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Abstract

As a key component of China's higher education system, private universities have
become a core force in promoting the diversification of educational supply,
alleviating the pressure on public educational resources, and meeting diverse
educational needs, undertaking nearly a quarter of the responsibility for cultivating
higher education talents. However, in the context of the rapidly changing external
environment, private universities are facing unprecedented complex challenges.
From a market perspective, as the process of economic restructuring and industrial
upgrading continues to accelerate, the iteration speed of market demand for talents
has significantly outpaced the traditional cycles of program application and
curriculum development in private universities, which is likely to trigger a
structural mismatch between talent cultivation and market needs. In addition, the
expansion and quality improvement of public universities, the rapid development
of vocational undergraduate education, and the widespread popularization of online
education have exposed private universities to a more intense dynamic competitive
landscape.

From a technical dimension, emerging technologies centered on artificial
intelligence and big data are currently driving the accelerated evolution of the
industrial revolution, and the traditional talent training cycle can no longer adapt to
the rapid pace of technological and industrial transformation. This transformation
has not only reshaped the talent demand pattern across various industries, but also
put forward rigid reform requirements for core educational aspects of universities,
such as curriculum system construction, teaching model innovation, hardware
facility upgrading, and faculty team development. Against this backdrop, the rapid
response capability of private universities has become a core prerequisite for their
rapid decision-making and efficient execution. Only by sensitively responding to
changes in market demand and synchronizing with the talent training standards of
the technology industry can private universities break the lag of traditional school-

running models, achieve precise alignment with social needs, further build a

iv



sustainable core competitive advantage, and ultimately accomplish the goal of high-
quality school-running development. As the core pillar enabling private colleges
and universities to gain a foothold in fierce competition and achieve sustainable
development, the core competitiveness of private universities serves as a critical
lever for addressing internal and external challenges and advancing high-quality
development.

However, to convert rapid response capability into school-running advantages,
private universities must first address their own management challenges. As special
social organizations with both public welfare and corporate attributes, private
universities exhibit prominent complexity in core links such as governance
structure establishment, resource allocation optimization, strategic decision-making,
and organizational operation management. The dynamic changes in internal and
external environments coupled with the dual constraints of their own attributes
make it imperative for private universities to introduce advanced management
concepts, so as to provide scientific theoretical support and feasible practical paths
for strategic breakthroughs and sustainable development in a dynamically changing
context. In this context, agile leadership, which is characterized by rapid response
to environmental changes, flexible formulation of strategic decisions, and efficient
promotion of organizational innovation, has gradually entered the research horizon
of higher education management due to its strong adaptability and application
effectiveness demonstrated in the management practices of enterprises and various
social organizations. Especially for private universities, the core logic of agile
leadership is highly consistent with their market-oriented operation characteristics
and flexible decision-making advantages. It helps private universities accurately
seize development opportunities in dynamic competition, calmly respond to
internal and external challenges, and inject key impetus into their realization of
high-quality development.

However, in the process of migrating and applying this theory to the field of private
higher education, there are cognitive differences in the academic community. Some
scholars argue that the educational essence and academic development laws of
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higher education are characterized by long-term stability. Excessive emphasis on
agility may lead to problems such as short-term decision-making and fragmented
resource allocation, thereby weakening the foundation of educational quality and
making private universities deviate from their long-term development strategies.
Therefore, whether it is necessary to introduce the concept of agile leadership into
private university management, whether agile leadership has an impact on the core
competitiveness of private universities, and what the impact path is, have become
academic propositions with important theoretical value and practical significance.

To address these issues, this study constructs a framework for the relationship
between agile leadership and the core competitiveness of private universities based
on upper echelons theory. Meanwhile, combining the development characteristics
of private universities and drawing on dynamic capability theory, it proposes a
transmission mechanism with "ambidextrous organizational learning” and
"university-enterprise value co-creation™ as mediating variables, and "absorptive
capacity” as the boundary condition of the moderating variable. Through an
empirical study conducted among managers of private universities, this study
systematically analyzes the mechanism between agile leadership and the core
competitiveness of private universities, which not only provides theoretical support
for the migration of agile leadership theory to the field of private higher education
but also offers practical guidance for private university managers and higher
education policy-making departments.

As an important prerequisite for the empirical study, targeting the research gap in
the scale of core competitiveness of private universities, this study strictly follows
the classic grounded theory research method, constructs four dimensions of core
competitiveness of private universities, and develops a corresponding scale. The
reliability and validity tests show that the scale meets the standards, providing a
reliable tool for subsequent research on the impact of agile leadership on the core
competitiveness of private universities.

This study systematically explores the action path mechanism of agile leadership
on the core competitiveness of private universities. It focuses on analyzing the
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mediating roles of ambidextrous organizational learning and university-enterprise
value co-creation, and tests the moderating effect of absorptive capacity in the two
groups of relationships: ambidextrous organizational learning and core
competitiveness of private universities, and university-enterprise value co-creation
and core competitiveness of private universities. The results of empirical data
analysis indicate that agile leadership has a significant positive impact on the core
competitiveness of private universities; ambidextrous organizational learning and
university-enterprise value co-creation play partial mediating roles in the
relationship between them; and absorptive capacity exerts a significant moderating
effect.

Based on the above research conclusions, this study puts forward the following
propositions: Private universities should realize the role transformation from
"transactional managers" to "astute strategists" and regard leadership development
as an important strategic investment. For presidents and core management teams of
private universities, they need to actively practice agile leadership behaviors, attach
importance to organizational learning, build an ecological system of ambidextrous
organizational learning, and establish a close community of shared destiny with
enterprises. For education policy-makers, they should implement differentiated
evaluation and classified guidance, change the previous "one-size-fits-all" policy
model, and strive to eliminate institutional barriers in university-enterprise
cooperation. In addition, this study points out the limitations of the research and
prospects for future research directions, thus completing a complete theoretical
closed loop from theory proposal, theory testing to theory feedback in terms of
theoretical logic.

Key words: Agile Leadership, Core Competitiveness of Private Universities,
Ambidextrous Organizational Learning, University-Enterprise Value Co-Creation,

Absorptive Capacity
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