA is an example of a government agency that

funds Hand in Hand. Funding is usually earmarked toward specific projects, with a few exceptions.

For example, a company can wish to sponsor a themed project where the beneficiaries learn about
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human rights in addition to entrepreneurship or they can make a donation earmarked for beneficiaries

in a specific village. Donors receive reports and impact updates regularly and have the possibility to

make a field visit. This pressures Hand in Hand to monitor their resources, which is a part of their

thorough implementation process introduced in section 4.1.3. The types of themes donors are

interested in can shift over time, and Hand in Hand can get requests for projects in areas they do not

have previous experience in. The organization also has an internal fund for financing issues unrelated

to specific projects, such as providing beneficiaries in need with water tanks.

Hand in Hand is not working in isolation and has other key stakeholders besides donors, such as other

actors in Kenya striving for the same impact, including other NGOs and the government. The

organization partners with these external actors for technical expertise when launching new projects

and educating their trainers.

“[Our main partners are] the government, other NGOs, and organizations affiliated with the

government [...]. Sometimes we collaborate in the field, and we also discuss a number of things like

where advocacy and lobbying are required. We also borrow technical support from them to train our

groups in the field when necessary. (Nairobi office 5)

4.1.2. A Project-Based Organization

Hand in Hand strives to empower entrepreneurs to take their financial situation into their own hands

by offering education and helping them start and develop their businesses. The organization’s work is

mainly project-based with earmarked funding, and its education programs are categorized into core

module projects and accelerator projects. A standard core module project is approximately eight

months long, and according to interviews, the program follows a sequence of steps illustrated below

in Figure 7. A more detailed explanation can be found in Appendix 2.

Figure 7: An overview of the different steps in a program.1

1A merry-go-round is when each member contributes a small sum every week and lends the collected money to a member of
the group. At the next weekly meeting, the money is paid back, the money collection grows, and the next person borrows it.

29



In the accelerator programs, Hand in Hand invites entrepreneurs from previous projects to participate

in more advanced continuation programs. The organization also has themed projects where they teach

entrepreneurs about issues such as climate change, human rights, and digital solutions in addition to

entrepreneurship.

4.1.3. A Thoroughly Standardized Implementation Process

When Hand in Hand implements a new project, they follow an implementation process. The idea is

for this process to be standardized to utilize the same working methods and be resource efficient. The

process can vary depending on the donor and project characteristics. However, the main phases are (1)

need identification and idea generation, (2) proposal development and conceptualization, (3) inception

and implementation, and (4) program progress and reporting. The monitoring and evaluation team

(M&E) does follow-ups and reporting throughout the project and a final evaluation at the end of the

project to report back to donors and gather learnings for future projects. An illustrative example of the

implementation process is shown in Figure 8 below, and a more detailed description of the steps and

actors involved will follow.

Figure 8: Illustration of the project implementation process and key stakeholders

Need Identification and Idea Generation

A need can be identified at any level of the organization, for instance, in the Stockholm office that is

in contact with donors, in the Nairobi office that is in contact with local donors, or by the people

working at the branches across Kenya who can identify needs or changed environmental conditions in

the field. New projects can also emerge as a result of finished projects through which further needs

have been identified.

“[Suggesting new ideas] goes both ways. Sometimes there will be a donor in Sweden or London that’s

interested in starting a component, and sometimes we ask if they want to do [a project] with us.”

(Nairobi office 1)
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If the area is new for Hand in Hand, a pre-study and assessment of need and feasibility are conducted

through surveys, field visits, focus group discussions, and stakeholder discussions. An assessment is

also made to see if there is enough internal capacity to conduct the project. These assessments require

a lot of resources but are considered important to ensure the quality of new initiatives.

Proposal Development and Conceptualization

When a need is identified, a request for proposal is made, and the Nairobi office puts together a

concept development team that forms a project suggestion. If the initiative comes from a donor in

Sweden, the Stockholm office gives feedback and ensures that the proposal matches the donor's

request. Usually, both the involved project managers in Nairobi and employees in Stockholm have

extensive experience from previous projects, which enables utilizing earlier learnings when forming

the request for proposal. The request for proposal is iterated until it satisfies the funder and fulfills the

identified need. The donor’s and field representatives’ interests are not always completely aligned,

which creates tension that needs to be solved through further collaboration across the offices.

"If the concept comes from [Kenya] and we know the donor here [in Sweden], we sit together to

design the project. [...] We’re not implementing the project. We’re more quality assurance.”

(Stockholm office 1)

Inception and Implementation

Once the concept is approved, the inception period starts and the project is handed over to the

implementation team that decides who will be staffed on the project, where in Kenya it will be

implemented, and the program plan. Employee turnover among trainers is mentioned as a challenge,

meaning that it is common for newly recruited trainers to be onboarded at this stage. The team also

sets the baseline for the final result evaluation that will be done at the end of the project.

Once the trainers are staffed on a project, they conduct a social mobilization to identify potential

groups of beneficiaries they believe will benefit from the training program. The project managers visit

the groups, explain Hand in Hand’s expectations, understand the beneficiaries’ expectations, and

finally flag off the groups they deem appropriate for the project. Meanwhile, the trainers go through

training of trainers to fully understand the modules that they shall teach the beneficiaries and to

receive instructions on a relatively fixed program to ensure the quality and consistency of the training

sessions provided. Finally, Hand in Hand informs the local communities about the project and invites

local stakeholders to contribute. When everything is set the training begins.
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The trainers are responsible for providing their member groups with knowledge. In addition, Hand in

Hand sometimes pairs the beneficiaries with mentors, who are already successful entrepreneurs with

similar businesses, to support the beneficiaries with hands-on advice based on learnings from their

previous personal experiences. This is a resource-efficient source of expertise as mentors get paid very

little or do it for free.

Program Progress and Reporting

Hand in Hand monitors the projects through regular reporting throughout the program and evaluations

after every module. The donor is involved in defining what should be documented in the reports they

receive. Meeting entrepreneurs in the fields is part of routine monitoring and is done by management

at the Nairobi office, but sometimes also by the Stockholm office and donors. During the project, the

implementation team discusses milestones and monitors if the project is on track. If external or

internal challenges appear, Hand in Hand’s monitoring and evaluation team addresses these primarily

internally but involves external donors in the discussions if needed. If results are unexpected, the team

gathers for reflection meetings to understand what may have caused the deviating results.

