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Abstract  

Purpose: This study explores the linkages between organizational ambidexterity, strategic 

alliances, and strategic performance within the tenets of the relational view theory. 

Design/methodology/approach: This research utilizes a framework based on relevant 

literature to investigate the factors influencing strategic performance among SMEs, 

emphasizing organizational ambidexterity and the benefits of strategic alliances. Data collected 

from Malaysian SMEs was used to empirically test the proposed model using Partial Least 

Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). 

Findings: The study reveals the essential impact of organizational ambidexterity on enhancing 

strategic performance among SMEs, while also confirming the mediating effect of strategic 

alliances in this association. 

Research Limitations/implications: This study advances the relational view theory by 

empirically elucidating how organizational ambidexterity, facilitated through strategic 

alliances, enhances strategic performance. It underscores the critical role of interorganizational 

relationships in navigating competitive environments, demonstrating their significant impact 

on strategic outcomes amidst intense rivalries and hyper-competition. However, despite its 

contributions, this study has limitations due to its concentration on Malaysian SMEs, which 

may restrict the applicability of the findings to SMEs in other emerging markets or developed 

economies.  

Practical implications: The study offers practical understanding particularly beneficial for 

SMEs, highlighting the significance of ambidexterity and relational-specific orientation in 

achieving a competitive edge. It empirically demonstrates how interorganizational 

relationships contribute to competitive positioning and strategic business outcomes. 

Originality/value: This research opens new avenues for understanding strategic performance 

among SMEs in emerging market economies like Malaysia. It challenges the predominant 

focus on larger corporations and emphasizes the untapped potential of SMEs to achieve 

strategic success. By exploring the synergy of strategic alliances and ambidexterity, the study 

also provides a unique perspective on achieving an ideal balance between short-term stability 

and long-term value creation. 
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Introduction 

The economic progress of emerging markets, such as Malaysia, relies significantly on the role 

of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Given the current business landscape, SMEs 

must harness their expertise and resources to thrive in an era defined by sustainable innovation, 

where proactive business strategies are essential. Looking ahead, SMEs must anticipate 

emerging challenges, emphasizing the need for adaptable and resilient operations. Crafting 

strategies that prioritize both flexibility and sustainability will be vital for strategic performance 

(SP). Traditional performance metrics in SMEs often emphasize daily operations and short-

term results. In contrast, SP focuses on aligning long-term goals with market adaptability, 

positioning SMEs for sustainable growth (Asare et al., 2023). The ongoing discussion about 

factors affecting strategic performance has predominantly centred on large enterprises, leaving 

the distinctive viewpoints and difficulties encountered by SMEs largely unexamined (Gelhard 

et al., 2016). Scholars also suggest that the business strategies of SMEs are shaped by their 

specific contexts and are affected by informal elements, including the management of 

relationships, tacit agreements, and personal engagement (Martin et al., 2019).Moreover, 

Welsh and White (1981) added that, SMEs differ characteristically and should not be 

considered merely as scaled-down versions of their larger counterparts.  

 

Despite significant contributions in the literature, limited research on the success strategies of 

thriving organizations underscores the need to evaluate SP within SMEs. This includes 

recognizing their unique contexts and assessing the impact of interorganizational relationships, 

such as alliance formation, on performance outcomes. Empirical evidence also shows the 

influence of alliances on a company's strategic business approach has been limited, as posited 

by Lin and Lin (2016). Moreover, the concept of ambidexterity holds tremendous potential for 

SMEs, serving as a powerful tool to navigate current adversities, swiftly determine financial 

structures, and manage essential assets. Ambidexterity, which involves managing existing 

resources while pursuing new opportunities, helps SMEs adapt to changing market 

circumstances and preserve their competitive advantage. In combination with both viewpoint, 

ambidexterity and alliances enable SMEs to effectively identify opportunities for rapid growth 

and expansion. This line of research underscores the substantial potential of SMEs to drive 

innovation and growth, challenging the traditional understanding that only larger enterprises, 

with their extensive operational capacities and resource advantages, can achieve significant 

success (Roxas et al., 2016).  

 

This current investigation seeks to delve into the intricate relationship between organizational 

ambidexterity (OAM), strategic alliances (SMESA), and SP within Malaysian SMEs. 

Specifically, OAM involves the simultaneous management of exploration and exploitation that 

is crucial for SMEs in navigating dynamic market environments. For context, SMESA relates 

to the development of collaborative relationships between multiple companies to address 

shared challenges and achieve objectives related to operational efficiency, knowledge sharing, 

and market facilitation through different methods of relationship management. SP for an 

organization encompasses achieving long-term objectives and sustaining a competitive 

advantage through effective strategy formulation, implementation, and evaluation. It involves 

aligning resources and capabilities with external opportunities and threats with the aim for 

sustainable growth. The significance of this research extends beyond empirical exploration to 

critically advancing the relational view theory (RV) (Dyer et al., 2018; Dyer & Singh, 1998) 

within the context of SMEs. The said theory suggests that achieving a competitive edge is not 

just about internal assets but is greatly enhanced by the unique benefits obtained from external 

relationships. By applying this theoretical lens to Malaysian SMEs, the study offers novel 
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insights into how SMESA and OAM contribute to sustainable competitive advantage and 

improved SP. Theoretical contributions include expanding the RV theory by demonstrating its 

applicability and relevance in emerging markets, identifying gaps in existing literature, and 

proposing modifications based on empirical findings. Practically, the study addresses key 

challenges faced by SMEs in emerging markets, providing actionable strategies for optimizing 

competitive advantage. It clarifies how SMEs can leverage ambidexterity and alliances as part 

of business strategies to navigate market uncertainties, allocate resources more effectively, and 

seize opportunities for growth and expansion. By offering in-depth examples and 

recommendations, the study aims to influence industry practices and policymaking, thereby 

enhancing its practical value and impact. This research not only fills important gaps in the 

current body of knowledge but also provides SMEs with effective frameworks and practical 

tools for achieving long-term strategic success. To attain this goal, the study establishes three 

principal research questions to steer its inquiry: 

 

RQ1:  To what degree does organizational ambidexterity affect strategic alliances? 

RQ2:  To what extent do strategic alliances impact strategic performance? 

