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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to identify the indicators, components, and dimensions

influencing the organizational consequences of ambidextrous leadership among educational
managers in Tehran, aiming to develop a localized framework for dual innovation in higher
education institutions. This study was a fundamental qualitative research using a grounded
theory approach and thematic analysis. The statistical population consisted of academic and
organizational experts in higher education who were selected through purposive and snowball
sampling. A total of 15 participants were interviewed until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Data were analyzed through Glaser’s three-step coding process (open, axial, and selective
coding). The reliability of coding was confirmed through inter-coder agreement (0.85) and test-
retest methods, while validity was ensured through expert review and member checking. The
analysis revealed six main dimensions of ambidextrous leadership in higher education: (1)
concept of ambidexterity (exploration and exploitation), (2) characteristics of ambidextrous
leaders (flexibility, team building, conflict resolution, time management), (3) position of
ambidexterity (multi-dimensional workforce management, resource allocation, group
relationship regulation), (4) managerial actions (participatory, supportive, and strategic
actions), (5) affected domains (individual, organizational, and environmental), and (6)
consequences of ambidexterity in higher education (improved performance management,
organizational culture development, organizational flexibility, and enhanced industry relations).
In total, 19 organizing themes and 75 basic themes were extracted. The results indicate that
ambidextrous leadership enhances innovation, performance, and adaptability in educational
institutions by balancing exploration and exploitation processes. It strengthens learning-
oriented culture and fosters collaboration between academia and industry. The proposed
model provides practical insights for developing ambidextrous leadership competencies
among educational managers to achieve sustainable organizational growth.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
In today’s era of rapid technological change and institutional transformation, leadership in higher
education is confronted with challenges that demand flexibility, innovation, and sustainability.
Traditional administrative leadership models focusing on supervision and hierarchy are no longer
sufficient to address the complexity of academic environments characterized by digital
transformation, market dynamics, and stakeholder diversity. To respond effectively to these
pressures, universities require leaders who are capable of balancing exploration and exploitation—
concepts that define ambidextrous leadership (Kafetzopoulos, 2022). Ambidextrous leaders can
simultaneously pursue innovation and efficiency, fostering environments that support creativity while
maintaining structural stability (Khan & Ullah, 2025).
Higher education institutions now play an essential role not only in knowledge dissemination but also
in preparing graduates for a highly competitive and skill-driven labor market (Alanazi & Benlaria,
2023). This dual mission demands leaders who can integrate strategic foresight with human-

centered management. Global research highlights that educational leaders who display
ambidexterity promote adaptive performance, institutional agility, and innovation within universities
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(Tankutay & Colak, 2025). In this regard, balancing educational, research, and social missions has
become a critical leadership capability, particularly in contexts like Iran, where universities face
competing demands for productivity, innovation, and accountability (Vahedi et al., 2022).

Empirical findings suggest that ambidextrous leadership positively influences learning culture,
employee engagement, and organizational innovation (Zaman et al., 2024). Ambidextrous leaders
encourage both the utilization of existing knowledge and the exploration of new approaches to
teaching and research (Omrani et al., 2022). The coexistence of exploitation and exploration
processes is essential for universities to adapt to global academic standards while preserving local
educational values (Kebede et al.,, 2024). Furthermore, the post-COVID-19 transformation in
educational systems has accelerated the need for leaders who can navigate uncertainty, embrace
digital innovations, and maintain human connection across virtual settings (Karimi & Khawaja, 2025).
In this evolving context, smart and adaptive leadership models are gaining prominence, promoting
evidence-based decision-making and team empowerment (Norman et al., 2025). Smart leaders
integrate data-driven insights with emotional intelligence and flexibility to foster innovation within
complex educational environments (Heydari Fard & Pour Norouz, 2025). Ambidextrous leadership,
therefore, provides a comprehensive framework that combines analytical reasoning with creative
adaptability, enabling academic leaders to optimize existing resources while discovering new
opportunities for institutional growth (Jain, 2023).

Equally significant is the shift toward skill-based and entrepreneurial education, which emphasizes
both hard and soft competencies required in the 21st-century knowledge economy (Jasim
Mohammed et al., 2023). The development of communication, teamwork, and critical thinking skills
has become integral to effective leadership and organizational ambidexterity (Mwita et al., 2023).
Higher education institutions that successfully integrate soft skills into their pedagogical and
administrative systems exhibit higher levels of organizational learning and innovation (Culcasi & Paz
Fontana Venegas, 2023). Studies have also confirmed that bridging hard and soft skills under a unified
competency framework enhances institutional performance and leadership efficiency (Lamri &
Lubart, 2023).

In Iran’s academic system, the demand for reform and innovation in educational leadership is
particularly urgent. Universities must move beyond traditional, seniority-based appointment systems
toward evidence-based frameworks that emphasize managerial competence and strategic vision
(Tousi et al., 2025). A localized model of ambidextrous leadership could serve as a critical tool for
aligning universities with global transformation trends while addressing domestic constraints such as
resource scarcity, policy rigidity, and bureaucratic inertia (Taghavi et al., 2023). Research in the
Iranian context underscores that sustainable academic growth depends on the balance between
knowledge production and skill-based education (Ghorbani et al., 2023).