After each module, data is collected through questionnaires and focus groups with members and

through key informant interviews with employees or external partners supporting the project. After a

project is completed, the monitoring and evaluation team evaluates the impact and compares it with

the baseline set during the conceptualization phase. Learnings from projects are taken into account in

the conceptualization of future projects. When members finish the training and continue with their

businesses independently, Hand in Hand also stays in contact with the entrepreneurs to continue

monitoring the project's impact.

"We use evaluations of finished projects to identify the things we can improve in new projects."

(Stockholm office 1)

4.1.4. An Example of a Pilot Project: “Project Digital”

Hand in Hand is currently in the initial implementation phases of a pilot project, which this report will

call “Project Digital” for anonymity purposes. Project Digital is an accelerator project that focuses on

digitalization and teaches entrepreneurs about growing their businesses with the help of digital tools,

such as social media. A detailed description of the project process below aims to illustrate how the

organization experiments by testing and implementing pilot projects outside their expertise and

comfort zone.
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Need Identification and Idea Generation

The idea of Project Digital emerged because of three simultaneous forces; (1) feedback from a

previous project, (2) COVID-19, and (3) a donor request. Firstly, in a previous project, the Nairobi

office noticed that entrepreneurs who used their smartphones for digital marketing on platforms such

as Facebook, WhatsApp, and Instagram performed significantly better compared to others

participating in the same program who did not. These entrepreneurs reached more markets and a

broader audience. Secondly, COVID-19 had a strong impact on stakeholders in Kenya and Sweden,

which made employees realize that the digitalization of business is critical for future success. Third,

the Stockholm office noticed an increased interest among donors that wanted to sponsor projects

specifically focusing on the digitalization of businesses and found a suitable donor for Project Digital.

Proposal Development and Conceptualization

A request for proposal was made in accordance with the standard implementation process described

above. The foundation for the project was based on a previous successful project, which provided a

strong starting point. However, because the project involved many elements new to the organization,

communication and collaboration between the Stockholm and Nairobi office was frequent. Nairobi

provided a suggested concept and plan based on local needs, while Stockholm provided feedback and

suggestions for adjustments to match the donor’s wishes better.

Inception and Implementation

Once the concept was approved, the implementation team decided on the implementation plan and

measuring objectives. Trainers were staffed and started to recruit groups of entrepreneurs, which the

project managers flagged off. The Nairobi office recruited a local consultant on digitalization for the

training of trainers so that the trainers could learn more about the new module.

"My plan is to get the organization to sign up to do a lot of short courses on [digitalization], and then

we bring all this expertise together. We are also getting a digital consultant who will help with the

training of trainers." (Nairobi office 1)

In the project, Hand in Hand aims to enable more entrepreneurs to learn about advertising on social

media, but this involves increased costs connected to the internet and advertisements for the

entrepreneurs. To participate in Project Digital, participants must have a mobile phone or computer.

The employees expressed that it is difficult to demand this from people living in poverty, but

considering that this is an accelerator project and the beneficiaries chosen for the program are already

entrepreneurs from previous programs with profitable businesses who can lend money for buying a

mobile phone, Hand in Hand decided that this was reasonable.
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Program Progress and Reporting

As always, Hand in Hand monitors the pilot project throughout the process and will do a final

evaluation when it is finished. If the results are positive, the organization plans to integrate the new

module into the core accelerator program to enable more entrepreneurs to benefit from knowledge and

skills in digital solutions. Thus, the project allows experimentation that might reveal successful ways

to utilize digital components in Hand in Hand’s programs in the future.

“We want to learn from [the pilot] and see if it’s even possible for this to be applied in other projects

going forward. [...] At the moment, the information on how technology works is not being collected

systematically, so the best way to know that is by trial and error.” (Stockholm office 4)

The fact that Project Digital is a pilot within a fairly unknown area creates a demand for extensive

research and entails a risk regarding expected results. While results for standard projects can be

foreseen to a fairly large extent, this is more challenging for pilots. Because of this, it is more difficult

for Hand in Hand to promise specific results to donors for innovative pilot projects, which can

sometimes complicate finding interested donors.

“We can’t make ourselves dependent on a donor that wants certain results because this kind of project

requires that we develop a strategy, analyze where we are, take certain risks, and test things since we

haven’t done this before. [...] We can’t start investing in an innovative solution in a new location and

guarantee it will show results.” (Stockholm office 2)

4.2. Addressing Internal Challenges

The identified internal challenges that Hand in Hand is facing are financial and human resource

constraints, lack of knowledge within the organization, reallocation of experienced employees, and

challenges related to the distance and division of responsibilities between Sweden and Kenya.

The first identified challenge is financial resource constraints, which result from the dependency on

funding from donors. Hand in Hand’s donors control both the amount of money donated and in many

cases also the focus of the projects that they finance. Donors receive reports on the achieved impact of

projects they have financed. As many actors are recurring donors, good results in separate projects are

crucial for Hand in Hand to receive continued funding.

“[A donor might say] ‘this is what you should work with, we want reports’. Donors have clear

requirements. Not many say ‘here you have 7 million, we trust you’.” (Stockholm office 2)
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Staff time is another key challenge because regular operations and project implementations are human

resources heavy. Needs assessment is a component that requires significant resources without

necessarily contributing to project results as regular operations do. These resources are not always

available, constraining the capacity to launch new, innovative projects that require thorough

preparatory research. The challenge of time constraints is especially significant for new focus areas

and concepts, as they are more time-consuming than running familiar standard projects.

In the case of specific projects with new focus areas, such as digitalization currently, another internal

factor to consider is the absence of specific knowledge within the organization. Employees are

experienced in tasks such as educating entrepreneurs or managing projects but not necessarily in the

technical components of projects. Reallocation of experienced employees is also a challenge as new

employees need more training. This is solved by including experienced team members in projects and

complementing with new recruits and external partners that provide expertise in areas new to Hand in

Hand, thus, enabling the organization to explore new ground. However, hiring new employees or

consultants also requires money and time, which is often scarce.

“We’ll be hiring a consultant who has digital knowledge. [Digital is a new area] that [the Nairobi

office] is not on top of, so it’s better to have someone with that skill and take them on board as a

consultant.” (Stockholm office 1)

With Hand in Hand being a global organization, there are also some challenges related to the distance

and division of responsibilities between Kenya and Sweden. Some challenges include understanding

and agreeing on the most crucial needs in Kenya, which risks are worth taking and daring to be

completely honest regarding challenges. The latter is affected by the fact that the Stockholm office is a

critical link between the Nairobi office and part of the funding. The Stockholm office addresses this

challenge by attempting to create a safe and open atmosphere between office locations and

communicating that failure is accepted, especially when implementing innovative projects that include

testing.