RQ3:  Do strategic alliances serve as the mediator between organizational ambidexterity and 

strategic performance? 

Review of Literature  

Strategic Performance  

In the intricate landscape of today's business environment, SMEs have emerged as dynamic 

players where SP is essential for their sustained growth and competitive relevance. While 

traditional connotation for performance in SMEs typically focuses on day-to-day operations 

and short-term outcomes, SP emphasizes the alignment of long-term goals and adaptability to 

changing market conditions, positioning SMEs for sustainable growth (Asare et al., 2023). 

Initially, due to their inherent resource limitations, SMEs often find themselves compelled to 

employ carefully chosen strategic business approaches to counteract financial constraints. 

There are instances where access to non-bank credit sources is instrumental in supporting the 

growth of SMEs, as noted by Cheong et al. (2020). Chung (2011) further suggests that SMEs, 

in addition to financial indicators of growth, should strategically prioritize critical factors such 

as improving product visibility, growing market share, developing client relationships, refining 

network strategies, enhancing supply chain efficiency, and boosting sales. The direction of this 

study addresses the need to look beyond financial metrics to demonstrate growth. In alignment 

with this importance, achieving SP has emerged as a driving force toward enhanced 

performance. Such achievement involves reaching performance goals, prioritizing, and 

allocating resources, enabling managers to strategically review or adjust existing policies and 

plans to meet these objectives, as highlighted by Murray et al. (1995).  

 

A thorough analysis of SP reveals a range of domains and influencing factors. While Chung et 

al. (2015) emphasize organizational learning, others highlight factors such as clientele, stock 

management, finance, and promotional strategies (Kim et al., 2008). Research also highlights 

responses to competitive dynamics (Chung, 2011) and strategic alignment (Yousaf & Majid, 

2016). Additionally, the dynamic capabilities perspective is more thoroughly examined by 

Gelhard et al. (2016). Notably, the environment following the pandemic has greatly affected 

supply chains, highlighting the constraints that SMEs encounter due to their relatively limited 

strategic acumen, often a result of shorter operational histories (Miklian & Hoelscher, 2022). 

Nevertheless, a promising avenue for SMEs to navigate these challenges lies in leveraging 
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interorganisational relationships (IORs) which can offer crucial support. Some facets of IORs, 

such as business networks, enable SMEs to enhance their knowledge and overall business 

outcome by facilitating knowledge sharing and imposing cost reduction measures. By 

implementing strategies related to IORs, SMEs can better grasp the principles of SP, which in 

turn boosts their competitiveness and overall effectiveness. Ultimately, this study particularly 

explores the conceptualization of strategic performance for SMEs, extending beyond 

traditional financial metrics. It aims to engage in empirical exploration, which is crucial for 

providing definitive evidence of how IORs impact performance outcomes. This also includes 

integrating aspects such as long-term strategic objectives, financial gains, and market presence 

(Torkkeli et al., 2019). 

Organizational Ambidexterity 

In today's fast-changing environment, adaptability is crucial for success. Small businesses 

frequently face a variety of challenges that threaten their sustainability. To navigate such 

uncertainties, they employ strategies that balance immediate concerns with long-term 

objectives, mirroring the agility of resilient organizations that not only endure but excel amidst 

constant change and unpredictability. Organizational Ambidexterity (OAM) is a concept 

rooted in the ability to deftly manage two crucial orientations within an organization. On one 

hand, it involves the efficient handling of current business demands, known as 'exploitation'. 

On the other, it encompasses the organization’s skill to navigate and adapt to external 

environmental shift, referred to as 'exploration' (Ramdan et al., 2022). This concept underscores 

the duality of organizational focus, ensuring that the short-term stability and long-term 

innovation are prioritized in harmony. Such dynamic balance enhances efficiency and makes 

organizations more agile and adaptive in the evolving market. 

 

Organizational aambidexterity offers significant advantages for SMEs, serving as a potent tool 

to navigate adversities, quickly assess financial structures , key assets, and strategically identify 

paths for development and scaling (Vahlne & Jonsson, 2017). To remain competitive in today's 

market, companies must ensure that their current resources and capabilities are effectively 

harnessed to foster sustainable growth and progress. This necessitates leveraging their existing 

strengths to enhance efficiency and secure a competitive advantage over their rivals. Nurturing 

ambidexterity within SMEs enables them to achieve financial performance and resilience, even 

amidst unprecedented challenges (Liang et al., 2022). In the current market scenario, 

businesses must adeptly utilize their existing resources and capabilities to stay competitive. 

This entails optimizing their present strengths to enhance operational efficiency and gain an 

edge over their industry counterparts. According to Asif and De Vries (2015), proficiently 

managing these dimensions is instrumental in driving sustainable innovation and growth in the 

contemporary business landscape. This means that, while prioritizing current operations, 

businesses should also invest in exploring new opportunities to anticipate future market 

demands. Balancing both aspects is indeed crucial for bolstering their competitive position and 

ensuring lasting success. 

The Collaborative Advantages from Strategic Alliances 

Allyship in business environment through strategic alliances have emerged as a potent 

approach that brings benefit from collaborative advantages. One of the most comprehensive 

studies on strategic alliances by Ferreira and Franco (2017) offers an in-depth 

conceptualization of strategic alliance formation for further clarities. They emphasize three 

fundamental functional motives for forming alliances: market access, knowledge acquisition, 

and business efficiency. Cultivating these dimensions is deemed imperatives for the growth 
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and adaptability of SMEs in the contemporary landscape, where demands are notably more 

extensive and intricate. Such factors are evident in business practices, particularly in the 

processes of generating, capturing, and delivering value to customers (Rohrbeck et al., 2013).  

In a market characterized by rapid evolution and mounting customer expectations for 

increasingly sophisticated products, the strategic act of forming alliances emerges as a potent 

catalyst for boosting their performance. Picture SMEs that keenly aware of the value inherent 

in cutting-edge offerings within the fiercely competitive domain of artificial intelligence (AI) 

solutions. As market access becoming key, synergy in IORs could unlock the doors to novel 

markets, seamlessly facilitating market expansion and seizing a wider array of opportunities 

(Bagheri et al., 2019). Besides, knowledge acquisition astutely attuned them to the dynamics 

of the AI landscape by understanding the significance of acquiring cutting-edge insights and 

expertise. The other alliance dimensions of business efficiency bring focus on operational 

excellence, recognise the critical need for streamlined processes for better performance beyond 

a capability of a single organizational. All of these dimensions serve as their gateway in 

SMESA, granting them access to clients and industries that would remain elusive if they were 

to tread the path independently. This development is in line with current development in diverse 

fields of study where alliance-related research was discussed within distinct contexts. Notably, 

strategic management research has increasingly centered on alliance-related studies, with a 

strong emphasis on enhancing collaborative performance (Prabhudesai & Prasad, 2017). 

