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ABSTRACT

Entrepreneurship is among the most important outcomes of university development and requires
novel management approaches such as "organizational ambidexterity," which refers to the
simultaneous pursuit of exploiting existing capacities and exploring knowledge for the future.
This paper aims to design and validate a balanced ambidextrous university model for
entrepreneurship development. The research method is mixed-methods with a sequential
exploratory design. The target population in the qualitative phase consisted of higher education
management experts, with whom 14 semi-structured interviews were conducted purposefully.
The statistical population in the quantitative phase included managers and relevant faculty
members of Iranian public universities, of whom 256 were selected through stratified random
sampling and responded to a researcher-developed questionnaire. Qualitative data were analyzed
using thematic analysis, while structural equation modeling was employed in the quantitative
phase to validate the model. Instrument validity was confirmed using convergent (AVE>0.5) and
discriminant validity indices, and reliability was confirmed through Cronbach's alpha and
composite reliability. The findings in the exploitation dimension include components such as
university policies and structures, university-industry interaction, education-research
development, budget, and university culture. In the exploration dimension, components include
needs assessment and training, forward-looking structure, financial resources, innovative policy
and culture, future-oriented management, and strategic innovation. Furthermore, ambidexterity
balancing strategies were identified in the form of policy and evaluation - resources and structure
components. Factor analyses confirmed the validity of the components, and fit indices confirmed
the overall validity of the model. The proposed ambidexterity model, by preventing unproductive
stagnation and fruitless innovation, paves the way for university-centered entrepreneurship
development and, through establishing an effective linkage between university and industry, lays
the groundwork for the formation of entrepreneurial ecosystems within universities.

Keywords: exploration, exploitation, ambidextrous university, ambidexterity, entrepreneurship

1. PhD in Educational Management, Department of Educational Sciences, Faculty of Education and
Psychology, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran

P4 pouriya.sardasht@yahoo.com

*Corresponding Author

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

<1 m-abolghasemi@sbu.ac.ir

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

<1 m-gharamani@sbu.ac.ir

4. Assistant Professor, Faculty of Education and Psychology, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran
P4 farnoosh.alami@gmail.com


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
mailto:pouriya.sardasht@yahoo.com
mailto:m-abolghasemi@sbu.ac.ir
mailto:m-gharamani@sbu.ac.ir
mailto:farnoosh.alami@gmail.com

Interdisciplinary Studies
in the Humanitie:

Volume 18
Issue 4
Autumn 2026

INTRODUCTION

Entrepreneurship and job creation are among the most important outcomes of
university development, and universities, as pivotal institutions for knowledge
production and transfer, play a key role in creating economic and social value.
However, today's universities face a dynamic, complex, and unpredictable
environment, experiencing high levels of uncertainty. This situation inevitably
requires universities to adopt a dual perspective—both short-term and long-term—
by efficiently utilizing their existing capacities and resources on one hand, while
simultaneously creating new capabilities, opportunities, and technologies on the other
(Sliz & Dobrowolska, 2023; Garcia-Hurtado et al., 2024). This necessary duality
forms the core of the concept of "organizational ambidexterity” (Tushman &
O'Reilly, 1996); an approach that has gradually entered the field of higher education
as an effective strategy (Benner & Tushman, 2003; Tahar et al.,, 2011).
Organizational ambidexterity is based on two main dimensions: exploitation, defined
as the optimal utilization of the capacities of managers, faculty members, students,
and available resources for the application, transfer, and commercialization of
knowledge to meet short-term needs (Peris-Ortiz et al., 2023); and exploration,
defined as the creation of new knowledge, emerging technologies, and novel
scientific achievements to expand the frontiers of knowledge in the long term
(Johnston et al., 2025; Sardasht et al., 2025).

According to March's theory (1991), excessive focus on exploitation leads to a
"competency trap," while excessive focus on exploration leads to an "innovation
trap," and ambidexterity is only effective when there is a dynamic balance between
these two dimensions. In higher education, entrepreneurship and employment are
among the most important outcomes achieved through the lens of university
ambidexterity with a balanced approach to exploitation and exploration (Zhang et al.,
2024). Universities that adopt exploratory strategies alongside exploitative ones gain
the capacity for innovations that can significantly transform entrepreneurship and
employment (Nguyen et al., 2016). The goal of university ambidexterity is to
transform the university into an entrepreneurial, productive, and knowledge-
promoting institution, and the outcomes of this approach include increased regional
innovation and the development of entrepreneurship (Parmentola et al., 2020). An
examination of the experiences of leading international universities such as the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), the University of Oxford, and the
National University of Singapore also demonstrates that success in developing
entrepreneurship results from the simultaneous implementation of exploitation and
exploration components in a balanced framework (MIT Corporate Relations, 2025;
Oxford University Innovation, 2024).



In Iran, research by Mansourian Ravandi et al. (2019) showed that the issue of
graduate employment, from the university perspective, revolves around three axes:
the quality of higher education, curriculum revision, and academic entrepreneurship.
Despite this necessity, ambidexterity in Iranian universities with a balanced approach
has been examined to a limited extent, and the results indicate structural and cultural
challenges such as centralization, lack of independence in decision-making,
weakness in motivating innovation, and lack of access to human and technological
resources (Zand et al., 2023). Furthermore, many universities in the country lack a
clear and operational framework for becoming ambidextrous universities and focus
more on quantitative outputs rather than on developing entrepreneurship and
innovation, which has perpetuated the gap between university and industry
(Hosseinzadeh et al., 2024). Despite this need, there is no model that simultaneously
presents the components of exploitation and exploration in a valid and operational
framework for comprehensive universities in Iran. Therefore, the present study aims
to design and validate a balanced ambidextrous university model for entrepreneurship
development and addresses two questions: (1) What components constitute the
structure of a balanced ambidextrous university? and (2) What is the validity of the
balanced ambidextrous university model?

