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Objective: This study aims to conceptualize ambidextrous leadership in
educational and higher education organizations, exploring its impact on fostering
creativity, innovation, and regional engagement.

Methodology: The research employs a qualitative approach, conducting a
systematic review of studies on ambidextrous leadership and synthesizing findings
on the concept, characteristics, and specialized skills associated with ambidextrous
leadership in universities. The review follows PRISMA guidelines, using
databases such as Web of Science, SCOPUS, and Magiran to identify and analyze
relevant literature.

Findings: The study identifies ambidextrous leadership as encompassing three
core areas: the concept of ambidextrous leadership, its specific characteristics in
higher education, and the specialized skills necessary for university settings. Key
aspects include balancing exploration and exploitation, flexibility, team
collaboration, and macro-level management. Ambidextrous leadership supports
universities in advancing regional socio-economic growth, promoting innovation,
and adapting to dynamic conditions by encouraging both traditional academic
functions and community-based roles.

Conclusion: Ambidextrous leadership enables universities to simultaneously
pursue diverse missions, balancing traditional academic roles with regional and
entrepreneurial functions. This adaptability positions universities to meet modern
socio-economic demands, enhancing their influence on local and global scales.
However, implementing ambidextrous leadership requires substantial structural
and managerial adaptation, highlighting a need for further empirical research on
its application in academia.

Keywords: Ambidextrous Leadership, Higher Education,
Development, University Management, Systematic Review.
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1 Introduction

n today's competitive world, the growth of an

organization depends on its ability to effectively develop
and implement innovative ideas (Babu & Kushwaha, 2024;
Babu et al., 2024). Therefore, organizations expect
innovative work from their employees to sustain themselves
in the market. Innovative work behavior encourages
individuals to showcase their innovative ideas and thoughts
(Karimi et al., 2023). Additionally, a strong motivation for
innovation among employees can foster an atmosphere that
supports and encourages innovative work conditions (Babu
et al., 2024). Employees are more likely to propose
innovative ideas and solutions when they believe these are
essential for the organization (Tan et al., 2023). Conversely,
low motivation among employees may hinder innovative
work behavior (Kushwaha, 2021; Kushwaha et al., 2022).

Thus, leadership plays a critical role in motivating
employees towards innovative work and discovering new
ideas and solutions (Al-Shami et al., 2023). In this regard, an
ambidextrous leadership approach can positively influence
motivation and encouragement, making employees feel they
are contributing significantly to organizational growth
(Kushwaha, 2021; Kushwaha et al., 2022). A leader with
ambidextrous capabilities can also enhance organizational
flexibility by balancing the requirements for adaptability and
effectiveness with the need for change and adaptation (Babu
et al., 2024). The term "ambidextrous leadership" refers to a
leader’s ability to balance and integrate contrasting or
divergent tendencies to foster innovation and growth
(Mohiya & Sulphey, 2021). This includes managing both the
present and the future, exploring new opportunities while
optimizing ongoing operations (Kafetzopoulos, 2022, 2023).
An ambidextrous leader can create an environment of
creativity and innovation throughout the organization by
allocating resources to develop new ideas and encouraging
experimentation (Elsamani & Kajikawa, 2023).

Ambidextrous leadership typically encompasses two sub-
concepts: open and closed behaviors (Jiang et al., 2023). By
balancing both behaviors, ambidextrous leaders can
cultivate an organizational culture that simultaneously
enhances and develops new ideas, leading to long-term
success and growth (Amiri et al., 2023). The ambidextrous
leadership theory suggests that a leader's engagement with
both open and closed behaviors increases followers'
exploratory and exploitative behaviors, ultimately
enhancing innovative outcomes (Klonek et al., 2023).
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Academic institutions focus on creating and
disseminating knowledge, making innovative approaches
crucial for addressing emerging challenges. However, a lack
of sufficient innovative practices among academic staff
hinders institutional growth and competitiveness. To excel
in their roles and meet the demands of 21st-century higher
education, academic staff should embrace technology-based
learning, promote research collaboration, foster inclusive
environments, and cultivate an entrepreneurial mindset.
Most academic staff do not engage in innovative research
projects, technology-driven teaching and learning activities,
or intrapreneurial initiatives (Kebede et al., 2024).
Contemporary universities’ activities in teaching processes,
research and development, and scientific project execution
form an essential part of the economic environment and
should act as drivers of civilizational development.
Universities face a rapidly changing environment due to
technological advancements and increased competition,
requiring constant adaptation and innovation (Sliz &
Dobrowolska, 2023). In recent years, there has been an
increasing recognition of the need to move away from
traditional university models towards more entrepreneurial
and innovative ones that better respond to the needs of
modern society (Kasavin, 2021).