Relational View  

The theory of Relational View (RV) conceptualizes competitive advantages through the lens 

of relational rents, emphasizing the firm's strategy for enhancing performance via collaborative 

efforts. This approach includes practices such as sharing expertise, fostering learning, joint 

investments, and effective management (Zhu et al., 2020). By forming relationships with other 

participants in their field and industries, companies can gain substantial advantages by 

leveraging the strategic value of their primary suppliers to enhance the performance of their 

products (Prajogo et al., 2021). The theory posits that acquiring complementary resources and 

capabilities from external sources is grounded in unique interorganizational synergy and co-

creation activities. This theory puts forth ideas about how individual interactions, dyadic 

relationships, and larger networks contribute to achieving relational benefits. These advantages 

eventually leads to stronger collaborative efforts and, ultimately, enhanced organizational 

performance. Dyer et al. (2018) highlight that engagement in IORs enhances a firm's resource 

base and competitive edge, consistent with the perspective of the mentioned theory. Partanen 

et al. (2020) further highlight the significance of resources gained through network 

relationships. Their research shows how SMEs can significantly enhance their performance by 

obtaining and effectively leveraging important resources from their allies, aligning with RV 

conceptualizations. Despite the potential advantages, Kilduff et al. (2016) somehow offer a 

contrasting perspective, suggesting that rivalries and competitive environment can hinder the 

sustainability of interorganizational relationships. Their research highlights that in highly 

competitive environments, such relationships may be compromised by unethical behaviour, 

including deceptive practices, unethical negotiation tactics, and dishonesty.  

 

Given these challenges, it becomes evident that the use of IORs through strategic alliances 

point out the importance of effectively navigating these complexities (Wilhelm & Sydow, 

2018). This is especially pertinent for SMEs who, due to their inherent limitations, often find 

themselves seeking such alliances as a strategic response to the competitive dynamics.  SMEs, 

given their inherent limitations, often find themselves seeking alliances as a tool to mitigate 

and response to the intense rivalries and hyper-competition. However, while these alliances 
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might present difficulties, the imperative for SMEs to join forces with other organizations 

remains compelling. As firms contend with the pressures of a fiercely competitive 

environment, they must transcend traditional 'inside-out' perspectives, such as the Resource-

Based View (RBV) advocated by Barney (2001). In doing so, they increasingly rely on diverse 

Inter-Organizational Relationships (IORs) to mitigate internal weaknesses and undertake 

ambitious, resource-intensive ventures that extend beyond the capabilities of any single 

organization. Lavie (2006) supports this perspective by highlighting the limitations of the RBV 

in fully explaining competitive advantage within interconnected companies. The scholar argues 

that the RBV provides a limited perspective on IORs, prompting the development of 

subsequent conceptual arguments to address these limitations. Consequently, the RV emerges 

as a complementary perspective, recognizing that an organization's competitive position can 

be enhanced not only by its internal assets but also through its external engagements.  

Hypothesis Development and Research Model 

The study introduces a framework for SP by analyzing both the direct and indirect interactions 

among variables. The framework includes three hypotheses set to investigate linkages between 

OAM, SMESA, and SP. Furthermore, it aims to investigate SMESA as an intervening factor 

between OAM and SP in Malaysian SMEs. The model provides a timely and inclusive structure 

for comprehending the intricate interconnections of these variables and how they affect SP. 

The Linkage Between Organizational Ambidexterity and Strategic Alliances 

The concept of organizational ambidexterity represents key assets deemed capable of offering 

a compelling means to confront diverse challenges in the ever-changing landscape of 

contemporary business. It represents a strategic resource that provides SMEs with a powerful 

means to address the need for sustainable competitive advantages. By fostering this ability, 

SMEs can significantly enhance their SP, even in the face of unprecedented challenges. 

Effectively balancing the efficient management of current business demands with the ability to 

respond to external changes is recognized as a significant challenge that must be adeptly 

navigated by SMEs. In doing so, the literature has conclusively demonstrated that the 

exploration side of organizational ambidexterity facilitates the discovery of innovative concept 

and processes, primarily through the organization's adaptive response to environmental shifts 

(Russo & Schena, 2021). The formation of alliances offers SMEs the opportunity to enhance 

their exploration orientation, granting them access to a wealth of diverse array of resources, 

insights, and proficiencies. Through such relationships, SMEs can tap into fresh concepts, 

skills, and technologies that might otherwise be beyond their reach. This empowers them to 

improvise by developing novel innovations, venturing into new markets, and embracing 

creative business models. Through strategic business exploration, SMEs can significantly 

enhance their competitive advantage and build the resilience required to adeptly navigate 

evolving market demands. 

 

Meanwhile, ambidexterity entails exploitation activities aimed at boosting efficiency and 

optimizing existing competencies, thereby maximizing the potential of current resources. This 

involves adapting to current environmental demands by refining and improving existing 

offerings to meet the needs of established customers in a familiar market environment (Khan 

& Naeem, 2018). By focusing on exploiting their current strengths, organization can build more 

effective collaborations within their environment. This can be achieved through the co-creation 

of resources within a hybrid collaborative model (de Man & Luvison, 2019), reinforcing 

existing capabilities through synergistic efforts. This approach aims to optimize and leverage 
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current competencies to enhance agility and flexibility, rather than embarking on entirely new 

ventures or markets. Ultimately, SMEs can leverage the power of ambidexterity to forge 

dynamic alliances that drive innovation and competitiveness. For example, a local sustainable 

fashion brand might use exploitation ambidexterity to optimize its existing operation practices, 

managing waste, and enhance the quality of its eco-friendly merchandise. Simultaneously, the 

brand can embrace exploration ambidexterity by forming strategic partnerships with eco-

conscious influencers and technology firms, thereby accessing new global markets and 

utilizing advanced sustainability tracking tools. This dual approach not only advances their 

commitment to environmental responsibility but also unlocks the synergy between 

organizational ambidexterity and strategic alliances, allowing businesses to transcend 

conventional boundaries. Consequently, this study hypothesizes a direct causal relationship 

between both explorative and exploitative dimensions of organisational ambidexterity , and the 

formation of SMESA. Therefore, the following hypothesis is presented:  

 

Hypothesis 1: Organizational ambidexterity has a positive relationship with the formation of 

strategic alliances among SMEs in Malaysia. 