“There can sometimes be fear about being upfront about what the real challenges are because [the

Stockholm office] sits on the money and speaks to donors. If [the local offices] say that something

went completely wrong, they might think that they will not get more funding.” (Stockholm office 2)
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4.3. Addressing External Challenges

The identified external challenges that Hand in Hand is impacted by can be categorized into structural,

ecological, and technological forces, which will be described below.

4.3.1. Structural Forces

Poverty and lack of access to financing are two major issues in Kenya, which are at the core of Hand

in Hand’s work. Poverty has multifaceted effects on the country and its people. An unstable and

dynamic economic environment with high inflation and population growth, and fluctuating markets,

make the environment a challenging one to operate in. Many trainers mention that entrepreneurs often

ask them for money and initially do not understand the benefits of education.

Some additional challenges are criminality, business informality, middlemen, and waste. Criminality is

a consequence that arises from poverty, which creates challenges, such as safety hazards for the

trainers. The NGO manages this by having a local person accompany the trainer to and from the

training sessions. Due to the informality of small businesses and the inability of entrepreneurs to

access markets, middlemen sometimes buy products at a very low price leaving low profits to

entrepreneurs, and then sell them expensively at the markets. Hand in Hand addresses this by helping

entrepreneurs get market certificates after training sessions. In Program Digital, they are also

experimenting with teaching entrepreneurs about digital tools that can help them skip the middlemen

and sell their products directly to end customers at a fair market price. Waste management is another

issue in Nairobi, and Hand in Hand is currently addressing it with a themed project on the topic. The

project teaches women to create a business by selling waste products, which is a way to use the

standard project structure and adapt it to address a significant problem in the local environment.

“How can we create wealth from waste? There are a lot of opportunities in waste management. We’ve

created 2000 jobs by establishing recycling centers, and through this, they can recycle plastic so we

can still make something out of it.” (Trainer 2)

Further, a representative from SIDA raised corruption as one of the most critical challenges in Kenya.

The issue ties into an unequal society governed by politics that maintain inequalities.

“People don’t mention it but it is very very important and it’s a bad thing: corruption. Corruption is

quite rampant in Kenya. Especially when it infiltrates the government [...]. It exists at all levels, from

the top to communities.” (SIDA)
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Another category of structural challenges is those connected to cultural heritage and human rights.

Cultural heritage can sometimes be harmful, keeping women from reaching an equal position in

society and forcing them to go through events such as child marriages or female genital mutilation.

Sometimes men also claim land from women despite this being illegal. Women, especially in rural

areas, often completely lack education about human rights.

"The issue of gender-based violence is quite prevalent here, and we are seeing new trends of the triple

threat in (1) high gender-based violence rates, (2) HIV, and (3) teenage pregnancy." (UN Women)

Hand in Hand currently addresses this issue by conducting a themed project on human rights issues.

They reach the most vulnerable women by identifying and contacting influential community

stakeholders, such as chiefs and elders, who act as champions after going through the Hand in Hand’s

education program.

Various political challenges were also prominent in many interviews. Elections in Kenya often lead to

instability and security issues, which leads to difficulties for trainers to reach beneficiaries. This is

difficult for Hand in Hand to control, but they plan around it. There are also issues resulting from

global politics that affect Kenya and the entrepreneurs whom Hand in Hand works with. For example,

the Russian war on Ukraine has impacted Kenya’s supply of cooking oil. To address this, Hand in

Hand is experimenting with a themed project training entrepreneurs to make a business out of

sunflower oil. In addition to addressing the shortage of imports, this innovative project is also more

climate resilient and contributes to biodiversity. Another example of a project connected to

biodiversity and sustainability is one where Hand in Hand is training entrepreneurs to make honey

through beekeeping. Ecological forces impacting Hand in Hand and climate-resilient solutions and

initiatives connected to them are described in more detail in the section below.

4.3.2. Ecological Forces

Especially during the past few years, drought and climate change have become some of the most

prominent external challenges, mentioned by more than half of the interviewees and on all

organizational levels. Extremely dry weather conditions directly impact lives, especially in rural areas

where agriculture depends entirely on natural rain. Drought also results in people migrating in search

of water, impacting Hand in Hand’s training programs when members leave.

“We have poverty issues and for now it is mainly because of the drought [...]. The current drought

pushes the resources to the extreme, where the animals also start dying [...]. More than 2 million

animals have already died during this prolonged drought.” (SIDA)
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As a response to the issue of climate change and drought, Hand in Hand encourages entrepreneurs to

diversify their businesses or shift into areas that are better suited for the changing environment. Two

examples of climate-resilient businesses mentioned above are oil production from sunflowers, which

requires less water than traditional methods, and beekeeping. The organization also teaches

entrepreneurs about agricultural techniques, provides loans for water tanks, and advocates for the

government to contribute by digging dams.

"We were taught that when things change, you need to quit and think further. [Our trainer] told us, if

this happens, just quit, and think of another thing." (Beneficiary 7)

To address the issue of climate change, which makes the environment less predictable, Hand in Hand

has also started to involve donors more in discussions and problem-solving. The risk that expected

results deviate due to unexpected climate shocks has increased, and reporting targets are also being

adjusted.

“[Issues resulting from climate change] should be identified as a risk from the beginning of the

project so that the donor may not expect us to report full targets when there is a drought or another

climate disaster." (Nairobi office 5)

The global COVID-19 pandemic was a shock with multifaceted and far-reaching effects. Firstly, the

pandemic and governmental restrictions directly impacted many entrepreneurs’ businesses. Secondly,

it impacted Hand in Hand’s ways of reaching entrepreneurs and reporting. During the pandemic, Hand

in Hand needed to remain agile in collaboration with donors maintaining a proactive dialogue.

COVID-19 acted as a catalyst for innovations and the organization identified learnings for the future,

which is one of the factors that led to the initiation of the pilot project Project Digital.

4.3.3. Technological Forces

Technological and digital development has been rapid during past years, and for instance, access to

electricity and the internet has become much more widespread. However, access to technology varies

greatly between regions and between rural and urban areas. The costs to buy smartphones and internet

bundles are still high for many, leading to increased inequalities. The challenge concerning access to

the internet and smartphones is still something that Hand in Hand is in the process of finding a

solution to. One possible option could be for their internal fund, which currently finances items such

as water tanks and irrigation systems, to finance digital tools as well. Another potential option is to

partner with a telecommunications company.
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In addition to access, lack of digital literacy and sometimes negative attitudes, even including fear of

these new solutions, are barriers to technology adoption in some areas. Hand in Hand is trying to

address this with its pilot project Project Digital. Despite some negative attitudes, most stakeholders

are, however, optimistic and even excited about incorporating digital elements, such as the use of

mobile phones and different platforms, into entrepreneurs’ businesses. These positive attitudes apply

to all levels of Hand in Hand, including beneficiaries, trainers, employees at branches and offices, and

donors.