University management solutions include concepts such
as the entrepreneurial university, the engaged university
(Thomas et al., 2023), or the ambidextrous university. Over
the past decade, universities have increasingly become
ambidextrous organizations, aligning both academic and
commercial missions (Sliz & Dobrowolska, 2023). The
literature acknowledges the entwinement of the
entrepreneurial university's assumptions with those of
ambidexterity (Thomas et al., 2023). The developing model
of a multi-skilled university, where universities fulfill both
economic and social missions through education, research,
and engagement (Thomas et al., 2023), is also noteworthy.
Ambidextrous universities refer to institutions that can both
explore potential opportunities and enhance the learning
process. The core components of the ambidextrous academic
approach, identified through publications, include
knowledge transfer and innovation generation. Many works
highlight the knowledge management aspect, with a
particular emphasis on knowledge management and transfer
processes within an organization (Cabeza-Pullés et al.,
2020). According to Cabeza-Pulles et al. (2020), based on a
sample review of 249 research group managers at a public
university, only knowledge absorption has a positive and
significant impact on innovation ambidexterity (Cabeza-
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Pullés et al., 2020). This should be understood to mean that
developing knowledge absorption processes stimulates
innovation ambidexterity in universities. The innovation
aspect fostered by the exploratory layer is, in turn, illustrated
in the literature (Thomas et al., 2023).

Thus, ambidextrous leaders who can competently
improve the two essential aspects of organizational
performance in the current world—exploitation and
exploration—are considered a competitive advantage and a
key success factor in organizations. Ambidextrous leaders
establish a thoughtful balance between exploitation and
exploration, taking into account environmental dynamics as
well as the internal requirements of the organization. They
believe that the relationship between leadership behavior
and organizational performance is not linear or formulaic,
effective in all situations, but rather that the conscious
movement of the organization between construction and
innovation ensures adaptation to the environment, thereby
enhancing organizational performance (Mohtaram &
Pakbaz, 2023). Therefore, understanding the characteristics
and concept of ambidextrous leaders is essential for guiding
organizations in dynamic and interactive environments. The
present study aimed to identify and examine components
related to ambidextrous leadership in universities by
reviewing existing sources and literature on the concept and
components of ambidextrous leaders. The outcome of this
work can provide valuable information to managers and
organizational development planners in educational
organizations, especially in higher education, to enhance
leadership skills in line with organizational and
environmental requirements.

2 Methods and Materials

This study is a qualitative research project that employs a
systematic review approach, synthesizing existing studies on
the components of ambidextrous leadership within
educational and higher education organizations. The present
research adopts the PRISMA guidelines proposed by
Tranfield et al. (2003). These systematic review guidelines
are considered comprehensive and are widely used by
management researchers. Tranfield et al. (2003) suggest a
three-stage process for conducting a systematic literature
review: the planning stage, the review stage, and the
reporting stage (Tranfield et al., 2003).

Planning Stage: The planning stage is the first step in
conducting a systematic literature review as suggested by
Tranfield et al. (2003). In this phase, the authors closely
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followed the protocols and guidelines outlined in Tranfield
et al. (2003) to establish a clear direction for the process and
method of systematic review. First, simple research
questions were formulated to define and narrow down the
study’s objectives. These questions served as an anchor
point for the scope of the systematic review (Tranfield et al.,
2003).