The Linkage between Strategic Alliances and Strategic Performance 

Literature suggests a strong interconnection between IORs and performance (Khalid & Larimo, 

2012). When organizations strategically harness SMESA in response to demanding business 

conditions, they open doors to a wealth of resources, expertise, and valuable networks. This, in 

turn, equips them with the means to enhance their performance. Such approach empowers 

SMEs to overcome resource limitations and gain a competitive edge in their specific industries. 

This type of strategy has gained increasing significance for SMEs due to the manifold benefits 

it offers. Extensive research demonstrates that forging alliances enables SMEs to surmount 

resource constraints and fortify their competitive standing (Ferreira et al., 2021; Prabhudesai 

et al., 2022). In essence, by consolidating resources and sharing costs, SMEs gain access to 

essential expertise and capabilities needed for effective market competition. This approach 

fosters a more cohesive and robust strategy for addressing industry challenges and seizing 

growth opportunities, ultimately leading to a significant enhancement in overall SP. 

 

There is also evidence that SMESA fosters the development of innovative business models, 

showcasing an organization's flexibility and empowering it to align with strategic objectives 

(Hung et al.,2015). Additionally, SMEs can capitalize on the advantages of partnerships, 

including resource sharing, expertise, and efficient allocation, to improve their SP. For 

example, a niche textile company might focus on producing eco-friendly fabrics and partner 

with other firms that handle dyeing and finishing processes, thus combining their strengths to 

deliver a comprehensive, high-quality product. This, in turn, fosters avenues for innovation and 

creativity, empowering SMEs to nurture their intellectual capital and uphold a competitive 

advantage (Ferreira et al., 2021). Additionally, by engaging in partnerships with larger firms 

or forging international alliances, SMEs can access new markets and expand their market share 

(Brouthers et al., 2015; Talebi et al., 2017). Thus, considering this growing significance of 

collaboration and knowledge-sharing, the study posits the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 2: Strategic alliances have a positive connection with strategic performance 

among SMEs in Malaysia. 
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The Linkage between Organizational Ambidexterity, Strategic Alliances, and Strategic 

Performance  

Strategic resources, such as OAM, can be a cornerstone for achieving a competitive advantage, 

as emphasized by Lavie (2006). The dual strategies of exploration and exploitation encourage 

SMEs to actively seek novel opportunities and expand their reach, all while capitalizing on 

their current strengths to foster ongoing development and stability. In Malaysia, SMEs 

encounter distinctive challenges stemming from their limited scale of operations and resource 

constraints. Ahmadi and Osman (2020) explore the paradox of innovation strategies in SMEs 

and present a model emphasizing balanced ambidexterity orientation. They argue that SMEs 

can achieve strategic performance by adeptly managing both exploitative and exploratory 

activities. This study aligns with the current study’s perspective, suggesting that the 

simultaneous management of ambidexterity is crucial for SMEs to overcome innovation 

challenges and improve their overall strategic performance. Benner and Tushman (2003) argue 

that this strategy allows firms to leverage their established capabilities and achieve greater 

returns. As a result, by concentrating on OAM, SMEs can attain enhanced strategic 

performance outcomes. 

 

However, it's worth noting that this subject matter still lacks definitive outcomes .While certain 

scholars highlight direct relationships, others suggest exploring mediators as a means to gain 

deeper insights into how ambidexterity influences organizational performance, as emphasized 

by Charlotta et al. (2012). The full impact of the outcome may undergo a mediating process 

known as strategic resources capitalisation, as outlined by Ketchen et al. (2007). Contextually, 

this study asserts that the primary mechanism influencing SP is leveraging OAM, which is 

acquired through SMESA. OAM serves as a strategic resource that influences SP by enhancing 

market facilitation, knowledge acquisition, and operational efficiency. Thus, the impact of 

OAM on SP is channelled through these dimensions facilitated by SMESA. Corroborating this 

perspective, recent research by Bouncken et al. (2020) supports that external engagement plays 

an intervening role in the association between ambidexterity and business outcomes. The 

framework emphasizes that the collaborative advantages gained through networking have 

provided benefits not only to the focal company but also to all participants in the alliance as a 

whole. 

 

SMESA allows SMEs to pool their resources, facilitate the exchange of knowledge, and 

collectively address challenges, resulting in increased innovation, improved market position, 

and broader market access. The joint business model from these activities fosters a mutually 

beneficial scenario for all stakeholders by aligning individual gains with the shared advantages 

of the group. Through SMESA, SMEs aggregate their cumulative value, thereby reducing 

collective risk exposure and boosts their ability to excel in a competitive market (Nwokocha & 

Madu, 2020). For instance, consider some challenging perspective for a technology-based SME 

with a dynamic explorative orientation, skilled at identifying new markets and growth 

opportunities. This SME may encounter inherent resource constraints that impede the full 

exploitation of these opportunities, particularly due to the elevated R&D costs involved in the 

development phase (Lucena & Roper, 2016). Realistically, by engaging with other industry 

counterparts, this SME can leverage combined resources to enhance the development and 

commercialization of new products, ultimately augmenting to its strategic performance. 

