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Purpose: Ambidextrous SME innovations and technology models have led to success stories
in the past. They face new challenges due to increasing uncertainty in the business environment.
Purpose: The study reviews ambidexterity literature to determine trends and themes existing
in the body of literature on ambidexterity.

Design/methodology/approach: The study employed a bibliometric and Vosviewer analysis
of 1808 articles published on Scopus database from 1999-2022. The study used several
indicators including data overview (scientific production in the area and three field-plot),
conceptual structure (co-occurrence network, thematic map, and evolution), keyword analysis,
and thematic mapping.

Findings/results: The analysis indicated five main themes on which the ambidexterity
literature focuses. The results revealed that the key themes in ambidexterity literature are
continuous innovation, knowledge management, dynamic capabilities, entrepreneurial and
market orientation, enterprise resource management (ERM), and business performance.

Practical implications: The review highlighted that SMEs struggle more in dynamic business
environments. Business changes in recent years have proved the importance of innovation,
ERM, knowledge management, and dynamic capabilities as beneficial factors for achieving
enhanced performance.

Originality/value: The analysis reveals several links in literature and valuable insights into
possible models that can be scaled up and replicated across different industries. Themes
in the domain mainly focussed on knowledge management, firm performance, digital
transformation, open innovation, dynamic capabilities as well as entrepreneurial and
marketing orientation The proposed business model can assist SMEs owners and managers
in swiftly adapting to unpredictability in the changing business climate caused by the recent
pattern of events.

Keywords: innovation; ambidexterity; sustainability; digital technology; business performance.

Introduction

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) endlessly face uncertain challenges because of the swiftly
changing business environment (Tyna, 2023). These challenges are known to stifle SMEs’
operations and maintain their performance in dynamic environments. Responding to competitive
pressures, most SMEs are compelled to adopt newer management tools and techniques to stay
competitively relevant and achieve sustainable advantage (Jacobs & Maritz, 2020). Additionally,
SME:s face extended pressures and adapt to maintain continuity by securing new cash streams
and addressing the constantly changing business environment (Gregurec et al., 2021). It is difficult
for SMEs to determine their sustainability efforts and ascertain routes to improve business
sustainability.

Ragazou et al. (2022) suggest that ambidexterity is crucial in devising means through which SMEs
can manoeuvre in the changing business environment. Ambidexterity enables businesses to
exploit existing skills and explore new opportunities. The concept of ambidexterity entails the
achievement of opposing objectives: engaging in new opportunities versus undertaking existing
competencies (Cheah & Tan, 2023; Katou et al., 2023). This type of strategy embodies a different
methodology based on the principles of adaptability and flexibility. Despite the importance of
ambidexterity business models, few of the existing business models provide a platform for SMEs
to improve their company performance, development, and sustainability in an increasingly
competitive and uncertain business environment. Small and medium enterprises now require
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fresh perspectives to enable flexibility, swiftness, and
adaptability (Adomako & Ahsan, 2022). While ambidexterity
models are considered robust in the changing business
environment, fragmented ideas continue to exist in the body
of knowledge (Hernaus et al., 2023; Trieu et al., 2023). Various
studies have shown that ambidexterity may be an ineffective
tool given the limited resources; it would be better if the
company focused on exploitation or exploration (Chakma
et al., 2023).

Despite these insightful suggestions from pioneering
studies, several solutions for ambidexterity problems
remain unresolved because of the complexity of balancing
exploration and exploitation under the context of resource
constraints, especially for SMEs. Considering the significant
costs of maintaining such separate systems, resource-
constrained SMEs may find it more profitable to focus on
either exploration or exploitation. Indeed, focusing is
frequently extremely effective in SMEs, with some SMEs
regularly engaging in exploration and challenging the status
quo with radically new ideas, while others consistently
exploiting narrow niches. Contradictory empirical findings
illustrate the absence of conceptual clarity: while some
research reveals that ambidexterity is advantageous
compared to exploration and exploitation in SMEs (e.g.,
Solis-Molina et al., 2018), others establish little support for
theidea (e.g., Partanen etal., 2019). Generally, this uncertainty
raises worries that SMEs may gain more from either
exploration or exploitation. Furthermore, based on the
preceding argument, it is ambiguous under what
circumstances exploration and exploitation become more or
less advantageous for SMEs.

In this regard, the development of an all-encompassing
business model may serve as a significant foothold for SMEs
to increase their performance, growth, and sustainability.
Recent studies related to the means of superior performance,
growth, and sustainability of firms highlight the need to
exploit existing capabilities to create gradually improved
exploitative innovations while at the same time successfully
exploring new competencies and technologies to create
explorative breakthrough innovations.

Literature review
Ambidexterity in small and medium enterprises

Ambidexterity was originally theorised as a leading aspect in
the continued existence and success of any business. It is
centred on the principle that ‘the capacity of a business to
exploit its existing capabilities and explore new-found
opportunities signifies the fundamental of organisation
evolution” (Mehrabi et al., 2019; Solis-Molina et al., 2018).
The effect of ambidexterity has been a subject of importance
in academic literature. Some researchers claim that
ambidexterity represents the most dominant predictor of
innovation (Posch & Garaus, 2019; de Guinea & Raymond,
2020). Through ambidexterity, businesses are known to give
birth to prominent innovations that are considered the
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ultimate solution to today’s business challenges (Kassotaki
et al., 2019; Posch & Garaus, 2019). Today’s firms recognise
the fact that the business environment has radically
transformed compared to the past when changes were
episodic. Present-day SMEs also face similar threats. The
constant changes result in endless interruption which
means that SMEs should frequently adjust to the changing
environment.

Open to the elements of dynamic environments, these SMEs
are obliged to handle the pressure between restructuring
their existing interests and creating innovative business ideas
(Partanen et al., 2019). Literature advocates a comprehensive
perspective on the benefit of participating in both exploitation
and exploration, two isolated, consistent, and non-identical
sets of innovation activities. Additionally, Partanen et al.
(2019) believe that the importance of ambidexterity tends to
be magnified in the context of SMEs. As a result, various
scholars reason that resource-constrained SMEs are better
focusing on either exploration or exploitation (Zhang et al.,
2020), whereas others suggest that concurrent pursuit
of exploitation and exploration can also take place in
SMEs (Keyhani et al., 2022) and these specific alliances
enable SMEs to pursue ambidexterity. Boronat-Navarro et al.
(2021) suggest that SMEs perform better if they engage in
exploration—exploitation capabilities.