Second, the study was conducted following the guidelines
provided by management researchers, who selected research
databases to search for and extract high-quality, relevant
literature. These databases include Web of Science and
SCOPUS, both of which contain high-quality academic
literature. For Persian articles, data from Magiran were also
utilized. Additionally, to support this study's rigor, only
research articles in English and Persian were included.
Third, the extraction of relevant literature from the research
databases was heavily dependent on the chosen set of
keywords. It is recommended that researchers use keywords
that help retrieve literature pertinent to the research
questions being addressed (Paul et al., 2017). Relevant and
appropriate keywords were also crucial for filtering out
unrelated literature that falls outside the study’s scope.

Review Stage: The present study executed the review
stage, during which all steps designed in the planning phase
were followed as depicted in Figure 1. The first step
involved using the developed keywords to search existing
literature in Magiran, Web of Science, and SCOPUS
databases. Researchers used these keywords alongside the
AND and OR operators, resulting in 383 articles extracted
after limiting the search to research articles written in
English and Persian. Furthermore, researchers used the
bibliometrix tool developed by Aria and Cuccurullo (2017).
Bibliometrix is an advanced tool for bibliometric data
analysis from Web of Science, SCOPUS, and other major
academic databases. Built on the powerful R programming
language, the bibliometrix tool aids in extracting relevant
bibliometric results with suitable interactive visualizations.
Using simple code executed in the bibliometrix R library, the
researcher removed 58 duplicate publications, resulting in
195 entries. However, the primary results indicated that 383
articles were initially extracted, but bibliometric analysis
retained only 195 articles after removing duplicates. Further
investigation revealed that bibliometrix filtered out
publications lacking quality and standards, thereby
simplifying the data filtering process. Additionally, using
bibliometrix, this study conducted various descriptive
analyses of the extracted publications after removing
duplicates. A comprehensive analysis of the obtained
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research articles was conducted by thoroughly reviewing
each article’s abstract. Articles that significantly examined
ambidextrous innovation in project management using any
research design—qualitative, guantitative, or
experimental—were retained, while others were excluded.
After applying such criteria, 139 articles were excluded, as
they did not significantly discuss ambidextrous innovation
or did not address the contexts of education, higher
education, and educational leadership. After this step, 56
articles remained. Each article was carefully reviewed by the
researchers, and 28 more articles were excluded for failing
to address the research questions. This resulted in a review
based on 71 research articles. Each of the 28 articles was
reviewed using a comprehensive review framework,
designed to evaluate each article’s relevance to the research
questions and to extract recommendations for future
researchers to advance ambidextrous innovation in higher
education.

Reporting Stage: Following Tranfield et al. (2003)
guidelines, the present study divided the reporting of results

Table 1
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into two stages. The first stage of result reporting includes
descriptive statistics of the research publication data, which
were extracted from SCOPUS and Web of Science. Most
descriptive results were obtained using the bibliometrix
library in R. The second stage includes findings obtained
from a comprehensive review of each relevant article to
address the developed research questions and identify future
research recommendations.

3 Findings and Results

In this study, the concept and characteristics of
ambidextrous leadership were examined in three main
aspects: the concept of ambidextrous leadership, the
characteristics of ambidextrous leaders, and specialized
skills in the university domain within educational and higher
education organizations. Table 1 provides a summary of the
findings derived from studies in the areas under review.

Summary of Findings from the Literature Review for Conceptualizing Ambidextrous Leadership in Educational and Higher Education

