ISSN (Print): 2717-4484 - ISSN (Online): 2717-4492

Research Paper

Identifying the Core Components of an Ambidextrous University with a

Balanced Approach between Exploitation and Exploration

Pouriya Sardasht

! 'Mahmood Abolghasemi

4

Z Mohammad Ghahramani ® 3, Farnoosh Alami

1. PhD Student in Educational Administration, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran.

2. Associate Professor, Faculty of Education and Psychology, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran

3. Associate Professor, Faculty of Education and Psychology, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran

4. Assistant Professor, Faculty of Education and Psychology, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran

Article Info:
Received: 2025/08/11
Accepted: 2025/09/03
PP: 31-55

Use your device to scan and
read the article online:

10.22098/ael.2025.1804
2.1619

Keywords:
Exploitation,
Ambidexterity,
Organizational
Ambidexterity,
Ambidextrous University

Exploration,

Abstract

Background and Objective: This study aims to enhance strategic
management in comprehensive universities in Iran by identifying the key
components of an ambidextrous university model. This model strengthens
dynamism, quality, and responsiveness to change through a balance
between exploitation and exploration.

research methodology: A qualitative research design was employed,
focusing on comprehensive universities in Iran. Data were collected through
purposive semi-structured interviews with experienced academic managers
in education and research. Theoretical saturation was achieved after 14
interviews. Thematic analysis was used to interpret the data, and the
findings were validated through triangulation with literature, acceptable
test-retest reliability, and inter-coder agreement.

Findings: Thematic analysis revealed six main themes (with 14 sub-
themes) in the exploitation domain: university policies, academic structures,
university-industry interaction, development of education and research,
finance and budgeting, and academic culture. In the exploration domain, six
main themes (with 12 sub-themes) were identified: education and
assessment, futuristic structures and technologies, financial resources,
innovative policies and culture, strategic management, and future-oriented
research. Additionally, six strategic approaches for balancing exploitation
and exploration were categorized under two main themes: (1) policy and
evaluation, and (2) resources and structure. These results were synthesized
into an exploratory model.

Conclusion: The proposed ambidextrous university model integrates
operational efficiency with forward-looking innovation, offering a strategic
framework for transitioning to fifth-generation universities. By balancing
exploitation and exploration, it facilitates strategic decision-making and
enhances performance optimization in university management.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

In today’s increasingly dynamic and complex environments, organizations—including universities—face
heightened uncertainty and competitive pressure (Ferreira et al., 2016; Garcia-Hurtado et al., 2022). To remain
effective, they must simultaneously exploit existing resources and explore new capabilities. Higher education
institutions are no exception; they are subject to continuous change and must adapt to survive. As Rowley
(1997) noted, transformation in higher education is no longer optional—it is a necessity.

Organizational ambidexterity, a concept originally introduced by Duncan (1976) and later developed by March
(1991), Tushman & O’Reilly (1996), and Birkinshaw & Gupta (2013), refers to the ability to balance
exploitation and exploration. Exploitation involves efficiency, control, and short-term performance, while
exploration emphasizes innovation, autonomy, and long-term adaptability. In universities, exploitation includes
leveraging existing academic expertise, infrastructure, and student talent to meet current needs. Exploration, by
contrast, focuses on acquiring new knowledge, technologies, and interdisciplinary capabilities for future
relevance.

March’s theory warns against overemphasis on either side: excessive exploitation leads to stagnation (“trap of
rigid stability”), while excessive exploration causes inefficiency (“trap of unproductive innovation”). Achieving
a dynamic balance is essential for long-term success.

Despite extensive research on ambidexterity, there remains limited clarity on how organizations—especially
universities—can achieve it effectively (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; Gianzina-Kassotaki, 2017). Recent studies
emphasize the role of environmental dynamism, organizational structure, leadership traits, and behavioral
contexts in enabling ambidexterity (Lin & Ho, 2016). High-tech sectors and knowledge-intensive institutions
such as universities are particularly suited to benefit from ambidextrous strategies (Chang et al., 2016).

In the academic context, exploitation refers to optimizing current teaching, research, and managerial capacities,
while exploration involves future-oriented innovation and knowledge creation. However, ambidexterity alone is
insufficient; it must be implemented in a balanced manner. March’s framework underscores that imbalance
leads to organizational failure.

This study addresses the lack of a comprehensive model for ambidextrous universities, particularly in Iran. To
guide this effort, the research is structured around four key questions: (1) What are the core and sub-components
of exploitation in universities? (2) What are the core and sub-components of exploration? (3) What strategies
can be employed to balance these two dimensions? (4) What structural and managerial features define a
balanced ambidextrous university?

Although the concept of ambidextrous universities has gained increasing attention, there remains a significant
gap in understanding how ambidexterity can be effectively achieved in higher education. Most existing studies
focus on its practical impacts rather than identifying the foundational components of ambidextrous university
design. The literature can be categorized into two strands. The first includes fragmented studies that examine
enabling factors such as organizational structure (Benner & Tushman, 2003; Simsek et al., 2009; Sliz et al.,
2022), technology (Meijer et al., 2019; Pohlmann et al., 2022), strategy (Klofsten et al., 2019), organizational
culture (Todorovic et al., 2011), internal processes (Cordero & Ferreira, 2019; Centobelli et al., 2019), and
stakeholder relations (Harder & Benke, 2005; Klofsten et al., 2019).