 

In summary, SMESA serves as a key intervening factor between OAM and SP, offering SMEs 

with the avenue to harness competitive advantages essential for thriving in a hyper-competition 

marketplace. It empowers SMEs to strategically achieve their performance goals and fully 
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realize their progress and success potential. Thus, SMESA potentially emerges as the critical 

link that can enhance sustainability and long-term success. Consequently, this study posits the 

following hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 3: SMESA mediates the relationship between organizational ambidexterity and 

strategic performance among SMEs in Malaysia. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Research Framework  

Methods 

Survey and Data Collection 

The conceptual assertions in the current study were empirically validated through quantitative 

measures by administering surveys to targeted participants using purposive sampling. The 

survey was guided by a positivist, deductive approach and used a cross-sectional design, with 

data collected at a single time over an approximately four-month period. The questionnaire was 

administered personally, following the recommendation by Sekaran and Bougie (2020). The 

targeted participants were selected according to specific criteria relevant to the study's 

objectives. They were SMEs listed in the 2022 SMEs Corporation directory and met all 

qualifying criteria set by the agency, including establishment type, shareholding structure, and 

other pertinent conditions. The information obtained from this source is deemed credible, given 

that SMEs Corporation Malaysia (SME Corp.) operates as the Central Coordinating Agency 

(CCA) under the Ministry of Entrepreneurs and Cooperatives Development (MECD). This 

agency oversees the coordination of SMEs development initiatives across various ministries 

and agencies. Additionally, it functions as the administrative body for the National SME 

Development Council (NSDC) and provides key information and data related to SMEs in 

Malaysia.  

 

The survey population encompassed considerations such as the company's turnover and the 

number of full-time employees. Specifically, for manufacturing, sales turnover was capped at 

RM50 million or 200 full-time employees. Conversely, for services and other sectors, the sales 

turnover limit was RM20 million or 75 full-time employees. Additionally, the study focused 

on SMEs that incorporated alliances as a core component of their business strategy and 

regularly engaged in IORs. Given this, two screening questions were included as part of the 

eligibility criteria for survey participation, aligning with this specified criterion (Hair et al., 

2014). These questions explored aspects such as the frequency of alliance formation and the 
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type of engagement among partners. The unit of analysis of the study is SMEs organization, 

and the sampling frame comprised cross-sectoral SMEs organizations in manufacturing, 

services, and other sectors. In this survey, the top management personnel, partners and owner-

managers in these organizations served as the key informants. They were chosen due to their 

active involvement in shaping the company's strategic direction and, indirectly, influencing its 

performance. The role of a key informant is multifaceted, making it essential to select 

individuals based on specific qualifications. Given this study is related to IORs, the 

qualifications include their roles and responsibilities within the company and their knowledge 

of alliances (Lambe et al., 2002). This would allow them to provide valuable insights into 

performance outcomes for this study.  

 

Once the target respondents were identified, a formal invitational letter was sent, accompanied 

by a comprehensive cover letter detailing the study’s objective. The survey link was distributed 

through various channels, including email, WhatsApp, and Telegram. For this study, the 

sample size was determined based on literature recommendations that underscore the 

importance of using appropriate procedures for sample selection. The validity of research 

findings hinges on this selection, as it involves assessing adequacy and adopting diverse 

sampling strategies. Practical considerations such as budgetary constraints and resource 

availability can also significantly influence these decisions, frequently necessitating reliance 

on suitable sample sizes rather than complete population data (Sekaran et al., 2020; Kumar et 

al., 2013). Moreover, in organization-specific research, particularly within SMEs as examined 

in this study, sampling strategies are preferred due to the inherent difficulties in obtaining 

comprehensive data from entire populations (Aguinis et al., 2021). Most angles of discussion 

found in the literature acknowledge this data collection limitations while also suggesting 

methodological rigor in empirical studies.  

 

Accordingly, a list of Malaysian SMEs was drawn from their directory provided by SMEs 

Corporation Malaysia. Given the potential for a low response rate, as cautioned by Sekaran and 

Bougie (2020), considerable effort was made in survey distribution to ensure an adequate 

response rate. To address this, the study has first established a threshold for the minimum 

sample size using power analysis techniques. This approach is widely recognized as an 

effective method for establishing sample sizes in research (Hair et al., 2019; Ringle et al., 2018; 

Uttley, 2019). This technique assesses a study's capacity to detect significant effects or 

differences by calculating the minimum sample size required. Specifically, power analysis 

focuses on the model component with the greatest number of predictors (Hair et al., 2014). In 

this study, G*Power version 3.1.9.7 software was used to perform the power analysis and 

determine the appropriate sample size. With a significance level of 0.05, an effect size of 0.15, 

and a power of 0.95, the analysis indicated that a minimum sample size of 89 was necessary to 

meet the model's predictor requirements.  
 

A substantial number of companies in the database were reached out through an online survey, 

despite the initial indication of a lower minimum sample size. Upon completion of data 

collection, the final sample size of 168 not only meets but exceeds the suggested minimum, 

providing robust statistical power for the study's findings. Demographic analysis revealed that 

the responses came from diverse sectors, including manufacturing (29%), services (45%), 

agriculture (13%), construction (11%), and finance (2%). Observably, these SMEs varied in 

size and represented a broad spectrum of industries. The primary motives for forming alliances 

were related to marketing, technology exchange, manufacturing, access to capital resources, 

and regulatory and compliance support, with variations being the company size and sectors. 
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Key informants from these organizations had between 4 and 23 years of experience with their 

company’s strategic direction. Notably, 64% of the participating companies held various 

awards and accreditations, such as ISO, Halal, MESTI, KKM, MQAS, GVHP, MSPO, FSSC, 

CIDB, MTCC, SIR, SPK, MS, SIRIM, GMP, HACCP, CMMI, MyBHA, MTIB, NPRA, 

among others. These certifications underscore the reputation of these high-growth 

organizations despite prevailing market challenges. 

Measurement 

The items for OAM were drawn from Majid (2017) and Lubatkin (2006) to measure 

simultaneous management of exploitation and exploration orientation via unidimensional 

construct of OAM. The mediator in this study, which is SMESA, was assessed using a higher 

order construct adapted from Ferreira and Franco (2017b) with three key dimensions: market 

access, operational efficiency, and knowledge acquisition. Lastly, the items for the dependent 

variable, strategic performance, were adapted from Rehman and Anwar (2019). These 

measures were evaluated using a seven-point Likert scale, with scores ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), allowing a comprehensive evaluation of participant responses. 