Organizations

Main Codes Sub-Codes Initial Codes

Sample Sources Extracting Codes

Concept of
Ambidexterity

Exploration Identifying new
opportunities

Knowledge creation and
future opportunities
analysis

Providing unique ideas
and capabilities

Emphasis on profitability
Performing past tasks
Extracting existing
capabilities

Selecting and refining
organizational capabilities
and knowledge

Emphasis on efficiency
Ability to quickly adapt to
changing conditions

Exploitation

Characteristics of
Ambidextrous

Flexibility and
resilience

(Akinci et al., 2022; Asif, 2020; Babu et al., 2024; Cabeza-Pullés et al., 2020;
Duwe, 2021; Gerlach et al., 2020; Ghore Jili & Afandidah, 2021; Ghore Jili et
al., 2019, 2020; Jia et al., 2022; Jiang et al., 2023; Kafetzopoulos, 2022;
Kebede et al., 2024; Klonek et al., 2023; Mohiya & Sulphey, 2021; Mohtaram
& Pakbaz, 2023; Omrani et al., 2022; Sliz & Dobrowolska, 2023; Thomas et
al., 2023; Zabiegalski & Marquardt, 2022)

(Akinc et al., 2022; Asif, 2020; Babu et al., 2024; Duwe, 2021; Gerlach et al.,
2020; Ghore Jili & Afandidah, 2021; Ghore Jili et al., 2019, 2020; Jia et al.,

Leaders 2022; Jiang et al., 2023; Kafetzopoulos, 2022; Kebede et al., 2024; Klonek et
Ability to overcome al., 2023; Mohiya & Sulphey, 2021; Mohtaram & Pakbaz, 2023; Omrani et
barriers and challenges al., 2022)
Willingness to experiment
with new ideas and
approaches
Maintaining a positive
outlook
Collaboration and Strengthening inter- (Amiri et al., 2023; Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017; Asif, 2020; Babu & Kushwaha,
Team Building departmental 2024; Babu et al., 2024; Ghore Jili & Afandidah, 2021; Ghore Jili et al., 2019,
collaboration 2020; Jia et al., 2022; Jiang et al., 2023)
Creating diverse teams
with complementary skills
4 UIMOB
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Establishing diverse and
balanced teams
Utilizing networking
opportunities to identify
growth opportunities
Making mutually
beneficial decisions and
maintaining coherence
Resolving intra-team
conflicts

Encouraging open
communication and
constructive dialogue
Addressing intra-team
differences

Prioritizing tasks

Skills

Management and
Leadership
Effectively guiding
organizational changes
and transitions
Managing multiple
projects simultaneously
without reducing quality
or efficiency
Effectively allocating time
between exploration and
exploitation
Macro-level Knowledge management
Management and

Specialized Skills
in the University

Domain Leadership in

Universities
Continuous development
and improvement of
knowledge
Participatory management
Utilizing human capital
capabilities
Financial management
Professional development
of faculty members

Scientific Industry relations

Engagement and

Opportunity

Utilization

Commercializing and
internationalizing
universities

Absorptive capability
Facilities management
Identifying competencies

(Amiri et al., 2023; Gerlach et al., 2020; Ghore Jili & Afandidah, 2021; Ghore
Jili et al., 2019, 2020; Klonek et al., 2023; Mohtaram & Pakbaz, 2023)

(Kebede et al., 2024; Klonek et al., 2023; Mohtaram & Pakbaz, 2023; Omrani
etal., 2022; Sliz & Dobrowolska, 2023; Thomas et al., 2023)

(Ghore Jili & Afandidah, 2021; Kafetzopoulos, 2022; Kebede et al., 2024;
Klonek et al., 2023; Kushwaha, 2021; Kushwaha et al., 2022; Mohiya &
Sulphey, 2021; Sliz & Dobrowolska, 2023; Thomas et al., 2023)

(Akinci et al., 2022; Farzana & Charoensukmongkol, 2023; Ghore Jili &
Afandidah, 2021; Ghore Jili et al., 2020; Jia et al., 2022; Jiang et al., 2023;
Mohiya & Sulphey, 2021; Omrani et al., 2022; Tan et al., 2023; Thomas et al.,
2023)

4 Discussion and Conclusion

Academic institutions focus on creating and
disseminating knowledge, and innovative approaches are
essential for addressing emerging challenges (Kebede et al.,
2024). However, a lack of sufficient innovative practices
among academic staff at Debre Berhan University in
Ethiopia  hinders the institution's growth and
competitiveness. To excel in their roles and meet the
demands of 21st-century higher education, academic staff
must embrace advanced technology-based teaching and

learning, promote research collaboration, create inclusive
environments, and foster an entrepreneurial mindset. This
study seeks to conceptualize one of the new variables in
fostering creativity and innovation in universities—namely,
ambidextrous leadership in higher education. The research
findings conceptualized this variable in three areas: the
concept of ambidextrous leadership, the characteristics of
ambidextrous leadership, and specialized skills in the
university domain.

