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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Contemporary educational systems are confronted with rapid, complex, and
unpredictable changes in technological, social, and cultural domains. To adapt
to these changes, organizational ambidexterity—the ability to balance
exploiting existing capabilities and exploring new opportunities—has become
essential. However, departments of education often lack this capacity due to
rigid hierarchies, bureaucratic processes, and an absence of innovative
mindset. This deficiency results in sluggish reform processes and inefficiency
in responding to evolving societal needs. In Iran, despite the existence of high-
level policy documents such as the Fundamental Transformation Document,
the educational structure remains largely static and resistant to change.
International studies confirm that ambidexterity enhances innovation,
employee satisfaction, and adaptability to environmental shifts. However,
prior research has seldom provided a deep, contextual examination of the
barriers to achieving ambidexterity within public educational systems. This
gualitative study, focusing on lIranian provincial education departments
(specifically in East Azerbaijan), aims to address this gap. Key impediments
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include a lack of staff training, misaligned performance evaluation and reward
systems, and structural and political constraints. ldentifying these barriers can
inform corrective and strategic decision-making to foster greater flexibility
and dynamism within the education system

Literature Review

Organizational ambidexterity refers to the capability of balancing two vital
activities: "exploitation” (optimizing current operations) and "exploration”
(innovating for the future). While extensively studied in management and
industrial contexts, this concept remains relatively underexplored within
public K-12 education systems. Research indicates that ambidexterity is a
dynamic process requiring conscious leadership, resource flexibility, and an
adaptive organizational culture. Recent scholarly work has expanded the
theory of ambidexterity into domains such as digital transformation and public
sector innovation. The role of leaders, particularly through "cognitive
complexity" and the ability to manage paradoxes, is central to establishing this
balance. In higher education, ambidextrous leadership is characterized by
combining strategic foresight, participatory management, and an innovation-
oriented culture. At this level, participatory governance and distributed
decision-making are identified as key success factors for integrating
innovation with administrative stability. Emerging studies in the K-12 school
context highlight the importance of transformational leadership and a
supportive cultural environment. Enabling factors such as teacher teamwork
and professional autonomy provide the necessary foundation for ambidextrous
behaviors. Recent research outlines four essential enabling conditions for
school ambidexterity: leadership flexibility, structural/policy adaptability,
cultural openness, and strategic alignment. Case studies demonstrate that
schools successfully integrating hybrid (online and in-person) learning models
rely heavily on leadership cognition and teacher collaboration. Furthermore,
the concept of "educational ambidexterity” emphasizes balancing local
pedagogical innovation with alignment to broader policy objectives.
Comparative international studies, for instance in contexts like Iran, reveal
that barriers such as resource constraints, rigid hierarchies, and centralized
policymaking hinder ambidexterity. To overcome these barriers, fostering
trust-based leadership and a collaborative culture is deemed essential. This
study aims to address existing theoretical and practical gaps by proposing a
contextual framework for school ambidexterity, integrating dimensions of
leadership, structure, culture, and strategy.

Research Methodology
This study, with an applied purpose and a qualitative approach, aims to
identify the barriers to achieving organizational ambidexterity in Iran's
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departments of education. The research method is qualitative, utilizing
thematic analysis to facilitate an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 15 managers,
education experts, and academic specialists, continuing until theoretical
saturation was reached. Participant selection criteria included managerial
experience, relevant expertise, and a minimum of a master's degree. The
interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using thematic coding
(based on the model by Braun & Clarke, 2006). To ensure validity and
reliability, techniques such as peer review and expert verification were
employed. The findings identified four main categories of barriers: a)
Individual barriers (e.g., managers' indecisiveness and risk aversion). b)
Organizational barriers (including complex structures and shortages of
financial and human resources). ¢) Cultural barriers (such as resistance to
change) and d) Political and legal barriers (e.g., restrictive regulations and
policy inconsistencies). The results of this study can provide a basis for
corrective policymaking to enhance ambidextrous capabilities and flexibility
within Iran's educational system.

Results

The thematic analysis of interview data in this qualitative study revealed that
barriers to achieving organizational ambidexterity in Iran's education
departments are categorized into four main themes. Individual Barriers: This
category includes managers' personal and psychological challenges, high
work pressure, and their inability to make effective decisions and take risks,
which constrains innovation. Organizational Barriers: These refer to the
complex, hierarchical organizational structure, which causes delays in
decision-making and reduces the flexibility of operational units. Furthermore,
a shortage of financial resources and specialized human capital poses a major
challenge, hindering the implementation of new and exploratory initiatives.
Cultural Barriers: A prevailing conservative culture resistant to change is the
most significant cultural obstacle, making the adoption of innovation difficult.
Ineffective communication and a lack of transparency in conveying objectives
undermine the organizational alignment necessary for achieving
ambidexterity. Political and Legal Barriers: Restrictive and cumbersome
regulations diminish managerial autonomy and eliminate the flexibility
needed to adapt to changes. A lack of coordination and conflicting macro-
level policies among various institutions disrupts the integration and
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alignment of efforts at the operational level. These findings indicate that the
barriers to ambidexterity are multi-level and interconnected, requiring a
systemic and integrated approach for resolution. By presenting this analytical
framework, the current study offers practical insight for educational
policymakers and leaders to design multidimensional interventions that foster
organizational ambidexterity.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study identified that organizational barriers to achieving ambidexterity in
Iran's education departments fall into four main categories: individual,
organizational, cultural, and political-legal. Individual Barriers: Managers
lack the necessary risk-taking mindset, self-efficacy, and confidence for
independent decision-making, a finding consistent with international studies
on the importance of psychological traits. Organizational Barriers:
Hierarchical and centralized structures lead to slow decision-making, task
conflicts, and inefficient resource utilization. These structures severely
constrain the organization's capacity to integrate exploitative (stability) and
exploratory (innovation) activities. Cultural Barriers: A conservative
organizational culture, distrust, and resistance to change were identified as
major obstacles to fostering innovation and learning. Political-Legal Barriers:
Highly centralized policymaking, restrictive regulations, and misalignment in
macro-level policies eliminate local managers' autonomy and flexibility.
These factors, coupled with managerial instability and a lack of genuine
decentralization, preclude any possibility of rapid response to local needs and
innovation. The findings indicate that these barriers are interconnected,
forming a multi-level systemic challenge. Overcoming these obstacles
requires a comprehensive transformation involving structural redesign,
cultural change, and macro-policy reform. By presenting an analytical
framework, this study emphasizes the necessity of shifting toward
participatory governance, school-based management, and a learning culture to
develop ambidextrous capabilities within Iran's educational system.
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Identifying Barriers to Organizational Ambidexterity in
Education Departments: A Qualitative Study with a Content
Analysis Approach
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Abstract:

The present study was conducted with the aim of identifying barriers to
organizational ambidexterity in education departments This research is
applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in terms of quality. To collect data,
a purposive sampling method was used with 15 education managers and
experts, as well as academic experts, using a theoretical saturation approach,
and semi-structured interviews were conducted, and the data was analyzed
using thematic analysis. The findings show that the barriers to organizational
ambidexterity fall into four general categories. Individual barriers (personal
and professional problems of managers, inability to make decisions and take
risks), organizational barriers (complex organizational structure, lack of
financial and human resources), cultural barriers (cultural resistance to
change, inability to communicate effectively), and political and legal barriers
(cumbersome and restrictive laws, lack of coordination between different
institutional policies) are classified. The results of this study can help
educational policymakers design effective interventions to enhance
organizational ambidexterity.

Keywords: Organizational  ambidexterity,  education, individual,
organizational, cultural, legal barriers, content analysis.
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