Findings 

Data Analysis & Result 

To ensure the strength and dependability of the data analysis, this study performed an in-depth 

evaluation of multivariate normality. In line with the approach outlined by Cain et al. (2017), 

Mardia’s coefficient was used to assess the skewness and kurtosis of the dataset, providing 

insights into its distribution characteristics. This assessment was conducted using the web-

based software and the analysis revealed a deviation from the assumption of multivariate 

normality. Subsequently, this study utilizes SmartPLS version 4.0.9.2, a second-generation 

structural equation modeling software, for an in-depth analysis, supported by bootstrapping 

techniques. To fortify the statistical reliability of the findings, the study performed a resampling 

bootstrapping process, generating 5,000 resamples to calculate pivotal statistical parameters, 

including path coefficients, standard errors, t-values, and p-values. A rigorous evaluation of the 

measurement model was conducted prior to commencing the analysis of the structural model, 

in adherence to the methodological standards advocated by Hair et al. (2019) and Ramayah et 

al. (2018). 

Common Method Variance Test 

In line with the procedures suggested by Kock and Lynn (2012), a rigorous examination of the 

measurement models under SmartPLS was conducted to address common method bias (CMV). 

The dataset, sourced from a single origin, required an assessment for potential response bias 

through the Common Method Variance (CMV) test. The goal was to ensure that single-source 

data did not introduce significant biases. The full collinearity test was employed to assess CMV, 

with results indicating Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values consistently below 3.3. This is 

evidenced by the VIF values, which ranged from 1.00 to 2.072, thereby ensuring the reliability 

of the structural model analysis and results. These findings confirm that all VIF values in this 

study comfortably remain below the specified threshold, in line with the guidance provided by 

Kock (2015). 

Assessment of PLS-SEM 

The current study employed a structured two-step approach in the evaluation and reporting of 

Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) results, following established 
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best practices (Henseler et al., 2009). The overarching direction of methodological framework 

encompassed a meticulous examination of both the measurement model and the structural 

model, aligning with the comprehensive guidelines specified by Hair et al. (2019). This strategy 

allowed for a thorough and systematic assessment of the research framework, ensuring 

reliability and validity of the results. 

Assessment of Measurement Model 

This study leveraged the power of SmartPLS software to scrutinize the direct relationship 

between OAM,SMESA and SP. Additionally, it explored the intervening role of SMESA on 

the link between the OAM and SP. Initially, PLS-SEM was selected as the primary statistical 

technique due to its proven effectiveness in simultaneously evaluating construct validity and 

theoretical relationships. This method uniquely combines key aspects of data analysis, enabling 

a comprehensive assessment of the measurement model and the complex interplay between 

both dependent and independent variables. Furthermore, convergent validity was employed as 

a crucial component of construct validation. This testing focuses on how well measurement 

items capture the underlying latent variable and their correlation with other indicators of the 

same construct. The said methodological approach ensures that this  research not only tests 

theoretical relationships but also rigorously assesses the validity and reliability of the 

underlying constructs, in accordance with the principles outlined by Hair et al. (2021). The 

dataset was rigorously examined using robust metrics to ensure the validity and reliability of 

the constructs. Key indices such as Average Variance Extracted (AVE) and Composite 

Reliability (CR) were utilized in this assessment.  

 

The findings demonstrated a high level of convergent validity, with the CR index exceeding 

the 0.70 threshold and the AVE surpassing the 0.50 criterion. These results affirm the 

robustness and accuracy of the measurement items in capturing the underlying latent variables. 

Table 1 provides a detailed account of the AVE and CR values, showing that most constructs 

attained an AVE of no less than the specified thresholds. This eventually aligns with the 

established criteria endorsed by Hair et al. (2021) for evaluating construct validity and 

reliability. To enhance measurement precision, items with loadings outside the acceptable 

range were judiciously removed from the analysis. This refinement process resulted in a final 

set of 29 items, each exhibiting loadings between 0.552 and 0.836. Notably, some of the low-

loading items were deleted to ensure that only the most reliable and valid indicators remained 

for the analysis, thereby enhancing the overall quality and robustness of the construct 

measurement. Further insights into the reflective second-order construct are presented in Table 

2, offering a comprehensive view of the construct's validity and reliability. This study utilized 

the approach to streamline the model by minimizing the number of direct paths and 

relationships, thereby enhancing model parsimony while still effectively capturing complex 

interrelationships. 

 

Following the evaluation of construct reliability and convergent validity, this study then aimed 

to ascertain the discriminant validity of related constructs using the HTMT (Heterotrait-

Monotrait) criterion, as recommended by Henseler et al. (2015) and refined by Franke and 

Sarstedt (2019). The HTMT values were assessed against both stringent and lenient 

benchmarks. Specifically, the stringent criterion required HTMT values to be less than or equal 

to 0.850, while the lenient criterion permitted values up to 0.900. This rigorous evaluation 

ensures that constructs maintain a clear distinction from one another, thus validating their 

discriminant validity. The study utilized the more lenient criterion, consistent with the approach 

advocated by Gold et al. (2001). As shown in Table 3, all HTMT values were comfortably 
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below the lenient threshold of ≤ 0.90, indicating that the constructs are distinctly recognized 

by survey participants. These evaluations collectively affirm the validity and reliability of the 

assessment instruments, thereby bolstering the overall quality and credibility of the research 

outcomes. 

 

Table 1  

Measurement Model for First-Order Construct 

Variable Item Loading CR AVE 

     

Organizational  Oamexplo1 0.773 0.899 0.501 

Ambidexterity 

(OAM) 

   

Oamexplo2 0.826     

Oamexplo3 0.820     

Oamexplo4 0.642     

  Oamexplo5 0.705     

  Oamexploit10 0.726     

  Oamexploit11 0.647     

  Oamexploit6 0.614     

  Oamexploit9 0.570     

Operational Efficiency1 0.552 0.831 0.501 

 Efficiency Efficiency3 0.671     

  Efficiency4 0.735     

  Efficiency5 0.767     

  Efficiency6 0.785     

Knowledge  Knowledge1 0.836 0.821 0.536 

 Acquisition Knowledge2 0.689     

  Knowledge3 0.758     

  Knowledge7 0.630     

Market Access Mkt1 0.777 0.824 0.610 

  Mkt2 0.831     

  Mkt3 0.733     

Strategic 

Performance 

(SP) 

  

  

  

  

  

  

