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Human capital management and
the ambidextrous organisation

In a difficult financial climate, it is essential
that organisations grow and innovate.
However, at the same time they need to be
lean and efficient to survive. Balancing the
two requires organisational ambidexterity.
The question is how to build it. 

Henley’s Knowledge Management Forum
explored five case studies of organisations
identified as wishing to be more
ambidextrous. It identified the conditions
required and produced a number of
recommendations for building the
capability within any organisation.



Many of us feel torn between getting on with the job and finding time to develop new ideas.

Increasingly, in a difficult economic environment, survival requires an organisation to do both at

the same time: in other words, to be ambidextrous. 

The research by Henley’s Knowledge Management Forum examined five organisations that

provided insights into what an ambidextrous organisation looks like in practice. These

organisations were trying to create an environment that encouraged and supported everyone to

be both more efficient and more innovative. An examination of these very different

organisations revealed common themes, demonstrating that an ambidextrous environment is

created through investments in people, in building relationships, and in establishing structures

and processes that support knowledge exploitation and exploration. These are underpinned by

efforts to engage people so that they can use their judgement to handle the inevitable tensions.

Balancing exploiting and exploring knowledge

The organisations all recognised the importance of this balance.

Various activities were being used by the case study organisations.

They invested in people: one organisation, for example, appointed

local knowledge sharing advocates to act as a channel for more

widespread knowledge sharing. They invested in relationships, for

example by inviting external participants to join communities of

practice to introduce new ways of looking at issues. 

They also invested in processes. Communities of practice and

networks were widely viewed as one of the most important

approaches to achieve ambidexterity. They enable the re-use of good

practices, give people access to new ways of looking at things to

stimulate new thinking, establish relationships across organisational

boundaries, help people identify with others, and allow them to

make visible their knowledge and expertise, supporting engagement

and development.

Creating an ambidextrous environment

The organisations employed structures and processes to build an environment conducive to

ambidexterity. At the same time they recognised that employees need to be sufficiently engaged

and developed to handle inevitable tensions. There was a variety of initiatives to build engagement.

Science_Org faces a tension between the fact it has a business focus on creativity and

innovation and at the same time it must improve efficiency. Historically, the organisation has

been structurally ambidextrous through separate research and manufacturing activities. The

current initiatives show a trend towards creating an environment that supports a more

integrated approach to ambidexterity across all parts of the organisation.  
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Collaboration, insight … practical value

This report is drawn from a research project carried out by Henley’s Knowledge

Management Forum led by Christine van Winkelen of Henley Business School and Jon

Harman of Syngenta.  Participants included MWH, Detica, the Financial Services Authority

and The NHS Information Centre.

“3M nearly destroyed their culture of

innovation with over-zealous application

of Six Sigma. One employee said ‘It’s as if

we thought we could shrink our way to

greatness!’  3M’s lack of ambidexterity is a

cautionary tale that we should all write on

a Post-it note and stick to our desks.”  

Chris Collison, consultant in knowledge management

and organisational learning



Communities of practice are a major initiative to stimulate knowledge

sharing for both re-use and innovation. A long-term culture change and

leadership training programme is being used to build relationships,

develop broader understanding of the organisation and create space

for thinking about the future. In addition, physical spaces have been set

up around the organisation to encourage cross-function interaction.

Engineering_Services is a global engineering consultancy. Innovative

thinking is at the core of the business proposition, while cost efficiencies

are essential. Managers make conscious efforts to promote both

standardisation (tools and templates for standard work) and innovation

(posing deliberate challenges) and to communicate the reasons to help

people work with the tensions. Knowledge communities are mature and

embedded. The tensions are acknowledged explicitly and practices are

designed to maintain attention to both knowledge exploration and

knowledge exploitation simultaneously.

Utility operates in a highly regulated environment. Maintaining quality

standards and managing costs carefully are the priority. However, the

vision to improve overall performance significantly means that

innovation is increasingly valued. Particular attention is being paid to

employee engagement to enable them to meet their objectives.