1) Concept of Ambidextrous Leadership: Based on the
findings, ambidexterity, defined as the organizational ability
to simultaneously explore new capabilities and exploit
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existing competencies, has been described as a critical
antecedent to organizational innovation. Since individual
innovation is the foundation of organizational innovation,
researchers argue that the relationship between
ambidexterity and individual innovation should not be
overlooked. It is widely accepted that innovative behavior,
as individual innovation, is crucial for organizational
effectiveness. Innovative behavior refers to an employee’s
intentional adoption of new ideas, products, processes, and
work-related procedures. Researchers contend that
innovative behavior, such as initiating and implementing
new work-related ideas and products, plays a vital role in
organizational success. The results align with many studies
(Akincr et al., 2022; Asif, 2020; Babu et al., 2024; Duwe,
2021; Gerlach et al., 2020; Ghore Jili & Afandidah, 2021;
Ghore Jili et al., 2019, 2020; Jia et al., 2022; Jiang et al.,
2023; Kafetzopoulos, 2022; Kebede et al., 2024; Klonek et
al., 2023; Mohiya & Sulphey, 2021; Mohtaram & Pakbaz,
2023; Omrani et al., 2022).

The concept of ambidexterity, drawn from organizational
management literature, emphasizes an organization's ability
to excel in two seemingly contradictory objectives. In the
business domain, ambidexterity refers to pursuing
exploration (or innovation) and exploitation (or efficiency).
In the context of academic education, this may translate to
the ability to provide innovation—such as delving into the
complexities of Al research—while integrating vertical
specializations with Al principles, crucial for any university
aspiring to remain relevant in the Al era. Generally, research
findings suggest that ambidextrous leadership refers to a
leader’s ability to balance and effectively integrate both
exploratory and exploitative actions within an organization
simultaneously. This involves managing and encouraging
innovation and creativity while maintaining stability and
efficiency (Jia et al., 2022; Kasavin, 2021). Ambidextrous
leaders are skilled in navigating the tensions between
discovering new opportunities and exploiting existing
resources, fostering an environment that encourages
experimentation, learning, and adaptation to changing
conditions (Duwe, 2021; Zabiegalski & Marquardt, 2022).
They play a crucial role in establishing a work culture that
supports both exploration and exploitation, ultimately
driving organizational success and growth.

2) Characteristics of Ambidextrous Leadership in Higher
Education: Today, universities worldwide are expected to
play a unique role as drivers of regional growth and
innovation. Although there seems to be a consensus that the
role of universities has expanded, criticisms indicate that

International Journal of Innovation Management and Organizational Behavior 5:3 (2025) 1-10

universities’ contributions to their regions are still not well-
defined. Advances in the literature on modern university
concepts, such as the triple helix, entrepreneurial
universities, and engaged universities, have been made.
However, these concepts focus on the execution of
university roles in a single domain, such as entrepreneurship,
innovation, or civic engagement. The current study's results
identify ambidextrous leadership characteristics in higher
education, encompassing the main components of
"flexibility and resilience, collaboration and team building,
skill and management, and leadership,” with multiple
subcomponents. Numerous studies align with these findings
and subcomponents (Ghore Jili & Afandidah, 2021; Ghore
Jili et al., 2019, 2020; Kebede et al., 2024; Mohtaram &
Pakbaz, 2023; Omrani et al., 2022; Thomas et al., 2023).