Perf1 0.743 0.894 0.514 

Perf2 0.745     

Perf3 0.692     

Perf4 0.778     

Perf5 0.761     

Perf6 0.653     

Perf7 0.708     

Perf8 0.645     

 

 

Table 2  

Measurement Model for Second-Order Construct 

Variable Item Loading CR AVE 

Strategic Alliances Operational Efficiency 0.842 0.892 0.733 
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 (SMESA) Knowledge Acquisition 0.856     

  Market Access 0.870     

 

Table 3  

Discriminant Validity (using HTMT) 

    

Variable 1 2 3 

1. Organizational Ambidexterity     
2. SMEs Performance 0.641    
3. Strategic Alliances 0.846 0.753   

 

Assessment of structural model 

Following Hair et al. (2017) and Cain et al. (2017), the study examined skewness and kurtosis 

to assess data normality and validate the suitability of statistical methods. The analyses 

revealed a significant departure from multivariate normality, with Mardia’s coefficient of 

multivariate skewness at 4.540 (β 127.141, p < 0.01) and kurtosis at 24.789 (β 11.583, p < 

0.01). These findings confirm that the data do not conform to the assumption of multivariate 

normality. To address this non-normality issue, PLS-SEM was applied, particularly utilizing 

the bootstrapping technique for hypothesis testing. This approach handles non-normally 

distributed data effectively and provides a robust framework for evaluating the structural 

model. Following Hair et al. (2019), a bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 samples was used 

to assess the path coefficients, standard errors, t-values, and p-values in the structural model. 

Additionally, a two-tailed test was conducted with 168 samples to determine the significance 

of the projected paths (Mitrega et al., 2021). To address Hahn and Ang's (2017) concerns 

regarding the limitations of relying solely on p-values for hypothesis testing, this study 

employed a more comprehensive approach. Alongside p-values, confidence intervals and effect 

sizes were also incorporated to enhance the robustness of the results. Table 4 provides a 

summary of the criteria used in the hypothesis evaluation:   

 

Table 4  

Hypothesis Testing  

 
Relationship Std 

Beta 

Std 

Dev 

T- 

Value 

P- 

Values 

BCI 

LL 

BCI 

UL 

f2 

Path Coefficient 

H1 OAM -> SMESA 0.719 0.038 19.067 0.000 0.630 0.784 1.072 

H2 SMESA -> SP 0.500 0.099 5.050 0.000 0.291 0.680 0.211 

Specific Indirect Effect 

H3 OAM -> SMESA 

-> SP 

0.360 0.075 4.792 0.000 0.202 0.499 0.131 

 

Initially, the study observed the direct association between the predictors and the outcomes 

under investigation. The analysis revealed a meaningful relationship between OAM and 

SMESA (β = 0.719, t = 19.067, p < 0.05), supporting Hypothesis 1 with a strong effect size of 
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1.072 (Cohen, 1998). The study also found a significant relationship between SMESA and SP 

(β = 0.500, t = 5.500, p < 0.05), validating Hypothesis 2. Furthermore, the mediation analysis 

showed that SMESA significantly mediates the relationship between OAM and SP (β = 0.360, 

t = 4.792, p < 0.05), thereby confirming the support for Hypothesis 3. To ensure the robustness 

of these findings, effect sizes were incorporated as recommendation by Sullivan et al. (2012), 

demonstrating that the sample size provided adequate power to test the hypotheses. All effect 

sizes for H1, H2, and H3 were deemed acceptable, with the indirect effect size in the mediation 

analysis notably substantial at 0.131, exceeding the threshold established by Gaskin et al. 

(2023). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Building on the interplay between SMEs and organisational performance-related literature, this 

study proposes a framework exploring the impact of OAM on SP, achieved through SMESA. 

The comprehensive analysis of 168 SMEs across various sectors robustly supports all 

hypotheses, both directly and indirectly. Specifically, it confirms a significant direct 

relationship between OAM and SMESA, highlighting the advantages of ambidexterity through 

both explorative and exploitative pursuits. Similarly, the findings aligns with earlier literature 

where value creation through exploration of new technologies, markets, and customers can be 

facilitated by external sources, such as alliance partners, while adhering to established 

agreement boundaries (Rosenkopf & Almeida, 2003). Additionally, it confirms the value 

derived from exploitation in alliance relationships depends not only on individual knowledge 

but also on mutual knowledge exchange facilitated by regular interactions with alliance 

partners (Zollo et al., 2002). This additional insight reinforces the need for SMEs with limited 

resources to embrace organisational ambidexterity through diverse exploration strategies while 

optimizing exploitation orientation. Ultimately, the results also underscore the dynamic 

interplay within SMESA and its impact on SP, highlighting its crucial role in enabling SMEs 

to navigate challenges and seize opportunities effectively. This adaptability significantly 

influences SP, as resource-constrained SMEs demonstrate relational-specific competencies by 

actively seeking and utilizing external knowledge while fostering internal learning through 

interactions (Tian & Dogbe, 2020). This adaptability is exemplified through their alliance 

activities, which may involve numerous vertical and horizontal interactions along the value 

chain (Yu et al., 2019). Such interactions within SMESA contribute to a deeper understanding 

of both short-term gains and long-term performance improvements, which is reflected in the 

interpretation of SP values. 

 

While existing research has extensively explored the direct relationship between alliance-

related strategies and business performance (Flatten et al., 2011; Hung et al., 2015; Nwokocha 

& Madu, 2020), this study shifts focus to the nuanced interplay of OAM and its mediated 

impact through SMESA on SP among SMEs. Evidently, there has been a relative scarcity of 

research investigating the specific conditions under which these resources impact the 

performance of SMEs operating in Malaysia, especially when compared to the body of work 

focusing on European SMEs engaging in strategic alliances (see Ferreira & Franco, 2017; 

Castro & Roldán, 2015; Rossmannek & Rank, 2021). This study therefore addresses these gaps 

by offering comprehensive empirical evidence on SMESA, specifically within the Malaysian 

context, characterized by unique sectoral dynamics, diverse company sizes, and varying 

environmental conditions. It also highlights the role of SMESA, conceptualized through market 

access, operational efficiency, and knowledge acquisition, as a crucial intervening factor in the 

relationship between OAM and SP. This finding supports previous calls to explore the 

influence of relational-specific factors on value creation through alliances (Nyaga & Whipple, 
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2011). Thus, it emphasizes the importance support to further understands the complex interplay 

among these factors and their implications for performance studies related to SMEs in 

Malaysia. 