“The smartphone is the best. It’s a computer with Internet, Google, WhatsApp groups and messages.

Technology is very good. If we can afford it, all of us will be very glad.” (Beneficiary 7)

Mobile money is a digital payment solution that has become well-established in Kenya. It works on

any phone, not only smartphones. The service has enabled entrepreneurs to make safe and reliable

transactions and do digital record-keeping. However, some entrepreneurs find the service a bit

expensive. The risk of fraud is also prominent.

As a further possibility, Hand in Hand is in the early stages of investigating if they can include

training on record keeping through digital platforms instead of on paper, as in the current standard

module. The benefits of digital record keeping are that entrepreneurs can get loans more easily

through mobile money after demonstrating reliable saving skills on the platform.

“We have worked with partners to see if we could introduce digitized record keeping. It has not

worked so far but we are still looking for opportunities.” (Nairobi 5)

There is also a relevant restricting technological force on the funding side. Interviews reveal that

focusing on technology does not come naturally in the charity sector. Many consider it strange to

focus on mobile phones before some of the most basic needs of beneficiaries have been met. Digital

solutions can enable better market access and, thus, continuity for beneficiaries’ businesses. However,

this connection is not always clear for donors and NGO employees in developed countries far from

where the impact is made.
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5. Analysis
This section analyzes the empirical data using the theoretical framework presented in section 2.2, to

answer the research question “How is focus allocated between exploitation and exploration in an

NGO that operates in a dynamic environment, and what are the explanations for this particular

allocation?”.

5.1. The NGO as a Part of an Open System

Hand in Hand is operating as a part of an open system where the organization’s environment plays a

vital role. By analyzing the empirical findings using the open systems model as a structure, the NGO’s

dependency on both inputs, feedback, and the environment is emphasized. Below is an illustration of

how Hand in Hand relates to the open systems model (Figure 9), followed by an elaboration of each

component.

Figure 9: Hand in Hand as a part of the open systems model.

Input

The key inputs of the NGO are funding, human resources, external partners, and beneficiaries. The

most prominent internal challenges are connected to constraints in the first two, namely human and

financial resources. The third input, external partners such as government agencies, often contribute

with their specific skills. By utilizing these actors for niche training, Hand in Hand can focus on their

core activities rather than having trainers specialize in technical expertise for themed projects, making
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operations more exploitative. External partners are, thus, a positive contributor rather than a

constraint. The beneficiaries are also an input as they are the ones “transforming” when going through

Hand in Hand’s training programs. Initially, they are people who live under the poverty line. After

having received training, the aim is for them to become entrepreneurs capable of supporting

themselves and their families. Empirical findings did not highlight them nor the external partners as

restrictions impacting ambidexterity. Therefore, the remainder of this section will explore the

challenges connected to funding and human resources in more detail.

Funding is the foundation of everything that Hand and Hand can do, as it finances the operations of

the entire organization. The organization has several donors of various kinds, such as corporations,

individuals, and government agencies. Operations are project-based and most funding is earmarked

toward projects with specific themes. The funders monitor and evaluate the impact of their donations,

which leads to the need for Hand in Hand to operate efficiently and prove that a clear impact has been

made due to a specific donation. This pressure to use money ethically toward the determined social

mission and close monitoring aligns with previous findings in the literature (Ebrahim, 2002; Khallouk

& Robert, 2018).

Human resources is the second critical input factor as the work that Hand in Hand does requires a lot

of manpower. Access to human resources in itself is important, and retention of employees who are

trained in Hand in Hand’s modules and ways of working, and that have become acquainted with their

entrepreneurs, is a valuable asset to the organization.

Throughput

Throughput refers to the organization’s operations and actions, in other words, where the inputs are

“processed”. Hand in Hand’s operations are project-based, which means that the organization’s

throughput consists of running projects and managing challenges through everyday operations. As

throughput incorporates the operations themselves, this is also the component that captures the

challenges of ambidexterity, which will be explored in detail in section 5.2.

Output

The aim of transforming inputs through specific actions and processes is to create meaningful outputs.

Identified key outputs are the executed projects themselves as well as increased knowledge both

among beneficiaries and within the organization, ultimately leading to an impact. This is an example

of the distinct relationship that the NGO has with its environment, as the output in the form of projects

and knowledge directly impacts targeted communities.
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Environment

In terms of the environment, Hand in Hand must constantly manage various ecological, technological,

and structural challenges while operating in a country that is developing quickly. Many challenges are

of an unpredictable kind, making the environment dynamic, in line with Dess & Beard’s (1984)

definition. Considering that Hand in Hand has a tight connection to its environment in terms of input,

throughput, and output and that the environment is dynamic, it is clear that the environment

significantly impacts the organization and its capability and needs to innovate.

Feedback

The feedback component of the model is crucial for capturing information on how Hand in Hand uses

knowledge about their outputs to relate to their external environment and subsequently learn which

initiatives and processes to reinforce, which ones to change or renew, and to identify needs or gaps

that could be filled with completely new initiatives. Hand in Hand works with feedback through

various processes, including observations done by trainers in the field, reporting by several

departments, surveys filled in by beneficiaries, and meetings where observations and improvement

suggestions are brought up and discussed. The external and internal challenges listed above further

pressure Hand in Hand to constantly evaluate and use feedback to ensure that continuous exploitative

processes are effective. However, they also require the organization to dare explore new options as

ways to respond to the changing environment in order to keep creating an impact.

5.2. Impact Maximization Through Ambidexterity

5.2.1. Why Ambidexterity?

NGOs aim to make as much of a positive impact as possible and are pressured to maximize impact per

dollar invested. Since donations and human resources are scarce, they need to be utilized effectively.

Innovation, which is often costly both in terms of time and financial resources, cannot receive too

much attention. This setting creates a natural shift towards exploiting existing ways of working and

running projects that have been proven successful, rather than focusing on exploring new

opportunities. Simultaneously, ambidexterity theory outlines that any organization, and even more so

one operating in a dynamic environment, such as Hand in Hand, needs to adapt and renew to stay

relevant in an ever-changing environment.