Various theories and policy practices have emerged to
define new university functions in the region, increasing the
pressure on higher education communities to contribute
more toward regional social or other contextual issues.
Consequently, universities are compelled to play a
"complex" role in their regions, affecting how they define
their missions. In this expanded role, universities must go
beyond their traditional research commercialization roles to
serve a broader socio-economic growth agenda. To achieve
this, universities are expected to actively participate in
policy development and implementation and establish
stronger relationships with regional communities and
partners. The sense of place should be integrated into
universities' missions and embedded in educational,
research, and engagement activities. An important issue is
that universities are often pulled in different directions to
serve their regions while acting as organizers for regional
socio-economic growth programs (Thomas et al., 2023). To
meet these goals, universities require substantial changes
that challenge university management and infrastructure
(Cabeza-Pullés et al., 2020).

One important component of ambidextrous leadership
characteristics in the academic workplace is maintaining a
positive outlook. Happiness in the workplace refers to a
positive emotional state that employees experience within
their work environment (Mohtaram & Pakbaz, 2023),
encompassing feelings of contentment, satisfaction, and
fulfillment regarding their job and overall work setting.
Workplace happiness is characterized by joy, enthusiasm,
engagement in work, and positive relationships with
colleagues and a supportive organizational culture. Studies
have shown that happiness in the workplace offers numerous
benefits, including increased productivity, higher levels of
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employee well-being, lower turnover rates, and improved
organizational performance. Factors contributing to this
include job satisfaction, work-life balance, autonomy,
recognition, and growth and development opportunities
(Kebede et al., 2024).

3) Specialized Skills in the University Domain:
Specialized skills in the university domain, as identified in
this study, were noted in two aspects: "macro-level
management and leadership in universities" and "scientific
engagement and opportunity utilization." These findings
align with prior studies (Cabeza-Pullés et al., 2020; Farzana
& Charoensukmongkol, 2023; Ghore Jili & Afandidah,
2021; Jiang et al., 2023; Kasavin, 2021; Kebede et al., 2024;
Sliz & Dobrowolska, 2023).

Innovative behavior among staff in academic institutions
is vital for driving research and development, enhancing
teaching quality, promoting collaboration, and attracting
external funding (Farzana & Charoensukmongkol, 2023).
Previous studies have shown that when staff are encouraged
to think outside the box and introduce new ideas, it fosters a
dynamic environment that stimulates creativity and
pioneering discoveries (Jiang et al., 2023). Additionally,
innovative staff often succeed in securing grants, attracting
sponsorships, and establishing strategic partnerships that
benefit both researchers and contribute to the financial
sustainability and reputation of the academic institution.
Ambidextrous leadership has been shown to significantly
impact innovative behavior (Kebede et al., 2024). Gerlach et
al. (2020) examined the impact of various leadership styles,
including ambidextrous leadership, on innovation
performance in German companies. Their findings showed
a positive relationship between ambidextrous leadership and
innovation performance (Gerlach et al., 2020). Similarly,
Akinci et al. (2022) explored the impact of ambidextrous
leadership on innovative work behavior in a military
organization in Norfolk, Virginia, USA. Their study found a
positive association between ambidextrous leadership and
innovative work behavior (Akinci et al., 2022).

Despite the importance of universities' role in their
regions, theories about universities and policy practices have
largely focused on research commercialization and
overlooked how regions can benefit from university
activities. Furthermore, the drive to establish a significant
global reputation has led many universities to pursue
international collaborations. In doing so, universities risk
overlooking their region’s needs and paying less attention to
solving local issues. Playing an active role in the region
requires universities to adopt a paradigm shift, considering

International Journal of Innovation Management and Organizational Behavior 5:3 (2025) 1-10

new goals and approaches for education and research, such
as addressing local socio-economic problems while actively
contributing to regional growth. Universities must act as
catalysts for growth, building strong links with other key
regional players. This multidimensional mission is what
Thomas and colleagues (2023) refer to as universities' "dual
character," necessitating institutional changes to meet the
demands of newly defined roles (Thomas et al., 2023).