Within Public_Services the need for a more balanced approach to knowledge exploitation and

exploration is acknowledged, to maintain current services and find new ways of working.

Communities of interest and practice and collaborative zones are being established to improve

knowledge flows. Long-term planning is challenging well-established practices and thinking.

Extensive communication is being used to address historically poor engagement survey ratings.

The Govt_Dept tends towards being better at knowledge exploration and innovation rather than

the exploitation of current knowledge. Process and technology-based initiatives are in place to

improve the retention and sharing of existing knowledge. Communication and improving line

manager skills in managing people are priorities to support employee engagement.

Engagement

Employee engagement had attention in all of the organisations.

Managers were being trained, helped and expected to support people

to improve engagement with their work. The approaches to

improving engagement included internal communication

programmes and setting and widely communicating strategic goals.

Attention is paid to individual needs through activities such as active

communities of practice or networks to allow people to contribute

more widely and showcase their talents.

Engagement was commonly measured. Engagement surveys and

follow-up mechanisms were employed to show action as a result of

the feedback. Engagement coaches work with the managers of teams

with low engagement survey ratings. There are toolkits of

approaches for managers to use to improve engagement, and

organisations tracked country and industry norms for engagement

and benchmarks for company results.

© Henley Business School 2011                                                                       3

Human capital management and the ambidextrous organisation

“Since 2003 we have been running a

project to put employees in touch with

their feelings and be more ‘right-brained’.

We have also gone heavily into networking,

with virtual networks, face-to-face meetings

and innovation zones where people can

communicate across organisational or

geographical boundaries.”

Jon Harman, head of knowledge, lawn and garden

research and development, Syngenta  

“We have two drivers: we need to do

more for less and we need to develop

clever ideas to maintain our position in

the market. So we have produced

standard tools and processes to speed up

the repetitive work, leaving our engineers

with more time to spend on the

interesting, innovative stuff.”  

Sarah Grimwood, E-A knowledge manager, MWH Global
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Delivering value from human capital

Three groups of people must work together to coordinate and integrate both existing and new

knowledge and to sustain employee engagement: managers, human resource managers and

knowledge managers. The relationships between all three parties need to be effective to

optimise the overall value delivered from human capital. The extent to which this was achieved

within the case studies varied enormously. 

In the most positive example, there was a seamless relationship with extensive open

communication. This seemed to arise because the organisation’s overall vision and objectives

were very clear and both functions were highly aligned with these. In general, the relationship

was helped when the knowledge manager communicated well and proactively with human

resources colleagues on a personal level.

There were ways in which human resources and knowledge managers were working together to

develop human capital and create an environment to support ambidexterity. These included:

preparing competency profiles together, integrating knowledge sharing behaviours into

objectives and competency profiles, peer assists, retrospectives and exit interviews being linked

to human resources checklists when people move posts.

Developing ambidexterity is about valuing and recognising the importance of both knowledge

exploration and exploitation. Realising the full value of human capital to the organisation

through encouraging engagement and investing in people, relationships, and structures and

processes is the way to achieve this. For this to be successful human resources, knowledge

management functions and line managers need to work together effectively.
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Henley Business School

Founded in 1945, by business for business. Henley’s full-service portfolio extends from undergraduate and postgraduate degree

programmes to a world-renowned executive education offer, from cutting-edge research spanning a broad range of fields to

specialist consultancy services.  Henley develops leaders to make the right choices: right for themselves, right for their organisations

and right for the wider community in which they exist.

Henley Knowledge Management Forum

The Henley Knowledge Management Forum, founded in 2000, is an internationally recognised centre of excellence in knowledge

management. As a membership-based community, it is a magnet for leading business practitioners, world-class academics and

thought leaders who collaborate to develop insights, understanding and practical guidance on knowledge management.

To discuss the benefits of membership for your organisation, contact Professor Jane McKenzie +44 (0)1491 571454 or Dr Christine

van Winkelen +44 (0)1628 486849. 

For more information visit www.henley.reading.ac.uk/kmforum

or email kmadmin@henley.reading.ac.uk for an information pack.
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