These capabilities entail a unique set of skills essential
to survive (Jakhar et al., 2020) or enhance sustainable
competitive advantage. Ambidexterity describes a firm'’s
ability to perform explorative and exploitative behaviour
(Donbesuur et al.,, 2020; Kassotaki et al., 2019). Even
though previous literature focuses more on larger firms
(Ardito et al., 2021), analysis shows that SMEs struggle
to strike a balance between exploitation and exploration
(Rustenburg, 2017). These studies emphasise the value of
ambidexterity as a strategy for increasing performance
and ensuring a firm’s longevity (Alcalde-Heras et al., 2019;
Rustenburg, 2017).

Ambidexterity has also been suggested to have a positive
impact on the performance of SMEs in emerging economies
including South Africa (SA) (Mankgele, 2023). The
research further suggests that ambidexterity contributes to
sustainable organisational performance. Additionally, SMEs
are advised to focus on ambidextrous strategies for sustaining
performance, especially in turbulent environments (Andrade
et al., 2021; Frank et al., 2017). This suggests that SMEs in SA
should adopt both learning strategies ambidexterity,
exploitative and exploratory, to gain a greater advantage in
terms of innovation performance. Therefore, ambidexterity
plays a crucial role in enhancing the performance of South
African SMEs, particularly in terms of innovation and
sustainability.

Though ambidexterity has been emphasised in the literature,
SME:s also require more to perform exploration, exploitation,
or collaboration. Combining different capabilities is
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supposed to avoid both the limits of being an SME and the
inner conflict that ambidexterity imposes (Im et al., 2019;
Page etal., 2021). As a result, different proxies are mandatory
for successful SME ambidexterity. Ambidexterity embodies
robust theoretical strategies enabling enhanced performance
and profitability (Naughton et al., 2020; Trieu et al., 2023),
revenue growth (Paschen et al., 2020), survival tactics in an
uncertain business environment (Priyono et al., 2020), and
innovation performance (Ceptureanu & Ceptureanu, 2021;
Ferraris et al., 2021). On the contrary, literature raises the
theoretical applicability of ambidexterity regarding SMEs
considering their varying constraint (Boronat-Navarro et al.,
2021; Garcia-Pérez-de-Lemaetal., 2021). Different constraints
make SMEs vulnerable to external shocks because of internal
issues.

These internal issues include limited access to financial
resources, a lack of diversification in products or services,
and inadequate risk-management strategies. The mentioned
factors increase SMEs’ vulnerability to external shocks, and
supply chain disruptions (Naughton et al., 2020; Trieu et al.,
2023). Considering the challenges mentioned, SMEs should
focus all of their efforts and resources on all-encompassing
models rather than single-focused models because of the
environmental dynamism and inherent characteristics of
SMEs. This approach allows SMEs to adapt to changing
market conditions more effectively and capitalise on
emerging opportunities (Andrade et al., 2021; Yunita, 2023).
Additionally, by adopting all-encompassing models, SMEs
can enhance their competitiveness and achieve sustainable
growth in the long run.

Uncertainty and changing business environment

A firm’s success relies on its internal and external business
environment attributes. Such internal and external business
environmental attributes continue to threaten the existence
of SMEs. Uncertainty and changing business environmental
factors like technology, product preferences, and regulatory
changes, all continue to threaten business existence and
survival. This type of uncertainty and changing business
environment often lead to external change and difficulty for
the management to plan and make decisions for upcoming
events. To adapt to such environments, SMEs must design
adaptive systems with agility and flexibility. Key decision-
makers must process more information to cope with
dynamism and adapt to emerging changes. Higher levels of
dynamism may result in a greater exploration orientation, as
organisations use more information searches and boundary-
spanning data to develop new and timely approaches to deal
with external developments.

In dynamic and uncertain environments, it is challenging to
identify, measure, or predict cause-effect relationships
between the environment and the firm. Small and medium
enterprises often make it up as they go along, making
it difficult to rely on well-learned scripts or prescribed
sets of procedures. This presents both a decision-making
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and implementation challenge. Uncertainty and changing
business environment reduce the periods when current
resource configurations provide a competitive edge, placing
a higher burden on the management to dynamically
redesign the firm’s bundle of resources and capabilities
(Nielsen et al., 2021). This not only poses a decision-making
challenge but also an implementation challenge.
Ambidexterity is considered crucial for firms facing
uncertainty and changing business environment enabling
SMEs to swiftly respond to market disruptions through
exploratory innovation.

Thus, considering ambidexterity can be configured in
different ways, so that SMEs may lean more or less towards
an ambidextrous approach in their operations. This flexibility
allows SMEs to adapt their strategies based on their specific
needs and goals. It also enables them to strike a balance
between exploration and exploitation, maximising both
innovation and efficiency in their operations. Further,
although a dual-track strategy on the exploration—
exploitation approach may be ideal, change may be inevitable
over time. As market conditions and competitive landscapes
evolve, SMEs in emerging and volatile markets may need to
reassess their approach and potentially shift their focus
towards a more innovative ambidextrous model. This
adaptability ensures that SMEs remain agile and responsive
to external factors, allowing them to maintain a competitive
edge in the long run. Additionally, by periodically re-
evaluating their strategies, SMEs can identify new
opportunities for growth and stay ahead of industry trends.
This requires new business models. Thus, the following
sections seek to address this.