5.2.2. Exploitative Actions

Exploitation is required for organizations to be resource efficient, enabling more impact per dollar

invested. A project or initiative that is proven successful is popular among donors so that they can be

sure that the money they invest will lead to a positive impact. The core modules of projects are Hand
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in Hand’s “business as usual” and expertise and do not require much preparation. They are therefore

resource efficient and a clear example of exploitation.

The roles of feedback, monitoring, and evaluation are crucial in Hand in Hand’s exploitative actions.

These processes enable the organization to identify possible small, incremental improvements by

adapting existing programs. For example, when criminality rose in the location of a project in a slum,

Hand in Hand solved the problem by asking local entrepreneurs to accompany trainers to and from a

training location to keep them safe. The organization also incrementally improves its current projects

by adapting to the changing environments. For example, as drought has become more present, the

trainers have taught entrepreneurs to diversify their businesses to lower the risks of shocks impacting

their businesses.

The fact that Hand in Hand uses already successful entrepreneurs as mentors for their beneficiaries is

another example of an exploitative action. Mentors get little, if any, salary, making this a highly

resource-efficient way to transfer knowledge. However, the idea with mentorships is for beneficiaries

to “copy and paste” successful working methods, meaning earlier knowledge is exploited without

much questioning or room for innovation.

Overall, Hand in Hand’s standard implementation process (see section 4.1.3) builds on the aim to

maximize exploitation, which is very much in harmony to maximize the direct impact of especially

project-specific donations that emphasize exploitation. Even if the identified need can originate from

various parts of the organization, involving people from different teams in the proposal development

and conceptualization phases enables utilizing previous experiences and knowledge to a maximum.

The same applies to the implementation phase where program managers with experience from similar

projects are in charge.

5.2.3. Explorative Actions

Hand in Hand shows signs of exploration in various ways. For instance, the Stockholm office has

recruited fundraising employees who have a special innovative focus and are meant to explore how,

for example, digitalization could benefit Hand in Hand’s entrepreneurs through new initiatives.

Similarly, a consultant with expertise in digitalization is currently being hired in Kenya. These roles

enable increased innovation but also cost money, a scarce resource. The fact that ideas can be

generated by donors, i.e., external actors, also allows for new, more revolutionary ideas to emerge, in

contrast to ideas only being generated by feedback leading to iteration. Employee turnover can also

positively affect innovation when people with fresh perspectives enter the organization from the

outside.
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Another explorative approach Hand in Hand engages in is the implementation of new pilot projects

within areas that the organization initially lacks experience and internal expertise in. These can be

developed based on e.g., donor requests, reactions to external challenges, or ideas from employees.

For example, Hand in Hand launched a beekeeping project teaching beneficiaries to make honey as a

reaction to unpredictable weather. This project has a similar structure as their standard projects but is

an innovative solution to a critical challenge. Another example is Project Digital, which will be

discussed in more detail below.

Project Digital as a Case Example of Explorative Action

Project Digital emerged from three simultaneous forces. (1) Environmentally, the COVID-19

pandemic was a catalyst that required the organization to adapt to operate despite health risks and

government restrictions. (2) Donors specifically requested to contribute to a project related to

technology or digitalization. (3) The feedback from a previous project suggested that Hand in Hand

should include more digital elements in projects. These three aspects were then processed, resulting in

a new project referred to as Project Digital to enhance knowledge among entrepreneurs further and

teach Hand in Hand as an organization how digitalization can be incorporated. Figure 10 below

illustrates the development of the pilot project.

Figure 10: The emergence of Project Digital as a result of Hand in Hand operating as a
part of an open system.

Project Digital was an explorative pilot due to several reasons. First, Hand in Hand did not have

extensive previous knowledge or systematic research on how entrepreneurs might react to, and use,

digital components in their businesses. This meant that the project required more preparations, new
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competencies, as well as an increased dialogue between the different offices and donors on topics

such as what to incorporate into the initiative, what to expect, and how to best measure its success.

Second, the opportunity for digitalization was handled through an explicit “pilot project” not knowing

what the results would be. The project aimed to enable learning and possibly reveal a new way of

utilizing digital components in every standard project going forward. Investing in the integration of

digital components was not done to maximize the direct impact on each dollar invested in accordance

with the principles of exploitation, but rather to learn and experiment. Thus, Project Digital is a good

example of a project with multiple explorative dimensions. This being said, digitalization is not

necessarily a new concept for all organizations. However, it is new for Hand in Hand and its target

group; the beneficiaries.

Is it Really Explorative?

One of the reasons for launching Project Digital was feedback from a previous project. Previously in

the analysis, feedback was considered a tool for incremental improvement and categorized as an

exploitative action as it usually leads to adjustments of standard projects by using previous project

knowledge in the implementation process. This is also the case for the beekeeping example as the

project structure remained similar to the organization's standard program. Nevertheless, both projects

include clear explorative tendencies as they involve new expertise and require more resources and

preparation. Additionally, positive results cannot be ensured to the same extent as for standard

projects because the level of experience is lower in these projects.

5.2.4. Combining Exploration and Exploitation

To ensure the emergence of both exploitative and explorative actions, Hand in Hand has incorporated

tendencies of structural, contextual, as well as sequential ambidexterity. As mentioned in the literature

review, one reason for combining several forms is that organizations often face many different types

of environments. This is the case as different parts of Hand in Hand’s organization grapple with

divergent challenges. This section explores the tendencies of the three types of ambidexterity Hand in

Hand shows.

Tendencies of Structural Ambidexterity

Tendencies of structural ambidexterity, i.e., distinct organizational units dealing with either

exploration or exploitation, are first and foremost enabled by the fact that Hand in Hand’s work is

project-based. Separated projects with different project teams function as their own organizational

units where the aim of the project is scoped during the conceptualization phase; either a project can be

exploitative and run largely by incorporating different standard modules and practices, or it can be

used as a way to explore and pilot possible new ways of working. However, project-based operations
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also entail pressure for each project to provide positive results and maximize impact per dollar

invested. Essentially, Hand in Hand can be explorative but is highly dependent on funders. If they are

to explore, they need to find funders that are willing to invest in their pilot projects and take the risk

that these projects’ results may not be positive. If they, however, manage to find a more steady flow of

such donors, they have a high potential to be even more innovative and explorative.