Theoretical and Implications 

Theoretically, the study emphasizes the key role of OAM and SMESA in shaping the SP among 

SMEs in Malaysia, guided by the RV theory. It aims to align with contemporary perspectives 

by expanding on the traditional RV principle, which has remained relatively static. This 

approach addresses evolving viewpoints on interorganizational relationships, such as value 

creation and value capture, as time progresses (Dyer et al., 2018). This study responds to the 

need for a dynamic reinterpretation of the theory by exploring how the concept of value 

creation and capture manifest within the contexts of OAM and SMESA, thereby impacting the 

overall SMEs performance. Noticeably, this research corroborates Chung et al. (2018), with 

both studies concurring on the notion that SP is intricately intertwined with the cultivation of 

alliances and relationships. This study makes meaningful contributions to the development of 

RV as a performance-based theory, complementing the widely cited RBV theory found in most 

strategic management literature. In contrast to this prominent theory, which emphasizes 

leveraging pooled resources within alliances to achieve competitive advantage and superior 

business results (Lin et al., 2009), the RV theory focuses on the value generated from IORs and 

how these relationships contribute to strategic outcomes (Dyer & Singh, 1998). Essentially, 

RBV concentrates on the internal synergy of resources, while RV highlights the strategic 

benefits derived from the quality and dynamics of relationships between organizations. 

 

Earlier research by Mamun et al. (2022) proposes the adoption of a strategic orientation 

approach to cultivate a strong focus on innovation as a key driver of success. This study builds 

on that premise by integrating Zhang et al. (2020)'s findings, which emphasize the association 

between innovation and ambidexterity. This study reaffirms the relevance of the RV in guiding 

SMEs toward improved performance by considering the principle of ambidexterity, which can 

create and capture value. On a parallel note, the RV, as delineated by Dyer and Singh (1998), 

places substantial emphasis on the role of alliance-related strategies and IORs in achieving a 

competitive advantage. This theoretical perspective holds relevance within the sphere of SMEs, 

not only in European nations with notably distinct in infrastructure and system but also extends 

its applicability to diverse economic climate, such as Malaysia. This study particularly 

contributes to understanding relational-specific factors in building competitive advantages, 

advancing the work of Kiyabo and Isaga (2019), who initially proposed a comprehensive 

framework linking the RV theory to SMEs performance in the welding sector. Their study 

offers a nuanced understanding of the link between strategically defined entrepreneurial 

endeavours and SMEs performance. Similarly, the current research demonstrates that SMEs, 

by adopting strategic orientations such as ambidexterity and alliance strategies, can cultivate a 

competitive advantage, positively influencing their performance. This connection underscores 

the broader theoretical applicability of the RV in a more diverse contexts, highlighting its 

relevance in analyzing the factors driving SMEs strategic performance.  

Practical and Social Implications 

Practically, this study offers important guidance to SMEs, policymakers, and strategic 

management scholars. For SMEs operating in developing economies, building collaborative 

relationships with a diverse range of strategic stakeholders, including both public and private 

entities is key. Such engagements serve as conduits for external knowledge and resources, 

essential for enhancing competitive positioning and overall performance. By nurturing OAM 
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and strategically cultivating alliances, SMEs can efficiently acquire new resources, cutting-

edge techniques, and invaluable knowledge. This is particularly vital for SMEs from less 

developed economies striving to compete on a global scale. For policymakers, the study 

underscores the need for supportive measures that foster collaboration and networking among 

SMEs. Initiatives that foster business partnerships and allocate resources for accessing external 

expertise can create a more dynamic and competitive business environment, leading to 

substantial growth and development within the SME sector and enhancing overall economic 

vitality. From a strategic management perspective, the research contributes to the 

understanding of SME strategic performance by highlighting the significance of both aspect of 

organizational ambidexterity and alliance-focused business models. The results of this study 

illuminate the specific challenges faced by SMEs in evolving economic contexts, such as in 

Malaysia, and reveal the potential benefits of adopting such strategies. This study enriches the 

domain of expertise on how strategic alliances and ambidexterity can drive SME success, 

offering practical strategies for leveraging these dynamics to achieve competitive advantage 

and ensure long-term growth. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research  

The study primarily focused on evaluating how organizational ambidexterity and the formation 

of strategic alliances influence the strategic performance of SMEs. Overall findings confirm a 

positive relationship between these variables and the strategic outcomes of SMEs. Although 

most hypotheses were supported, certain items of the constructs were excluded because of low 

factor loadings. This suggests that some of these constructs may be context-sensitive and 

influenced by specific environmental and operational factors. To deepen the insight into factors 

influencing strategic performance in various contexts, future research might explore extending 

the study to include SMEs from different economic environments. The said approach could 

provide a broader perspective on how ambidexterity and strategic alliances impact SMEs 

performance under varying conditions. Additionally, exploring different industry sectors and 

geographical regions could offer more nuanced insights into the contextual factors influencing 

these relationships. Furthermore, future research should seek to replicate this study across 

various environments to gain a more comprehensive understanding of how different 

organizational settings, orientations, and capabilities impact strategic performance. Exploring 

factors such as firm size, sector, core business activities, and management practices would be 

highly beneficial in uncovering how these variables shape the dynamics of performance 

indicators.  

 

Methodologically, while cross-sectional approach in the current study provides important 

snapshots, employing longitudinal studies, experimental designs, and case studies could yield 

a more comprehensive understanding of ambidexterity and strategic alliances across different 

industries and sectors. Longitudinal data could illuminate the evolving nature of these 

relationships over time, and utilizing multiple data sources might provide additional 

perspectives on the variables under investigation. Finally, delving into specific contextual 

elements, such as regulatory frameworks and market structures, can also shed light on how 

these elements influence the effectiveness of SMEs in enhancing strategic performance among 

SMEs. Understanding these elements provides a pathway to advancing comprehensive 

knowledge of performance determinants, an area that remains underexplored in emerging 

market economies. This insight would ultimately provide valuable practical implications for 

SMEs and policymakers, helping to shape more effective strategies and supportive policies. 
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