Methodology

The article statistically analysed data extracted from the
Scopus database. The database used is hosted by Elsevier.
The database is the world’s largest ‘peer-reviewed” host of
academic journals in various disciplines of high-impact
research. It analyses scientific research data, including the
number of articles published and citation count. Scopus is a
high-ranked database that provides high-quality academic
research articles, books, and conference articles (Raisig, 1962;
Baas et al., 2020) compared to other databases such as Google
Scholar and Web of Science. According to McCullough (2022),
there are over 87 million articles published in Scopus. The
database contains each title, volume number, publisher,
keyword (cited in the title, abstract, and document), and the
total citations. It is assumed that a journal article contains
some keywords; however, because of the continuous changes
in the field of science, an older article might not have
mentioned any of those words. Scopus also offers a range of
tools for analysing the impact of scientific publications, such
as the h-index, frequency charts, and statistical analysis tools.
To look up data for bibliometric analysis, the author used the
keyword ‘ambidexterity’ to search peer-reviewed articles,
conference reviews, and conference papers.
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This research attempts to employ bibliometric analysis using
a biblioshiny (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017) application to
understand the literature of the study. The scope of the
bibliometric analysis was based on RStudio software
(version-2022.07.2+576) to understand the domain of
ambidexterity and digitisation research trends, as well as
other related indicators, by analysing manuscripts published
in Scopus on the research idea. In addition, the biblioshiny
and VOSviewer (Van Eck & Waltman, 2010) software
facilitated in the mapping, verification, and identification of
the research gaps and opportunities for SMEs through the
integration of digital transformation into their business
models. The following section, therefore, represents a
literature map to understand the direction of research on
ambidexterity and innovation.

Validation and data screening

Figure 1 furnishes aspects of the keyword search employed
to query the Scopus database between 1999 and 2022. The
selected dates were considered for searching ambidexterity
because they represent a significant time span to capture
the evolution and trends of research on ambidexterity.
The search results reveal the preliminary search number
of findings obtained based on the search of the term
‘ambidexterity’ alone. To ensure that the correct articles were
selected, only articles from business, management and
accounting, social sciences, economics, econometrics, and
finance disciplines were included in the selection. Books and
book chapters were also excluded because of a lack of
bibliometric data for these publications (Churruca et al,,
2019). The results of the identified literature search showed a
total of 2558 records. The observed sample from the initial
literature search were populated records that were not all
relevant to the primary purpose of the study. Further

" Results for
“ambidexterity”
(All fields)

Records identified through
literature search
(n = 2558 records)

‘ Records excluded
(n = 750 records)

[Limit to: 1999 — 2022,
Business, management and
accounting; social sciences;
economics, econometrics
and finance; psychology;
‘ english; journal article;
conference review;
conference paper”]

Records screened
(n = 1808 records)

Full-text articles assessed
for eligibility
(n = 1808 records)

|

Total number of
records included
(n = 1808 records)

( Included ] ( Eligibility ] ( Screening ] (Identification]
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Source: Aria, M., & Cuccurullo, C. (2017). Bibliometrix: An R-tool for comprehensive science
mapping analysis. Journal of Informetrics, 11(4), 959-975. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joi.
2017.08.007

FIGURE 1: PRISMA flowchart based on the search ‘ambidexterity’.
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refinement was required (see Figure 1) to ensure that only
relevant records were included. Based on the varying
screening steps in Figure 1, and criteria applied using
PRISMA (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017), the literature search was
refined to 1808 records. The final records included Journal
Articles, Conference papers, and Reviewed papers. The
screening of records led to the exclusion of 750 records
from other discipline such as health sciences, engineering,
mathematics, computer science, and energy. Thus, the
systematic inclusion of relevant documents and exclusion of
those beyond the study scope led to a total number of 1808
documents for analysis.

Literature mapping and systematic review
(1999-2022)

Different authors have contributed to the body of literature on
ambidexterity effects in SMEs through literature reviews
and empirical studies (Amjad & Nor, 2020; Ragazou et al.,
2022; Sabando-Vera et al., 2022). In this context, interest
has increased in survival tactics for SMEs globally,
revealing new research gaps and different means of
adaptation to technological changes. In spite of these
scientific contributions, the composition and development
of knowledge on digital ambidexterity in SMEs is rare.
Hence, performing a bibliometric review enables a global
review of the literature that forms the core basic structure.
The current analysis complements and highlights the
research direction and gap to be addressed in the current
study.

The constantly changing business environment led to
unprecedented challenges which compelled businesses to
redefine affected business activities globally. To address the
consequences of the change, most SMEs have adopted
strategies to improve their development and impact on the
business environment. The article proposes an empirical gap
through a bibliometric analysis, of ambidexterity literature
centred on the three phases including, ambidexterity,
performance, and SMEs.

The analysis of bibliometrics was accomplished by examining
articles that were published from 1999 to 2022. The
bibliometric analysis used different indicators such as the
studied field, co-occurrence analysis, author’s keyword
analysis, density analysis, and thematic mapping. Biblioshiny
and Vosviewer were used to enable visualisations of results
from the empirical literature analysis. The sources that were
analysed showed that most documents were published in
developed countries. South Africa indicated the lowest
number of articles on the topic. The literature analysis
provides insights into the state of ambidexterity literature
under analysis and gaps existing in the literature. These
contribute to the creation of a technology innovation
model that integrates ambidexterity, digitisation business
performance, and open innovation, too. The proposed model
assists SMEs to swiftly conform to the dynamic business
environment. An extensively used, rigorous approach
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(bibliometric analysis) to the exploration and analysis of
massive amounts of scientific data (Donthu et al., 2021) is
employed to unpack different research constituents in the
research field, which can include authors, institutions,
countries, and academic articles.

Development and growth of ambidexterity literature

In the current bibliometric analysis, a total of 1808 articles
from Scopus within the time span 1999-2022 were analysed.
Figure 2 shows the yearly scientific production of
the ambidexterity literature in SMEs over the mentioned
period. The graph shows that ambidexterity literature only
started increasing from the year 2000. Though early scientific
literature exists, the results of scientific production show
that the concept of ambidexterity gained momentum in
early 2002. This is shown through a high-pitched growth of
publications from early 2005 in the study subject. Though
the increase is constant, Figure 3 also shows that production
publication of ambidexterity literature was confronted
by temporal breaks and further re-invigoration of the
discipline. This led to further growth of the discipline over
the years. The illustration in Figure 2 further shows that
publications of ambidexterity have grown significantly over
20 years.