Theoretically, ambidextrous leadership combines elements of transformational and transactional
leadership, creating a dynamic equilibrium between control and creativity (Kafetzopoulos, 2022).
Empirical findings highlight that psychological safety, organizational trust, and participatory decision-
making mediate the relationship between ambidexterity and team innovation (Zaman et al., 2024).
Thus, ambidextrous leadership is not merely a behavioral style but a multidimensional capability that
shapes the collective learning processes of educational institutions (Hassanpour et al., 2023). The
need for empirical models capturing its organizational outcomes in Iranian higher education forms
the rationale of the present study.

Methods and Materials
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This qualitative study aimed to identify and explain the organizational consequences of ambidextrous
leadership among educational managers in Tehran. The research adopted a grounded theory
approach using semi-structured interviews with academic experts and educational administrators. A
total of fifteen participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed using Glaser’s three-stage coding procedure: open,
axial, and selective coding. Reliability was verified through inter-coder agreement (0.85), and validity
was ensured through member checking and expert review. The analytical process led to the
extraction of six main dimensions, nineteen organizing themes, and seventy-five basic themes
representing the structure of ambidextrous leadership consequences in educational organizations.
Findings

The findings revealed that ambidextrous leadership in higher education is a multidimensional
construct encompassing six interrelated dimensions:

1. Concept of Ambidexterity: Defined by the dual capacity for exploration and exploitation.
Educational managers who simultaneously pursue innovation and efficiency foster
institutional adaptability and creative resilience.

2. Characteristics of Ambidextrous Leaders: Flexibility, resilience, teamwork, time
management, and conflict resolution were identified as key attributes that enable leaders to
balance competing organizational demands.

3. Position of Ambidexterity: Effective management of multidimensional workforces, resource
allocation, and cross-departmental coordination emerged as structural determinants of
successful ambidexterity.

4. Managerial Actions: Leaders’ participatory, supportive, and strategic behaviors contributed
to shared vision, employee engagement, and collective problem-solving.

5. Domains of Impact: Ambidextrous leadership influences outcomes at individual (motivation,
job satisfaction), organizational (innovation, productivity), and environmental (industry
collaboration, community engagement) levels.

6. Organizational Consequences: Improvements in performance management,
organizational culture, flexibility, and external partnerships were identified as tangible
outcomes of ambidextrous leadership practices.

Together, these results emphasize that ambidextrous leadership serves as a catalyst for innovation,
institutional learning, and sustainable performance in educational organizations.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study contributes to the growing body of knowledge on leadership in higher education
by providing an empirically grounded model of ambidextrous leadership consequences tailored to
the Iranian academic context. The analysis revealed that the coexistence of exploration and
exploitation within university management enables leaders to manage complexity effectively and
adapt to shifting educational paradigms. By fostering both creative experimentation and operational
stability, ambidextrous leadership equips educational institutions with the agility required to respond
to changing societal and market expectations.

The findings highlight that the success of ambidextrous leadership depends largely on personal
capabilities such as cognitive flexibility, emotional intelligence, and strategic foresight. These
attributes empower leaders to navigate paradoxical demands—such as promoting innovation while
maintaining administrative discipline—without compromising institutional coherence. Moreover,
organizational mechanisms, including participatory decision-making and resource integration, play
a vital role in embedding ambidexterity across all operational levels. The integration of supportive
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leadership behaviors with data-driven strategies enables universities to build adaptive cultures
conducive to innovation and collaboration.

At the institutional level, ambidextrous leadership strengthens performance management and
cultural transformation. Universities led by ambidextrous managers demonstrate enhanced
teamwork, effective communication, and proactive problem-solving. Such leaders facilitate a balance
between academic autonomy and administrative coordination, ensuring that creative initiatives align
with institutional goals. The study also underscores the role of ambidextrous leadership in bridging
the persistent gap between academia and industry by fostering practical collaborations, joint
research, and knowledge transfer initiatives. Through these mechanisms, ambidextrous leadership
contributes to improving graduate employability and aligning higher education outcomes with labor
market needs.

Beyond its organizational implications, ambidextrous leadership carries significant societal value. It
prepares educational institutions to cultivate future leaders who embody adaptability, collaboration,
and innovation—competencies essential for national development in the digital age. By combining
visionary thinking with pragmatic execution, ambidextrous leaders can guide higher education
systems toward sustainable excellence and resilience in an increasingly volatile global landscape.
In conclusion, this research underscores that ambidextrous leadership is not an abstract managerial
ideal but a practical necessity for higher education systems striving to maintain relevance and
competitiveness. The proposed model offers both theoretical insight and applied guidance for
academic policymakers and institutional leaders seeking to enhance innovation capacity and
organizational performance. The integration of ambidextrous practices into educational leadership
training, strategic planning, and performance evaluation frameworks can play a transformative role
in revitalizing higher education governance in Iran and beyond.
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