Project Digital is an example that enables a high degree of exploration with explicit room for error. In

this case, the project is used to test how digitalization could be incorporated into training programs,

which may or may not be successful. This means that the project could either result in something

innovative that will be incorporated throughout training programs going forward, or be deemed

unnecessarily costly if it does not work out as intended. While this pilot project is ongoing, other

standard projects can be run in parallel as “separate organizational units” in a resource-efficient way,

enabling exploration and exploitation to happen simultaneously in different projects.

A second tendency of structural ambidexterity is the specific focus some of the fundraising employees

have on innovation in Sweden, which suggests that they are responsible for driving innovation in the

organization. This is an example of structural ambidexterity, and these people are, thus, able to push

for innovative initiatives. At the same time, most other parts of the organizations are tilted towards

exploitation through the iteration of existing projects and processes.

Third, as previously mentioned, ideas generated by donors enable a high degree of structural

separation, enabling ambidexterity. Since donors are not directly involved in daily operations and

challenges in the projects and the fields, they can freely generate innovative, even radical ideas, such

as Project Digital. The fact that many donors are based in countries far away from Hand in Hand’s

main operations, for instance, Kenya, further amplifies this structural distance. It should, however, not

be forgotten that this distance can also hinder innovation in some cases where donors do not

understand some of the beneficiaries’ needs, such as the need for mobile phones when picturing the

lives of people living under the poverty line. This could potentially delimit the effectiveness of this

form of structural ambidexterity.

Tendencies of Contextual Ambidexterity

Contextual ambidexterity refers to individuals combining both exploration and exploitation in a way

that makes them coexist (Turner et al., 2013). To manage this, individuals need to be able to divide

their focus and workload between exploitation and exploration (Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004). In Hand

in Hand’s case, especially people involved in the proposal development and conceptualization phases

must manage the challenge of ambidexterity contextually. They need to (1) find a good balance

between approving and developing exploitative and explorative projects, and (2) include exploitative
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and explorative elements in the projects that require both. For example, in the case of conceptualizing

Project Digital, a decision was first made to invest time and money into exploring the opportunity of

digitalization as a component. Secondly, a balance within the project was found concerning what core

program modules to maintain to reduce risk and increase resource efficiency, and which new elements

to incorporate.

Further, the role of the project managers is a great example of contextual ambidexterity. The same

project manager would often simultaneously manage projects that follow standard procedures, being

very exploitative, and others that are more explorative. This requires them to understand the different

characteristics of the projects and allocate their focus to optimize ambidexterity. However, there are

only a few project managers within the organizations, whereas the number of trainers with a more

narrow job description is higher. Trainers are, thus, more oriented toward execution, which limits the

possibilities for innovation through contextual ambidexterity.

Tendencies of Sequential Ambidexterity

Lastly, sequential ambidexterity constitutes exploitation and exploration as separate phases that are

sequenced over time, leading to a natural cycle where the focus between the two alternates (O’Reilly

& Tushman, 2013; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; Rothaermel & Deeds, 2004). The constant change in

environmental conditions is a reason why this alternation is needed. In the case of Hand in Hand,

many factors in the environment and donor interests are shifting over time, leading to the need for

some level of sequential ambidexterity in the organization. An example of this is the contribution of

donor requests to the emergence of Project Digital. However, Hand in Hand has incorporated

ambidexterity in its structures in a way that makes it constantly present, rather than something that is

displayed as a cycle where exploration and exploitation alternate.

Final Words on Combining Exploration and Exploitation

Hand in Hand shows tendencies of all three types of ambidexterity, but structural and contextual

ambidexterity are more prevalent compared to sequential. Despite all these tendencies, it is important

to conclude that although the organization works hard to incorporate systems and structures that

enable exploration, exploitation is still prioritized through Hand in Hand’s standard implementation

process and core modules, which constitute the majority of their operations. This verifies that

innovating and finding the time and space to explore new solutions can still be a challenge for NGOs.
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5.2.5. Explanatory Factors for Hand in Hand’s Focus Allocation

The question about why the NGO allocates more focus towards exploitation but still manages to

incorporate tendencies of exploration, can be summarized in the following reasons and is illustrated in

Figure 11.

First, the high dependency on resources in the form of donations creates a strong shift toward

exploitation. This is because it is in every donor’s interest to contribute to a documented impact from

their funds and see a tangible positive impact from their particular donation. With earmarked funds for

specific projects, the best way to achieve this is to utilize concepts and ways of working that have

been proven successful. This structure can in some instances hinder funding for innovation and limit

the ability to experiment with something new because it entails larger risks and does not necessarily

lead to a maximized impact per dollar invested in the same way as repeating a project that has

previously been deemed successful.

A second force shifting the organization toward exploitation is norms in the charity industry.

Focusing on innovative solutions, such as technology, is usually not seen as a natural choice when

donating funds when not even some of the most basic human needs such as food and water have been

met for beneficiaries. The connection between the two, through for instance technological gadgets

offering marketplaces and, thus, higher incomes for people, is not always clear.

On the other hand, some forces enable and incentivize exploration. First, the dynamic environment,

which has previously been described extensively, requires adaptation and innovation of different

kinds. Secondly, a general excitement to try new things that is apparent on all levels of the

organizations, reaching from donors to employees in Kenya and Sweden as well as beneficiaries,

creates a push towards exploration and innovation. This is a counterforce to the strong forces resulting

in exploitation.

Figure 11: Illustration of the explanatory factors for allocation of focus between exploitation
and exploration, resulting in ambidexterity, although with a significant shift toward exploitation.
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5.2.6. Summary of Findings

In order to understand how the organization allocates focus between exploitation and exploration,

Hand in Hand’s activities focusing on the two have been analyzed. In addition, explanations for this

allocation of focus have been presented. These findings are summarized below.

Concerning how the NGO was exploitative, activities connected to feedback, standardized processes,

and the use of mentors to leverage existing knowledge were identified. Firstly, Hand in Hand’s

thorough feedback, monitoring, and evaluation processes, enable the identification of incremental

improvement possibilities based on experiences both within the organization and in its environment.

Secondly, the organization’s standard implementation process is also developed to maximize

exploitation by avoiding the need to reinvent the wheel in terms of processes, and including

knowledgeable and experienced people in projects. Finally, the use of mentors is a way to transfer

already accumulated existing knowledge to beneficiaries and is, thus, an example of exploitation.

The NGO was simultaneously explorative by allocating an innovation focus to specific employees,

exploring ideas from external actors, and through pilot projects. More specifically, they incorporated

an explicit innovation focus in the responsibilities of specific employees at the Stockholm office and

hired a consultant with digital expertise in Kenya, which enables an isolated focus on innovation.