Other authors have suggested that the growth in literature in
the above-mentioned discipline has been created by the
pandemic (Pellegrini et al., 2022; Ragazou et al., 2022;
Sabando-Vera et al., 2022). The sources have indicated that
the growth in the literature was in a bid to find mitigating
measures to address dynamic business challenges and the
need for SMEs to reinvent their business models. The re-
invented business models facilitate SMEs to align their
processes and management requirements while aligning
directly to the transformations in the business environment.
Though the literature suggests that SMEs should adopt new
business models that are characterised by open innovation,
the pandemic highlighted that SMEs and other businesses
need to constantly align themselves with the changing
business environment. Adapting to constantly changing
business circumstances is required through digital

300 ~

200 ~

Articles

100

FIGURE 2: Scientific production of ambidexterity literature.
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ambidexterity, co-creation, and improving network
capabilities. This new direction coerces SMEs to take risks
while also addressing their resource-constraint challenges
and innovating through alliances leading to sustainable
business performance.

The journals with the highest number of published articles
on the subject of ambidexterity and business performance
themes within the time span 1999-2022 are displayed in
Figure 3. Understanding the trends in focus journals
for ambidexterity research facilitates understanding where
most articles are being published. The Journal of Business
Research displayed the highest number of publications on
ambidexterity within the investigated period. The Switzerland
journal tiered as the second with 44 publications while the
International Journal of Human Resource Management tailed
with 29 publications. The results in Figure 2 also revealed
that Transactions Journal of Engineering Management included
27 published articles followed by Management Decisions
which published 25 articles. Twelve of the other journals
showed that they were at par with either one or two of the
other journals. For instance, the Journal of Industrial Marketing
and Journal of International Business Review were at par with
24 published articles, as well as the Journal of Long-Range
Planning and Technological Forecasting and Social Change
which both had 23 publications over the period. Similarly,
the Business Process Management Journal, the European
Management Journal, the International Journal of Innovation
Management and the Journal of Product Innovation Management
all had 19 published articles within the period under
observation. In general, the journals included the body of
research, with suggestions for different businesses such as
ambidexterity, innovation, research and development,
competitive strategy, and other significant areas. In addition,
several published articles existed in different study areas,
suggesting that SMEs require continuous revision of their
business models. The current metrics in Figure 1 and Figure
2 show the significance and broad influence of ambidexterity
for SMEs.

Inter-country production map

In a bid to understand the research gap in the literature,
bibliometric analysis was employed to assess inter-country
scientific production of article publications on ambidexterity
in SMEs on the area of focus. The results revealed an inter-
continental difference in publications among countries. The
findings showed that fewer publications were made on the
African continent compared to the rest of the world. On
the other hand, this may also show that fewer publications
from Africa do not reach top tier journals. The results place
most ambidexterity studies in the USA, Europe, Asia, and
Australia. While most SMEs on the African continent struggle
to compete on international platforms, the current evidence
highlights an area for newer business models to assist SMEs
in gaining a competitive advantage through ambidextrous
activities.
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Journal of Business Research

Sustainability (Switzerland)

International Journal of Human Resource Management

IEEE Transactions on Engineering Management

Management Decision

Industrial Marketing Management

International Business Review

Long Range Planning

Technological Forecasting and Social Change

Organisation Science

Sources

Business Process Management Journal

European Management Journal

International Journal of Innovation Management

Journal of Product Innovation Management

International Journal of Production Economics

Technology Analysis and Strategic Management

Journal of Knowledge Management

European Journal of Innovation Management

Human Resource Management

Strategic Management Journal

FIGURE 3: Published articles per journal.

Therefore, the results provide evidence of a relatively new
focus in the African management research domain, as
production levels are low on the continent. Figure 4 also
shows the gap in the literature on ambidexterity compared
to other continents. The lack of substantial literature in
Africa highlights an emergency for academic scholars and
practitioners to explore the subject of ambidexterity and
how it can thus enhance business performance. China has
the most publications (686) followed by the United States
(US) with the second-highest number of publications (636).
The publications of China and the US have integrated the
participation of 27 countries, mainly the United Kingdom
(UK) and Australia (154 and 201 publications respectively).

This type of analysis was performed according to article
production per country in the field of study, facilitating the
understanding of different existing related research between
countries for the generation of knowledge. For example,
Figure 4 displays the summary of total production for 20
years among different countries. Most developed countries
had higher article production supporting the idea that
ambidexterity is a niche area within the African continent,
Russian Federation, and partly in South America. For
instance, it can be seen in Figure 4 that South Africa leads
total article production in Africa with 18 article publications,
followed by Nigeria with 11 publications. Most of the other

http://www.sajbm.org .

30 40 50

Number of documents

countries have six articles or less published within the period
under investigation. This could also be as a result of
publications that are not linked to journals in the Scopus
database.

The country scientific production map showed 10 countries
including the US, UK, Italy, Spain, France, Germany,
India, Brazil, Canada, and China. It is worth highlighting
that China and the US are the world’s biggest publishers of
ambidexterity and business performance. The results
suggest that ambidexterity is more pronounced in the US,
China, and Central Europe. The following section will
further highlight geographical citation contributions.

Country collaboration analysis

A frequent characteristic among the various countries is the
low level of citations. An increased level of articles being
cited highlights the importance of the discipline and more
related topics covered. However, the goal of this review is to
highlight the existing gap that has appeared in recent years to
help SMEs to survive. Thus, it is significant to conduct a
citation analysis of ambidexterity and SMEs’ business
performance to show key areas covered in the subject and the
management research field. Thus, an inter-country citation
analysis in conjunction with linking the author to the
affiliated country and the key discipline was needed. This

Open Access
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FIGURE 4: Country scientific production map.

enabled the researcher to map literature and show more
definite gaps in South African literature and the African
continent at large. Thus, reference to the current section was
made through inference from Figure 5 and Table 1.