This study considers the concept of the ambidextrous
organization and questions whether this concept aids our
understanding of the multiplicity and complexity of the
various roles universities play in both economic and social
domains within their regions. In doing so, this study builds
on two robust and dynamic areas of literature: organizational
ambidexterity in management and the concept of universities
and regional development. To elucidate the simultaneous
and overlapping activities of contemporary universities, the
ambidexterity concept has been adapted from management
literature to the academic context, thereby offering a
conceptual extension to existing university literature.
However, focusing on two core opposing activities, such as
exploration and exploitation, we suggest that ambidexterity
restricts us to a binary mode of thinking. Metaphorically, this
leads us to imagine a person using both hands for different
tasks simultaneously. However, what we observe in our
empirical research is that the university resembles an
octopus with eight arms that sometimes move in harmony
and sometimes with difficulty. Thus, we use the concept of
ambidexterity to examine the contradictions and trade-offs
among a university's many different elements to understand
the expanding roles of universities in their regions,
particularly how universities adapt their missions in
challenging times and handle managerial tensions.

We argue that the role of universities in the region can be
viewed as a combination of these two concepts, namely, the
entrepreneurial and engaged university. In addition to
commercializing research and educating students for
regional benefit, universities should be sensitive to regional
issues. Given these additional expectations, educational,
research, and engagement activities should adopt a new
approach where the region and its stakeholders are both
inspirations and partners. Universities often face the dual
challenge of serving national interests and engaging
international audiences. Although adding new region-
focused goals is challenging for universities without a strong
regional connection, we view it as a necessary step.

In this context, we perceive an ambidextrous university
as having a dual capability, as derived from the above

IJIMOB

E-ISSN: 3041-8992


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8992

literature. First, ambidexterity enables us to envision the
different missions or activities simultaneously undertaken
by universities. We argue that ambidexterity provides a
solution to overcome tensions from performing multiple
missions or activities simultaneously. First, universities
must be ambidextrous to pursue not only market-driven
activities but also social and regional governance missions.
The second tension refers to universities' challenges in
leveraging all their activities to benefit the region. Some
non-ambidextrous universities may choose to focus on the
region through interactive activities. Ambidexterity means
that universities use teaching, research, and engagement to
contribute to their region. Second, regional content and a
sense of place should be incorporated into the university’s
three missions—education, research, and engagement. We
use the concepts of exploration and exploitation to explain
how universities continue to pursue established missions and
activities while also integrating new roles and activities in
response to regional needs. Strategic choices for exploitation
and exploration are equally crucial as universities define and
redefine their roles in supporting regional growth. This
establishes ambidexterity as a unique feature of the
university, positioning the institution within a specific
region.

This study, while advancing our understanding of
universities' roles in their domains, also recognizes
limitations in the current concept of ambidextrous
universities. By using and expanding the concept of
ambidexterity to multi-skills, we can examine the evolution
and expansion of "university-specific mission activities"
alongside ambidextrous leadership. In this article, the
potential of the multi-skilled concept was used to illuminate
this broader range of roles. Due to limited focus on
universities in the ambidexterity literature, confusing
terminology, and the absence of university leadership
discussions in ambidexterity literature, this article remains
largely exploratory. Through case studies of universities, it
addresses existing knowledge gaps regarding ambidextrous
leadership. This article advances management literature on
organizational ambidexterity and university leadership from
a more scientific perspective through cross-fertilization
among different fields and ideas. Based on the research
question and specific topic of this study, we observe that
ambidextrous universities employ flexibility to manage their
activities dynamically, adding new activities whenever
challenging circumstances arise (such as economic
recessions, COVID-19, etc.). An entrepreneurial
management style, capable of coping with uncertainty and
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seizing opportunities while having the flexibility to act
swiftly, allows universities to enhance their capacity in key
areas. Ambidexterity offers universities the missing link
between entrepreneurship, innovation, and management
issues. As part of this study, it also suggests an alternative
approach to universities by introducing multi-skills,
enabling them to assume multiple thematic roles while
addressing internal challenges.
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