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Bricolage, Mode Ambidexterity and Substitute Innovation :
Multiple Case Studies of SMEs in China
ZHANG Jianqi' AN Wenwen' YOU Chengde?* WU Liang'
(1. Sun Yat-sen University, Guangzhou, China; 2. Jimei University, Xiamen, Fujian, China)

Abstract: Different from the existing “exogenous approaches” (i. e. imitative innovation or coop-
erative innovation) , this study proposes an “endogenous approach” of innovation to argue bricolage as
a way to facilitate SMEs” substitute innovation. Based on mode ambidexterity theory, we argue brico-
lage as a combination of “conception exploration” and “resource exploitation” to promote innovation
through organizational learning and balance mechanism. Through the comparative study of three clas-
sical SMEs, we find that SMEs can improve their innovation through enhancing their bricolage think-
ing/orientation to increase their mode ambidexterity of conceptual exploration and resource exploita-
tion. Different level of mode ambidexterity balance can lead to different innovation outcomes for these
firms. “High-High mode” (high resource exploitation and high conceptual exploration) can bring bril-
liant innovation. While “High-Low” mode (high resource exploitation and low conceptual explora-
tion) is more easily leading to “just so so” innovation. Differing from engineering mindset, substitute
innovation, as a result of bricolage., is more substandard, quick and low-cost.
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