The US ranks first with the highest number of citations
(17470) on ambidexterity globally. The US can be viewed as
the centre of attention for many businesses globally, with
the world’s most international and connected businesses
presenting unmatched access to international markets. As
such, the various businesses offer an international platform
for human resources, investment, and networking capability
worldwide. Moreover, the US is mainly attractive to human
resources from various parts of the world, who form a larger
body of academic experts. There is intense activity in the US
from businesses, of which some are business research centres,
such as the Harvard Business Review of the University of
Harvard. Opportunities like this present a situation for
academics who study business management and strategy to
be alert in distinguishing upcoming trends in different
business subject areas.

Ambidextrous activities are means for businesses to alleviate
different business challenges introduced in the research area
by an American expert named Duncan (1976). Similarly,
Turneretal. (2013) in their article ’Ambidexterity in Managing
Business Projects’ argue the supremacy of ambidextrous
practices in businesses in different industries. Additionally,
Turner and Lee-Kelley (2013) further unpack the
ambidexterity theory adding to the body of knowledge and
how ambidexterity is significant in dynamic situations. It is
noteworthy that the literature provided by di Muro et al.
(2021) and Turner et al. (2016) in collaboration with Turner,
shows the strength of understanding the dynamics of

http://www.sajbm.org . Open Access

ambidextrous practices and their contribution to their
businesses. Thus, this study reviewed US literature and
affiliated authors which was structured to highlight the
benefits of ambidexterity on business functional areas or
projects.

The UK ranked second followed by China with a total of 5729
and 3512 citations respectively (see Table 1). The UK and
China are at the centre of attention for US businesses in other
countries worldwide. In addition, Ragazou et al. (2022)
distinguished that London being the world’s central business
hub helps business relationships between different countries
globally leading to a wide network of academics. Similarly,
China is well-known as the world manufacturing hub
(Richter, 2021). This status quo helps Chinese researchers
investigate the area of ambidexterity and SMEs business
performance leading to the identification of new
developments appropriate for addressing business issues
affecting SMEs. Various citations affiliated with both China
and the UK emphasise the importance of knowledge
management (Gil-Marques & Moreno-Luzon, 2020), firm’'s
capabilities (Escorcia-Caballero et al., 2022), radical
innovation, trust-firm performance (Chams-Anturi et al.,
2020), and leadership ambidexterity (Salas Vallina et al.,
2019). Digital ambidexterity, network capabilities, and
value creation strategies can act as a tool for businesses to
handle different challenges confronting SMEs. It is worth
mentioning that the literature highlights the strength in
knowledge management, dynamic capabilities, and other
issues confronting SMEs’ executives in understanding
ambidextrous practices and their contribution to SMEs.

The remaining European and other Asian countries also
highlighted higher article citations per year in the field of



http://www.sajbm.org

Page 8 of 16 . Original Research

AU_CO AU DE
— singapore
vy ambidexterity
united kingdom [:]janscn ijp
[ |stokes p organizational ambidexterity 5
ﬁ](:beda-garcn’a m exploration| |
|| marco-lajara b exploitation [ ]
n dynamic capabilities &0
china — turner innovaytion ambigcxterity:
[ ]vrontis d firm pertormance =
Korea - |nnovation &=
|thrassou a open innovation ==
usa iy organizational learinG ==
Cllivh ENLrONronAIrial Al s ba i —
B b orgamiavatGRpetformants ==
y I birkinshaw § explosompettiveagvantags =
= Nengkeng vz contextual ambictiatedy ==
. irdland!a — =5 knowledge sharing —
switzerland claver-cornes:e absorptie TR =
—_Inosella a knowl RYESH nc_ma_dg?i
( sok p ""Lu.t nlolnc.:\" ng;‘,s
- newzealand ::1 chen y ﬂr’ﬂi-{na‘dgl“éiﬁ_bfl‘q"e{t:m? =
s [Ihughes m transformiationar|aadarship =—
- gréece Jcao |
= france ( Jwang j
= Malaysia [ Jraisch s
italy [Jhuangj
pakistan O khan z
colombia [Tlchang y-y
B €960 ) del ‘giudice m
= india L__Jvolberda hw
[ tushman ml
I moreno-luzon md
spain Jsimsek z
| ferraris a
q [no author name available]
C chen 5
T iborra m
luoy
Cdhirs
el c-r

FIGURE 5: Inter-country author affiliation and area of focus.

ambidexterity and SMEs’ business performance. Most of
the countries are in Europe and Asia. They enjoy spill over
effects from being at strategic points between China, the
UK, and the US. This has seen most countries within the
proximity of their route with higher total citations ranging
from 100 citations to just below 3500 citations over the
study period. Thus, considering the UK’s competitive
economy globally, collaborations may be a result of
academics working together to enhance ambidexterity
processes as shown in Figure 5 depicting country and

author affiliations.

In reference to the context of the study geography (SA), it
was also necessary to observe the country’s scientific
production in the research field of ambidexterity of SMEs.
The study of ambidexterity in the context of South African
geography might give useful insights into handling the
country’s numerous and complicated difficulties. It
provides a framework for balancing competing interests,
integrating multiple points of view, and promoting long-
term growth in a continuously changing socioeconomic and
environmental setting. The results in Table 1 present a low
rate of adoption of ambidexterity in SA and the rest of the
continent compared to the rest of the world. Figure 1 shows
that an average per year of 550 citations exist in SA
accompanied by a total citation of 44 for 20 years. The most
cited article publications are not from SA, but from Brazil,
the US, and the rest of the world. Though the greater world
is advancing in understanding the concept of ambidexterity,
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SA and the rest of the continent continue to trail behind
Asia, Europe, Australia, and American backyards. Thus, it
is surprising that while the world propels ambidexterity
globally, a considerable number of countries on the African
continent continue to linger behind the rest of the world.
Brathen et al. (2021) suggest that ambidexterity offers a
variety of business opportunities for SMEs and a likely
wider transformation across the economy. In SA, SMEs that
embrace ambidexterity and integrate emerging technologies
into their business model can manage to improve their
competitiveness. However, the literature landscape of SME
in SA presents shortcomings of SMEs including: (1) resource
constraints, (2) SMEs’ skills shortages, and (3) relationship
management capabilities. This presents a gap in SA’s
literature and the need for digital ambidexterity, showing
the role of network capability and how value co-creation
can enable SMEs to enhance their business performance.