METHODOLOGY

This research is applied in terms of purpose and employs a mixed-methods
(sequential exploratory) approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). In the qualitative
phase, the target population consisted of experts in Iranian higher education (holding
a PhD and at least three years of academic, educational, or research management
experience) working in comprehensive universities of Iran. Purposive sampling with
snowball technique was used, and semi-structured interviews were conducted with
14 experts knowledgeable about the subject until theoretical saturation was reached.
Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis with the six-step algorithm of
Braun and Clarke (2006), including familiarization with data, initial coding, theme
identification, review, naming, and final report writing. MAXQDA software was
used for coding and data management. Qualitative validity was confirmed through
"member checking" and "peer review." Qualitative reliability was assessed using test-
retest (79% reliability) and intercoder agreement (80% agreement), both of which
were acceptable (Kvale, 1996).

After identifying the qualitative components, the quantitative phase was
conducted to validate the exploratory model. The research instrument was a
researcher-developed questionnaire comprising 40 items in three sections
(exploitation: 18 items, exploration: 16 items, balance: 6 items). The statistical
population included presidents, deputies, and faculty members of four related fields
(Educational Management, Higher Education, Public Administration, and Industrial
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Management) in top comprehensive universities of Iran (according to QS ranking
over the past three years), totaling approximately 750 individuals. The sample size
was determined as 256 using Morgan's table and selected through stratified random
sampling. Quantitative data were analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM) with SmartPLS and AMOS software (Hair et al., 2017; Kline, 2023).
Construct validity was assessed using convergent validity (AVE>0.5) and
discriminant validity, and reliability was confirmed using Cronbach's alpha and
composite reliability (above 0.7).

FINDINGS

Qualitative Findings: Thematic analysis of the interviews led to the
identification of 6 main components in the exploitation dimension: (1) university
policies, (2) university structures, (3) university-industry interaction, (4) education
and research development, (5) finance and budget, and (6) university culture. In the
exploration dimension, 6 main components were identified: (1) needs assessment and
training, (2) forward-looking structure and technology, (3) budget and financial
resources, (4) innovative policy and culture, (5) future-oriented management, and (6)
strategic innovation. Balancing strategies for ambidexterity were identified in the
form of two main components: "policy and evaluation" and "resources and structure".

Quantitative Findings: First-order confirmatory factor analysis showed that all
items across all three constructs had factor loadings above 0.6 and t-values above
1.96, indicating a good fit of the measurement model. Reliability was confirmed by
Cronbach's alpha and composite reliability (above 0.7), convergent validity by AVE
(above 0.5), and discriminant validity by the Fornell-Larcker criterion and cross-
loadings. The cross-validated communality (CV Com) index was positive for all
components, confirming the quality of the measurement model. Second-order
confirmatory factor analysis showed that all main components of the three constructs
had factor loadings above 0.75 and t-values above 27, and R2 values for the
components ranged from 0.575 to 0.877, indicating high explanatory power of the
constructs. The cross-validated redundancy (CV Red) index was positive for all
components, confirming the predictive quality of the structural model. Overall model
fit indices including y?/df=2.717, CFI=0.910, RMSEA=0.074, SRMR=0.100, and
GOF=0.680 were all within acceptable ranges, confirming the final validity of the
balanced ambidextrous university model.

CONCLUSION

The findings indicate that the proposed model for a balanced ambidextrous
university, comprising two main dimensions of exploitation and exploration along
with balancing strategies, has been empirically validated and demonstrates the
necessary credibility for application in Iran's comprehensive universities. The



ambidexterity model, by preventing unproductive stagnation (resulting from
exclusive focus on exploitation) and fruitless innovation (resulting from exclusive
focus on exploration), and by establishing an effective linkage among education,
research, and industry, paves the way for the development of university-centered
entrepreneurship. This model can transform the university from a purely educational
institution into an active player in the entrepreneurial ecosystem, contributing to
value creation, job creation, and responsiveness to societal needs through a balance
between exploitation and exploration. Practical implications for higher education
policymakers include revising macro-policies, strengthening the relative autonomy
of universities, designing evaluation and budgeting systems based on ambidexterity
indicators, reducing administrative centralization, and facilitating innovative
activities. University administrators are advised to consider balanced resource
allocation mechanisms, develop continuous interactions with industry, establish
interdisciplinary teams, and utilize foresight tools in their strategic planning. Future
research could address the pathology of imbalance in Iranian universities,
comparative studies with successful international cases, case studies in technical
universities, and examining the effectiveness of joint university-industry activities.

NOVELTY

The main novelty of this research lies in the design and validation of the first
indigenous balanced ambidextrous university model for Iran's higher education
system, which—unlike previous studies that merely identified structural and cultural
barriers—provides an operational framework for establishing dynamic balance
between exploitation and exploration in comprehensive universities. This model, by
integrating exploitation and exploration dimensions through 12 main components
and balancing strategies through 2 main components, offers a comprehensive and
systematic perspective for achieving university ambidexterity that is unprecedented
in the domestic literature. Furthermore, the identification and empirical validation of
components such as "policy and evaluation” and “resources and structure” as
balancing strategies represents another novelty of this research, as these have not
been independently and with such detail examined in previous studies. The proposed
model, with its emphasis on effective university-industry linkage and the prevention
of unproductive stagnation and fruitless innovation, facilitates the path toward
university-centered entrepreneurship development and can serve as a conceptual
framework for analyzing and rethinking the role of universities in the country's
scientific and industrial ecosystem.
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