The second strand focuses on the application and outcomes of ambidexterity in universities. These include the
transfer of business management logic to academia (Tahar et al., 2011), enhancing innovation (Kusumastuti et
al., 2017), promoting knowledge transfer (Sengupta & Ray, 2017), supporting academic entrepreneurship
(Beyhan & Findik, 2018), and contributing to regional development (Thomas et al., 2023). Despite these
contributions, a comprehensive and balanced model tailored to universities—especially in Iran—is still lacking,
which this study aims to address.

Methodology:
This applied research adopts a qualitative case study approach due to the novelty of ambidexterity in higher

education and the lack of in-depth studies on how universities achieve balanced ambidexterity. The study
focuses on top-ranked Iranian comprehensive universities over the past three years based on QS rankings. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews, allowing participants—faculty members and academic
managers with doctoral degrees and at least three years of experience in public universities—to freely express
their views. Sampling was conducted using purposive and snowball techniques. After selecting initial experts,
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additional participants were identified through referrals. Theoretical saturation was reached after 14 interviews.
Data were analyzed using thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step algorithm:
familiarization, initial coding, theme identification, review, naming, and final reporting. Coding was performed
using MaxQDA 2022, and similar codes were grouped into subcategories, which were then organized into
overarching themes representing the core and subcomponents of the ambidextrous university model. To ensure
validity and reliability, multiple strategies were employed. Content validity was established through expert
consultation and alignment with research objectives. Member checking and peer review (Creswell, 2009) were
used to validate findings. Reliability was assessed using test-retest and inter-coder agreement methods (Kvale,
1996). Three interviews were coded twice over a 14-day interval, yielding a 79% agreement rate. Additionally,
two coders independently analyzed three interviews, resulting in an 80% inter-coder reliability score. Both
metrics exceed the acceptable threshold of 60%, confirming the robustness of the coding process.

Results:

Following the thematic analysis of the interviews, the core and sub-components of the ambidextrous
university—based on a balanced approach to exploitation and exploration—are presented in the table.

Tablel: Themes and Sub-Themes of Balanced Ambidextrous University

Exploitation
Themes Sub-Themes
Convergence of University and Government Policies
University Policies Intra-University Policies
Management and Human Resources Policies
University Structures Technology, Space, and Infrastructure (Hard Structure)
Academic Interaction Structures (Soft Structure)
University-Industry Identification and Needs Assessment in Industry-Relevant Fields
Interaction Development of University—Industry Relations
Education and Research Autonomy and Engagement with Academic Experts
Development Faculty Skill Development and Performance Evaluation

External Financial Support (Government and Sponsors)
Finance and Budget University Budget Management and Revenue Generation
Financial Support for Academic Experts

University Culture Promotion of Collaborative Culture among Faculty Members
Enhancement of Faculty Motivation and Commitment
Exploration
Themes Sub-Themes
Needs Assessment and Educational and Research Needs Assessment
Training Faculty Development and Academic Training
Future-Oriented Structure Development of Research-Oriented Structures and Technologies
and Technology (Hard Infrastructure)
Enhancement of Communication and Interaction Structures (Soft
Infrastructure)
Budget and Financial Management and Expansion of Strategic/Research Funding

Resources

Planning for Revenue Generation and Commercialization of
Academic Activities
Innovative Policy and Culture Development and Autonomy of University Policies
Promotion of an Innovative Research Culture
Reform of Existing Management Practices
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Strategic Management Advancement of Long-Term Strategic Thinking in University
Leadership

Strengthening Research Units and Methodologies

Research and Futures Studies Foresight Development and Future-Oriented Planning

Strategies for Balancing Exploitation and Exploration in Universities

Themes Sub-Themes
Adjusting the supply of exploitation and exploration based on
Policy and Evaluation university and industry demand

Establishing evaluation systems to balance exploitation and
exploration in universities

Developing integrated management policies and strategies with a
parallel focus on short-term and long-term goals

Allocating resources for exploitation and exploration based on
priority needs

Resources and Structures Allocating university space with a balanced approach between
exploitation and exploration

Reforming soft structures in universities to maintain balance
between xploitation and exploration

Discussion and conclusion

The findings of this study and the proposed model for ambidextrous universities—based on balancing
exploitation and exploration—offer practical capabilities for policymaking, strategic management, and
performance enhancement, particularly within Iranian comprehensive universities. By defining the dimensions
of balanced ambidexterity, the model enables universities to redesign their engagement with industry and
society through structured mechanisms such as demand-driven projects, innovation centers, joint skill programs,
and technology transfer offices.This approach fosters synergy between academia, industry, and society, allowing
institutions to simultaneously leverage existing knowledge and identify emerging needs and technological
opportunities. The model supports universities in aligning short-term operational goals with long-term
transformative objectives, promoting innovation and scientific advancement while optimizing resource
utilization.

A key contribution is the prevention of two common pitfalls: “rigid stability,” where universities stagnate by
focusing solely on established activities, and “unproductive innovation,” where innovation lacks infrastructure
and impact. The model encourages a dynamic balance between basic and applied research, positioning
innovation as a continuous, structured process.

Additionally, it promotes optimal financial and spatial resource management, ensuring balanced investment in
education and research. Ultimately, the model transforms public universities from passive knowledge consumers
into proactive, mission-driven institutions that contribute to national development, educational equity, and
sustainable economic and technological progress.
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