Geographic collaboration between scholars

The country’s scientific production highlighted weak
engagement and less research in Africa on ambidexterity and
SMEs’ business performance. Figure 6 shows the geographical
collaboration between the academics on ambidexterity
research of SMEs on a global scale. The diagramming of the
scientific collaboration of the academics on a global scale was
generated through the use of the Biblioshiny statistical tool.
The geographical collaboration examination aims to identify
the shared configuration of the academic community in the
ambidexterity field. The various meeting points in Figure 6
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TABLE 1: Inter-country production and total citations related to ambidexterity.

Country Total citations Average citations per year
United States 17470 10524
United Kingdom 5729 4583
China 3512 1649
Switzerland 3256 17137
Netherlands 3041 6911
New Zealand 2361 29513
Germany 1815 2486
Italy 1766 2676
Spain 1666 2109
Canada 1429 4330
Australia 1219 2390
France 843 1960
Georgia 745 37250
Finland 681 4540
Sweden 673 1819
Norway 584 4867
Korea 513 1350
Israel 477 5963
Austria 452 4109
Ireland 329 3290
Cyprus 317 6340
Belgium 281 1653
Portugal 269 2445
Singapore 262 2911
Turkey 247 1764
Denmark 229 1527
India 221 713
Pakistan 172 1911
Thailand 128 3200
Chile 124 1771
Greece 116 1450
Colombia 90 1125
Lithuania 90 3000
Brazil 88 419
Indonesia 87 414
Malaysia 77 856
Slovenia 70 1750
Hong Kong 67 957
South Africa 44 550
Saudi Arabia 41 1367
Jordan 40 571
Guinea 33 3300
Luxembourg 25 1250

display the different researchers and the connection lines
characterise the co-authorship. The map shows that most of
the scientific collaborations in the SMEs” ambidexterity area
originate from the US. In addition, the strongest scientific
networks seen in Figure 6 highlight strong networks between
US-Europe, US-China, Europe-China, Europe-Japan, and
Australia-Europe.

The map also exposes the niche of ambidexterity area on
the African continent as little to no collaborations are
displayed. This suggests that most African countries need
to engage in local and international collaborations to be
aware of key research areas globally. It is also possible that
most African countries engage in local collaborations
which often lack international perspective on key areas
such as ambidexterity.
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Literature network and keyword analysis

The keyword analysis was conducted to show the course of
literature and the major developments of literature based on
ambidexterity and SMEs’ business performance. Figure 7
displays the network keyword visualisation generated
through conducting a co-occurrence and the total strength of
authors’ keywords. Vosviewer software was utilised to assess
the co-occurrence of authors” keywords. In Figure 7, the size
of every node on the network connection stands for the
occurrence and strength of the keywords. The smaller circles
stand for the weaker strength of the authors’ keywords while
bigger circles represent compelling strength and links of the
author’s keywords. The same colour of circles stands for the
cluster of the keywords, and the lines between the circles
show the link and strength between the keywords (Pellegrini
et al., 2022; Ragazou et al., 2022; Sabando-Vera et al., 2022).
Selection of default settings was utilised leading to co-
occurrence analysis and total strength relationships. A further
parameter implemented was to clean the keywords by
removing synonyms, general words, and other irrelevant
words. Therefore, a total number of 101 keywords were
selected and divided into five clusters shown in different
colours.

The red cluster shows organisational ambidexterity and
its relationship with dynamic capabilities, knowledge
management, product development, enterprise resource
planning, information systems, performance, and competitive
advantage. The links highlight the significance of managing
dynamic capabilities, knowledge, product development,
enterprise resource planning, and information systems in
achieving SMEs’ performance and competitive advantage.
The green cluster signifies the strong link between
ambidexterity and management of exploration, exploitation,
contextual ambidexterity, knowledge, and organisational
ambidexterity. The cluster on ambidexterity therefore shows
the significance of knowledge management in achieving
various forms of ambidexterity leading to the ability of SMEs
to show, conform, and use the knowledge that comes through
ambidexterity. In short, ambidexterity and organisational
ambidexterity facilitate learning and knowledge acquisition
on how to participate competitively in SMEs. The fourth, the
blue cluster shows the innovation presence in SMEs’
strategies which is significant for sustainable development,
product development, ideal organisational framework, and
transformational leadership. In addition, the yellow cluster
represents the concept of innovation ambidexterity, open
innovation, and their relationship to SMEs” entrepreneurial
orientation strategies to increase competitive advantage,
innovative performance, and absorptive capacity in their
operations (see Figure 7 and Appendix 1, Figure 1-Al).
Moreover, the purple cluster shows how exploitation and
exploration relate to natural resource exploration and
achieving sustainability.

The different clusters show that ambidexterity, continuous
innovation, knowledge management, and enterprise resource
management (ERM) can be idyllic to be implemented by
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SMEs and assist them in adjusting to the demands of
the dynamic market. The thematic and keyword analysis
suggest a new business model which can provide prompt
identification of a new direction for SMEs to respond swiftly
in establishing processes and models that lead to adaptability
and consumer satisfaction. It can be concluded from the right
and the centre that the thematic and authors’ keywords
analysis displays clarity in the new business model currently
emerging, based on digital ambidexterity, dynamic
capabilities, knowledge management, firm performance,
ERM, and open innovation, which can contribute to SMEs’
competitive advantage execution and sustainability in an
unstable business environment.

The themes of innovation performance, digital
transformation, dynamic capability, knowledge sharing,
and sustainability represent the new business themes
gaining competitive advantage through ambidexterity. The
themes of innovation ambidexterity, digital transformation,
dynamic capabilities, and knowledge management have
emerged as crucial viewpoints to SMEs’ business
performance. Figure 8 shows the thematic structure and
development of ambidexterity literature based on the
authors” keywords. The conceptual structure (see Figure 7)
shows ideas generated from published articles included in
the bibliometric analysis.