Secondly, allowing idea generation from donors who are not involved in daily operations, and

regularly hiring new employees enables the emergence of new ideas that are unrelated to earlier

experiences. Finally, Hand in Hand runs pilot projects with new focus areas in addition to their core

module projects to test new ideas and, subsequently, improve going forward, which is a way to create

conditions for ambidexterity.

How they achieved to be ambidextrous was by applying structural, contextual, and some sequential

ambidexterity in their operations. Structural ambidexterity has been incorporated through

project-based everyday operations, an explicit innovation focus in certain roles, and structurally

separated idea generation. Contextual ambidexterity is displayed especially by employees working

with proposal development and conceptualization and project managers who manage to alter between

exploration and exploitation when making decisions. Finally, elements of sequential ambidexterity are

required and incorporated due to the environment and donor interest shifting over time, which leads to

shifting between exploitation and exploration as separate phases in some instances. These examples

are incorporated as ways to increase exploration in an organization that allocates significantly more

focus to exploitative actions than explorative ones.
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This mapping and analysis of activities show that Hand in Hand is more exploitative than explorative

in their operations. The reason why they are more exploitative is the high dependency on resources in

the form of donations and norms in the charity industry. This being said, Hand in Hand still has

explorative activities. This is because they operate in a dynamic environment and there is a general

excitement to try new things in the organization.
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6. Conclusion
This thesis aims to answer the following two-fold research question: “How is focus allocated between

exploitation and exploration in an NGO that operates in a dynamic environment, and what are the

explanations for this particular allocation?”. The goal of the study was to contribute to ambidexterity

theory by applying it to the unique context of NGOs using a single-case study. To achieve this and

emphasize the critical role that the NGO’s environment plays in the context, an open systems

approach, and more specifically the open systems model, was utilized as a frame for the analysis. This

approach allowed the study to encompass the framework’s components as a starting point when

analyzing the organization’s ability to be ambidextrous.

To answer the first part of the research question about how focus is allocated the study found that

Hand in Hand engages in both exploitation and exploration and is, thus, ambidextrous. However, the

organization’s main focus is on exploitation. This result was found by identifying and analyzing the

organization’s exploitative and explorative actions, shedding light on how resources are allocated

between the two. Considering that the standard implementation process and core modules represent a

majority of all operations, the study concludes that exploitation is more prominent, although many

examples of explorative actions were also found.

The identified explanations for this particular allocation, the second part of the research question,

have been illustrated in Figure 11 in section 5.2.5. In summary, the allocation can be explained by

resource dependency, norms and attitudes, and a dynamic environment. Firstly, the organization is

highly dependent on resources in the form of donations, and secondly, norms in the charity industry

hinder innovation to some extent. As mentioned, the organization manages to incorporate several

explorative actions despite this. The main identified forces driving exploration are, first, the very

dynamic environment that Hand in Hand operates in, and secondly, the excitement for innovation

among involved stakeholders on all levels. Together, these factors explain Hand in Hand’s allocation

of focus between exploitation and exploration.

The academic contributions and practical implications of these findings, as well as the study’s

limitations and suggestions for further research, will be discussed in the next section.
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7. Discussion

7.1. Theoretical Contributions

The findings of this study contribute to the literature within (1) organizational ambidexterity, and (2)

NGOs, and highlights the role of the environment. Previous research on ambidexterity is extensive,

but this study applies the theory in a context that has previously received little attention. A great

extent of current research has focused on private sector organizations whose resources, stakeholders,

and incentives differ from those of NGOs. The study aimed to fill the research gap of applying

ambidexterity theory to NGOs in dynamic environments.

This study concludes that Hand in Hand, an organization that operates in a dynamic environment, is

ambidextrous, aligning with what existing literature deems important for performance (see section

2.1.1). Further, environmental dynamism has been concluded to be one of the main drivers of

exploration, which is what Hand in Hand is displaying less of in its quest to be ambidextrous. In

conclusion, the study contributes to the theory by strengthening these findings. Previous literature also

suggests that ambidexterity is more effective in organizations with a lot of resources. However, the

literature on NGOs (summarized in section 2.1.2), in turn, reveals that NGOs often operate in

dynamic environments, but also that they often have scarce resources. The literature review, therefore,

suggests that ambidexterity would provide a lot of value for NGOs, but also that achieving it could be

difficult due to resource constraints. This study did not attempt to evaluate the effectiveness or value

of ambidexterity for the NGO but rather analyze how it is incorporated and why the allocation of focus

toward exploitation and exploitation looks like it does. It does, however, contribute by indicating that

ambidexterity can be achieved in the context of an NGO as well, although exploitation is more

dominant.

Further, the study contributes to the theory of ambidexterity by applying it to a unique context and by

outlining some ways in which structural, contextual, and sequential ambidexterity can be achieved in

the context of an NGO. As many new studies have revealed, the three forms can be used in

combination to incorporate various types of exploitative and explorative actions, which Hand in Hand

is doing.

Research on NGOs is an area with only a limited number of studies within innovation. Specifically,

the trade-off between exploitation and exploration that ambidexterity incorporates and that NGO

managers must make in their work has previously been unexplored. These are areas that this study

contributes to by using Hand in Hand as a case example..
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Finally, one factor that the NGO needs to consider is its dynamic environment with which it is highly

intertwined. To capture these additional perspectives, ambidexterity theory was applied through an

open systems approach, specifically with the open systems model. This approach, viewing

organizations as a part of their environments, is considered self-evident in academia today, which is

why no direct contribution to open systems as a theoretical field was attempted. However, the

framework allowed the authors to structurally consider external factors and emphasize the perspective

that organizations operate in open systems. With this framework, the study could carefully incorporate

how the environment and feedback influence the level of exploration and exploitation in the

organization, as well as how the input of resources both hinders and enables the NGO to explore and

exploit.

7.2. Managerial Implications

The findings of this study practically contribute to NGOs as their managers can use the insights as

guidance for ways to incorporate ambidexterity in their organizations that operate in dynamic

environments. This can enable more NGOs to innovate and make a greater social impact while

remaining resource efficient. As there is limited research on innovation in NGOs, this study can give

them more courage to experiment and explore despite having scarce, strictly controlled resources. In

addition to presenting ways to incorporate ambidexterity in an NGO context, the study provides an

understanding of what explanatory factors drive exploitation and exploration, respectively, which can

help managers in NGOs understand the tension better and, thus, make more sound decisions.