The graph shows the research ideas of the research, while
the size represents the proportion to the overall keywords.
The motor theme on the quadrant in the upper-right side
in Figure 8 shows high concentration and centrality,
while the basic themes are on the bottom-right side
of the quadrant representing high centrality but low
concentration. The upper-right side of the quadrant
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displays the niche themes generated from the published
articles, whereas the bottom-left side of the quadrant
shows emerging themes, characterised by low centrality
and density (Brathen et al., 2021; Pellegrini et al., 2022;
Sabando-Vera et al., 2022). Digital transformation,
dynamic capabilities, knowledge sharing, innovation
ambidexterity, and performance dominated the niche
themes of the thematic analysis. In a dynamic business
environment, SMEs should improve their competitive
advantage. = Through
ambidexterity, knowledge management, and ERM, SMEs
can enhance their performance and adapt to constantly
changing business environment.

incorporating digitisation,

Thematic map and literature evolution

Figure 9 shows the thematic evolution of literature ideas over
different time frames confirming that SMEs need to transform
their business model. The different nodules represent different
subject areas, as shown by the keyword common in the
literature. These nodules represent changing ideas in literature
over time. Therefore, Figure 9 shows the significant changes in
literature over the two decades under investigation. The graph
shows that literature ties and connections have increased
substantially between 1999 and 2022. The graph further shows
that topics have gradually changed even though others
continue to maintain their prominence. For instance, different
themes emerged between 1999 and 2018. The thematic map
shows that though ambidexterity was the main theme between
1999 and 2015, in the period between 2016 and 2018 other
themes included supply chain, radical innovation, ICT, and
new study. Different ideas are included in the research on
the need for a new SMEs business model on innovation
ambidexterity, digital transformation, dynamic capabilities,
and knowledge management. In addition, the research



http://www.sajbm.org

Page 11 of 16 . Original Research

paradox

&
contextual ambidexterity

leadership infor matu\s&!s_t_e

organizational framework

~am

transformational leadership
digital traﬂformation:' /5

informationmanagement
| & china

sustaifiability ¢
Es VOSviewer

casestudy

exploration ad exploitation

Pt l dy'ﬁamlc‘i’é‘bil_i‘ties

®
natural resourges exploration

commerce

» exthion

industrial management

B
nty "

-~ _firmperformance

entrepreneurial orientation

.

knowled g‘e“ﬁagemenf smes

knowledge

open innovation

per%d‘ance

FIGURE 7: Thematic and keyword analysis.

focal point is not stagnant but continuously dynamic over
time. As time passed, ‘ambidexterity’, and ‘dynamic
capabilities” have all continued to be common in empirical
literature. Despite this, the literature focus widened to include
‘knowledge management’, ‘information management’, ‘digital
transformation’, ‘open innovation’, ‘emerging markets’, and
‘dynamic capabilities” of the business model. Moreover, it can
be reasoned that the above study areas and themes can
continue to grow in the anticipated future.

Changing themes on the area of investigation show that
business ability to optimise existing and innovate new
business concepts is a critical concept for sustainable success
in business transformation. The thematic evolution shows
sustenance to ambidexterity over the years. This highlights
the significance of the concept. Nonetheless, the evolution
map also shows other themes, which include ambidexterity,
innovation, knowledge management, ERM, dynamic
capabilities (network capabilities), entrepreneurialism, and
market orientation. These additional themes demonstrate the
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multifaceted nature of business transformation and the
various factors that contribute to its success. By incorporating
these themes into their strategies, organisations can ensure
they are effectively adapting to changing market conditions
and staying ahead of the competition. Furthermore,
understanding and leveraging these concepts can help
businesses navigate challenges and seize opportunities in an
increasingly complex and dynamic business environment.
While ambidexterity is pronounced key for businesses,
preceding literature focused on exploration and exploitation
as two types of learning activities that support ambidexterity.
Until now, the concept of ambidexterity has been slowly
integrated into ambidextrous service innovation and
knowledge management, which emphasises the need for
organisations to simultaneously explore and exploit
innovation and manage and protect their knowledge in
digitally transforming ecosystems. Additionally, the concept
of the ambidextrous organisation has emerged as a dynamic
capability core competence for firms, addressing the
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increasing number of organisational paradoxes, uncertainty,
and strategic choices they face.

These reflections suggest that organisations must adopt a
flexible and adaptive approach to thrive in today’s rapidly
changing business landscape. This includes developing
the ability to balance exploration and exploitation, as well
as effectively navigating the complexities of digital
transformation. By embracing ambidexterity, open
collaborations and actively managing their knowledge assets,
organisations can position themselves for long-term success
in the evolving digital ecosystem. In conclusion, the findings
of the evolution map suggest the necessity of a business
model development in emerging markets that will be
based on digital ambidexterity, innovation, knowledge
management, ERM, dynamic capabilities (network capabilities),
entrepreneurial & market orientation as well as open
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innovation (value co-creation). Figure 8 demonstrates the
synthesised structure of the business model derived from the
literature.

Discussion of literature analysis

Based on the thematic analysis and map evolution through
bibliometrics, an SMEs dynamic innovation model (see
Figure 10) is created. This model highlights the importance
of continuous learning and adaptation in the face of
technological advancements and market disruptions. It
provides a framework for SMEs to effectively manage
their innovation processes, fostering agility and resilience in
the rapidly changing business environment. The themes
from Figure 8 highlight key areas for SMEs to focus
on (ambidexterity, innovation, knowledge management,
ERM, dynamic capabilities],
entrepreneurialism, and market orientation). Based on these
themes, SMEs can develop strategies and implement practices
that enable them to navigate the challenges and opportunities
presented by technological advancements and market
disruptions. By embracing ambidexterity, SMEs can balance
their exploration of new technologies and markets with the
exploitation of existing resources and capabilities. Innovation
and knowledge management are crucial for SMEs to
continuously improve their products, services, and processes
in response to changing customer needs and market
demands. Enterprise resource management helps SMEs

capabilities [network

optimise their resources and operations to remain competitive
in a rapidly evolving business environment. Therefore, based
on the above-mentioned themes, a dynamic innovation
management model (DIM) is proposed.

Based on the model presented in Figure 10, SMEs should
adopt correct measures and search for digital innovations to
ensure that the business is in constant alignment with the



http://www.sajbm.org

transformation

o Digital WM e Open innovation

Enterprise Business
resource performance
management
Entrepreneurial
and Ambidexterity
market orientation

e Knowledge
management

e Dynamic
capabilities

Je—s|

FIGURE 10: Dynamic innovation management model.

environment. Business changes in recent years have proven
the power of digital technologies, knowledge management
and collaboration with other stakeholders beneficial
for achieving enhanced performance. Such changes ensure
the development of flexible and compatible business
models that assist businesses in adjusting to the changing
conditions.

Based on the analysis of published articles through
bibliometric analysis, various themes were discovered. The
results revealed that digital transformation, ambidexterity,
knowledge management, openinnovation, and collaborations
are ideal approaches for SMEs to address the changing
business environment. While various academics identify
ambidexterity and innovation to be significant for
SMEs achieving sustainability, the bibliometric analysis
highlights emerging markets research lags on ambidexterity,
digital transformation, open innovation, and knowledge
management to mitigate the negative effects of the changing
business environment. The analysis stresses the key role of
the above concepts in the extension and adoption of the
SMEs’ Dynamic Innovation model.

Figure 9 highlights that ambidexterity, digitisation,
knowledge management, and ERM are important conditions
for SMEs faced with new challenges and pressures. In
addition, the above precedence brings ideal survival efforts
for resource-constrained SMEs to integrate the principles of
ambidexterity, digitisation, knowledge management, and
ERM into all procedures throughout the various hierarchical
levels of the business. The existence of digitisation and
innovation emerged as the answer for SMEs to engage in
networking relationships and co-creation to curb the
negative effects of being small and resource constraints.
Digital innovation combined with, ambidexterity, enabling
co-creation to facilitate ERM and exploiting network
capabilities actions with the right grounding develop the
conditions to steer SMEs towards an adaptable and renewed
direction.
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Conclusion

The article examined ambidexterity literature in SMEs
and the impact that it has on performance. The systematic
literature review and empirical analysis were used to
understand the path of previous studies and the direction of
the research. This article also provides insight into the
research gap in ambidexterity and firm performance studies
in SMEs. The discussion revealed that digital ambidexterity
literature is scarce and most academics studying the areas
of ambidexterity have mainly focused on issues such as
innovation, information and communication technology
(ICT), and other related concepts. In addition, further
analysis of the literature through bibliometric analysis led
to the revelation that emerging markets lag in ambidexterity
research. The analysis also revealed that knowledge
management is critical in ambidexterity literature. The
article also highlighted that ambidexterity exists to be a
niche market for emerging market research. This confirms
the resolutions made by the researcher that the body of
literature on ambidexterity in Africa still lags behind the
rest of the world.

The analysis of ambidexterity literature highlights the fact
that the dynamic market environmental factors impose
radical decisions for SMEs to create survival opportunities
and improve the business status quo. Dynamic competitive
circumstances compel each competitor to attempt impractical
ideas to survive. The competitive circumstances continue to
change because of customers’ varying needs and expectations,
changes in technology, and the global marketplaces. The
preceding decades show that competition among SMEs has
strengthened radically. For SMEs to compete sustainably, it is
significant to adapt to shifting market trends, technological
changes, and emergent new management and organisational
procedures. Small and medium enterprise endurance
gradually determines different factors and their flexibility to
refocus their strategies and technologies.

This is the reason for the DIM (see Figure 10). The proposed
dynamic innovation management model centres on SMEs’
ability to make radical decisions in uncertain environments.
The model theorises four cornerstones including digital
transformation, open innovation, dynamic capabilities, and
knowledge management as the ultimate answer to unmatched
SMEs business performance in an uncertain environment. In
the past decade, SMEs have been exposed to the negative
effects of both global financial crises and the pandemic. It is
no secret that SMEs suffer endlessly from inadequate resource
allocation and excessive regulation. Furthermore, policies
and regulations that preside over the formation of SMEs are
extraordinarily complex and differing. Researchers reason
that SMEs lack compliance with regulations as they are
considered arduous and costly. Nevertheless, SMEs lack an
understanding of the regulations that oversee them, leading
to compliance issues.

As a result, SMEs continue to lose confidence as the country’s
stringent labour laws are unfavourable to business growth
(Mansuy et al., 2019).
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The effects of constantly changing business environmental
issues highlight the many weaknesses of SMEs. Even though
several researchers have considered SMEs bricolage as a
means to survival (Fu et al., 2019), they continue to encounter
problems in their operation. These social circumstances and
the country’s cultural facets generate an environmental
benevolence that aids SMEs or exhibits challenges that
suffocate SMEs. Governmental support has proved to be
inadequate to ensure the survival and competitiveness
of SMEs. Significant actions from the firms themselves,
new perspectives, and attitudes, and, most importantly,
procedures to safeguard their future are required. Small and
medium enterprises require a new business model. The
business model suggested DIM not only ensures the
adaptability of the business but enables it to generate value
in a new business environment.

Thus, SMEs should establish knowledge, manage enterprise
resources, and understand the customers and markets to
enable the exploitation and exploration of innovative
opportunities that can facilitate enhanced business
performance. The connection of the parts of the DIM with the
thoughts of change management theory, ideas of Feldheim
(2003), and the organisation theory views of Mary Parker
Follett establishes key insight of the analysis and advocates
new direction for future research. The illustrated insight
shares the need for businesses to adapt, learn, and transform
in alignment with the business environment. For that reason,
the development of the DIM aligns businesses to the changing
business environment with special significance to SMEs to
become accustomed to uncertain business environments and
increasing risks.
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FIGURE 1-A1: Additional keyword analysis.
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