Secondly, the NGO Hand in Hand was used as an example of an organization working in a dynamic

environment and being highly impacted by its external environment. As essentially all organizations

are impacted by their environments and several organizations work in dynamic environments, these

organizations can also learn and be inspired by the findings of this study. Although the applicability of

findings cannot be guaranteed for other organizations, many of the described ways to incorporate

exploitative and explorative actions and the explanatory factors for allocation of focus can be

considered in many organizations operating under similar conditions.

7.3. Limitations and Generalizability of the Study

As discussed in the literature review (2.1), NGOs differ from for-profit organizations. It is, therefore,

crucial to note that this study aimed to apply ambidexterity theory on NGOs, specifically, and that

applicability to other organizations may be limited. The special characteristics of NGOs outlined

earlier imply limitations of the applicability of the study’s findings to organizations in the public and

private sectors. NGOs have different goals, priorities, and resources compared to other organizations.
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They operate with distinct financial constraints by being dependent on donors to implement their

day-to-day operations and projects. This leads to uncertainties and impacts the strategic investments

and priorities they set for future development. NGOs also manage different stakeholders compared to

private and public sector organizations as they work with vulnerable people and other actors, such as

the government and other NGOs, in addition to their donors. The main goal of NGOs is to contribute

to a positive social impact, which influences the managers’ priorities of resource allocation and

trade-offs between long-term and short-term impact compared to for-profit organizations. Considering

that managers need to consider these factors when strategically combining exploitation and

exploration, the differences limit the applicability of the findings to private and public sector

organizations to some extent. Drawing conclusions for other organizations should, thus, be done

cautiously.

This study includes additional limitations connected to the methodology and data collection that the

reader should consider and be aware of. Firstly, the study was purely qualitative involving interviews

with 27 participants and five observations. This limits the generalizability of the findings in

comparison to studies that are quantitative and cover a greater sample size. Additionally, the research

was a single-case study, meaning that the conclusions are based only on one NGO operating in a

specific context. However, this approach enabled the study to gain a deep understanding of the

phenomenon and the identified patterns concerning the NGO’s approach to exploring and exploiting

can provide valuable insights to organizations in similar contexts.

Finally, the studied external environment of the NGO was delimited to Kenya, a dynamic location that

is developing at a fast rate while being exposed to several external challenges. The location is not

representable to all dynamic environments, but other NGOs operating in locations with similar

conditions can, thus, benefit from the findings.

7.4. Future Research

Although the theoretical field of ambidexterity has been extensively researched, it can be further

strengthened by studies in a wider array of contexts, which is one of the main academic contributions

of this study. This is, however, only one study in one specific context, meaning that there is most

likely more to discover in different contexts, including organizations in the public sector and other

organizations in the third sector. Additionally, a distinct quality of Hand in Hand is that it is

project-based. All NGOs do not necessarily have a similar structure, which calls for future research on

whether this factor impacts the findings to a large extent and if they apply to other NGOs as well. The

same applies to NGOs operating in other environments, as Kenya differs from other countries and
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environments that many NGOs operate in. Investigating patterns for similar organizations but in

different contexts would therefore contribute to greater generalizability.

Furthermore, this study can be complemented with quantitative studies covering a greater sample size

and region. This would enable a broader understanding of how managers in NGOs combine

exploitation and exploration in various contexts, providing a deeper understanding and further insights

that apply to a broader set of organizations and environments. This way, future research could further

contribute to both the theoretical area of ambidexterity and NGOs in dynamic environments, as well

as to practical takeaways for how NGOs can create an even greater impact.

Finally, this study finds that the case NGO displays several exploitative and explorative tendencies.

The aim was, however, not to examine whether ambidexterity contributes to improved performance.

As mentioned in the literature review, scholars largely agree that ambidexterity correlates with

improved firm performance, but this has not been studied in the context of NGOs. Thus, a final

interesting area for further research is whether or not, and to which extent, ambidexterity contributes

to performance through increased positive social impact for NGOs.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Overview of Interviews and Observations

Interview date Pseudonym Location Country Type Mode

2023-02-13 Stockholm office 1 Stockholm office Sweden Interview Online

2023-02-14 Stockholm office 2 Stockholm office Sweden Interview In person

2023-02-15 Stockholm office 3 Stockholm office Sweden Interview In person

2023-02-22 Trainer 1 Branch Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-22 Trainer 2 Branch Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-22 Trainer 3 Branch Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-22 Trainer 4 Branch Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-22 Nairobi office 6 Nairobi office Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-22 Observation 1 Branch Kenya Observation In person

2023-02-23 Beneficiary 1 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-23 Beneficiary 2 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-23 Beneficiary 3 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-23 Beneficiary 4 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-23 Observation 5 Field Kenya Observation In person

2023-02-27 Nairobi office 1 Nairobi office Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-27 Nairobi office 2 Nairobi office Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-27 Nairobi office 3 Nairobi office Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-27 Nairobi office 4 Nairobi office Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-27 UN Women United Nations Kenya Interview In person

2023-02-28 Nairobi office 5 Nairobi office Kenya Interview Online

2023-02-28 SIDA Swedish Embassy Kenya Interview In person

2023-03-01 Trainer 5 Branch Kenya Interview In person

2023-03-01 Beneficiary 10 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-03-01 Beneficiary 5 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-03-01 Beneficiary 6 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-03-01 Beneficiary 7 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-03-01 Beneficiary 8 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-03-01 Beneficiary 9 Field Kenya Interview In person

2023-03-06 Observation 2 Branch Kenya Observation In person

2023-03-06 Observation 3 Branch Kenya Observation In person

2023-03-06 Observation 4 Field Kenya Observation In person

2023-03-07 Stockholm office 4 Stockholm office Sweden Interview Online
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Appendix 2: Overview of Core Module Program

1) The first step focuses on group mobilization and the trainers educate the members on basic

record keeping, group collaboration and, if necessary, math and writing.

2) The second step concerns savings and business mobilization. The members start a collective

savings process called merry-go-rounds. This is when each member contributes a small sum

every week and lends the collected money to a member in the group. At the next weekly

meeting, the money is paid back, the money collection grows and the next person borrows it.

3) The third step is entrepreneurship. The members start their own businesses, learn how to

create a business plan and keep more advanced records.

4) The fourth step involves how to manage a budget, avoid overborrowing, and financial

planning. The trainers can now link the members to micro-finance institutions.

Additional steps include business expansion through e.g. packaging and marketing, and

helping the entrepreneurs to get certificates to enter the formal market. The project structure

and length vary for each project.
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