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Abstract
Purpose – This purpose of this paper is to provide evidence regarding the contributions of ambidextrous
workforces as a source of value for dynamic companies and organizations facing emerging market turbulence.
Design/methodology/approach – Using structural equation modeling, the paper analyses the data
collected via a semi-structured questionnaire administered to a sample of 1,227 employees from 37 Italian
small- to medium-sized enterprises to investigate the effect on companies’ economic performance of
ambidextrous workforce-related elements such as study background, previous work experience, work
flexibility and soft capabilities.
Findings – The research shows that multidisciplinary human resources’ study background, previous human
resources’ work experience and human resources’ soft capabilities are positively linked to companies’ return
on sales, providing indirect evidence about the role of ambidextrous workforces in supporting companies
facing emerging market turbulence.
Originality/value – The research demonstrates the relevant role of human resources in supporting
companies to better align themselves to the emerging social and economic variety.
Keywords Human resource management, Training and education, Ambidextrous workforces,
Challenging environment, Soft capabilities, Work flexibility
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
As underlined by Sethi et al. (2016), the market is changing from both structural and dynamic
perspectives. Accordingly, consolidated managerial approaches are increasingly unable to
explain ongoing dynamics, and they seem unable to support researchers and practitioners in
forecasting possible coming changes (Del Giudice et al., 2016; Tidd, 1997; Tronvoll et al., 2017).

Recognizing the validity of this general observation, several researchers and practitioners
have tried to study market changes with the aim of providing possible innovative
interpretational frameworks (Anderson et al., 2014; Calabrese et al., 2017) to identify new key
variables on which to focus (Caputo, Carrubbo and Sarno, 2018; Del Giudice and Della Peruta,
2016; O’Riordan and Fairbrass, 2014) and to depict hypothetical managerial models able to
better support companies in aligning themselves to the emerging social and economic scenario
(Caputo, 2017; Caputo, Walletzky and Štěpánek, 2018; Del Giudice and Maggioni, 2014).

Among the multiple managerial contributions regarding how companies can manage
emerging market turbulence, interesting stimuli for reflections can be found in studies
rooted in the framework of human resource management (HRM) (Bratton and Gold, 2017;
Brewster, Chung and Sparrow, 2016; Brewster, Mayrhofer and Morley, 2016). Building upon
the traditional view of human resources as a part of production processes (Kneese et al.,
2015), several authors have proposed preliminary reflections on the possibility for human
resources to act as “key resources” in determining companies’ plans (Snell et al., 2015), vision
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(Armstrong and Taylor, 2014), organization (Bolman and Deal, 2017) and activities (Bratton
and Gold, 2017). As a consequence, human resources are nowadays considered distinctive
resources in supporting companies when building and defending competitive advantages
(Lussier and Hendon, 2017).

Recognizing the relevance of human resources in managerial processes (Tukker and
Tischner, 2017), the need emerges to understand their potential, and effective, role in helping
companies to understand and manage increasing social and economic turbulence (Di Nauta
et al., 2018). From this perspective, the following research question can be formulated:

RQ1. In which ways can human resources support companies in better facing market
turbulence?

Many of the previous managerial contributions addressing this question, however, have
approached human resources as elements that play a part in implementing companies’
strategies without considering their features, willingness or expectations (Aswathappa, 2005).
This approach seems to be unable to enhance the potential contributions of human resources
in supporting companies to better face market turbulence (Cardon and Stevens, 2004).
To bridge this gap in literature, Caputo et al. (2016) emphasized that human resources can be
considered as a sort of “filter” through which companies can better understand social
dynamics, while Saviano, Polese, Caputo and Walletzky (2017) hypothesized that human
resources, acting both as parts of the companies and as market actors, can support companies
in defining interpretation schemes able to better explain emerging market dynamics.

In such a vein, interesting reflections can be developed about human resources and their
possible contributions to companies’ performance (Del Giudice et al., 2018). The ability of
human resources to understand market dynamics can be considered a relevant pillar that
supports companies in their struggle for survival (Chen and Miller, 2015) when human
resources are endowed with the required competences and capabilities (Helfat and Martin,
2015). With reference to this latter point, it is possible to state that, to manage emerging
market dynamics, companies must have ambidextrous workforces as a set of human
resources able to perceive and understand social and economic dynamics from several
points of view, to adapt themselves to the emerging dynamics, and to summarize social and
economic trends in guidelines and behaviors to support companies in adapting their
strategies to market needs and expectations. According to Lepak and Snell (1999), human
resources are able to perceive market turbulence and adapt themselves to the changing
social and economic dynamics, which could support companies in defining more competitive
strategies and plans. Similarly, Birkinshaw et al. (2016), through their definition of
ambidexterity, emphasized the need for increasing companies’ ability to adapt themselves to
market dynamics. Following this assumption, the paper aims to investigate the following
research questions:

RQ2. How can companies increase their ambidexterity through human resources?

RQ3. How could ambidextrous workforces affect companies’ economic performance?

To provide possible answers to the above-mentioned research questions, this paper
develops a possible theoretical framework, rooted in the research streams related to the
HRM, to identify possible variables that describe key features of ambidextrous workforces.
The relationship between the identified key features of ambidextrous workforces as
independent variables (IVs) and companies’ economic performance is then investigated
using structural equation modeling (SEM) on data collected via a semi-structured
questionnaire administered to a sample of 1,227 employees from 37 Italian small- to medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs). Return on sales (ROS) was used as the IV for companies’ economic
performance as evidence of companies’ ability to understand market expectations and
provide suitable answers to market requests (Babin and Zikmund, 2015).
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Through the summarized research approach, the paper aims to investigate the role of
human resources in affecting companies’ performance as a consequence of their ability to
comprehend market dynamics and adapt themselves (including structure and processes)
to the ongoing dynamics. In this vein, the rest of paper is structured as follows. The
“Theoretical background” section provides the conceptual umbrella under which the
reflections herein are based, culminating in four hypotheses being proposed. The “Method”
section presents the research process and method. The results of the study are presented in
the “Findings” section and further analyzed in the “Discussions” section. Finally,
the “Conclusions, limitations, implications, and future directions for research” section
summarizes the key elements of the research, underlines the limitations of the research, and
outlines its implications, and highlights directions for further research.

Theoretical background
Interest in human resources in the managerial domain has a long history and has been
affected by multiple changes that have influenced social and economic dynamics
(Wilton, 2016). Although the topic of human resources has attracted the interest of several
disciplines, such as psychology (Albrecht et al., 2015), sociology (Storey, 2014) and
marketing (Brewster, Houldsworth, Sparrow and Vernon, 2016), only in the past 20 years
has a comprehensive research stream been developed, under the banner of HRM, as a
complex set of approaches, models and guidelines dedicated to enhancing the contributions
of human resources to companies’ achieving their aims and goals (Bratton and Gold, 2017).

Among the multiple changes that have influenced managerial studies concerning human
resources, the most challenging debate has centered around the shift from a reductionist to a
holistic view of human resources (Tan, 2014). Specifically, the “industrial approach” was
oriented to consider human resources as elements of the production processes that can be
standardized and managed in the light of quantitative maximization (Collings et al., 2018). In
such a view, little attention was paid to the features of human resources, to their
competences or to the way in which they can support companies’ strategies and actions
beyond the boundaries of production processes (Caputo and Evangelista, 2019).

Only in recent years have research studies in the human resources domain developed a
holistic approach, interested in analyzing and understanding in depth the elements that
affect the productivity, engagement and efficiency of employees (Hecklau et al., 2016;
Kramar, 2014). Accordingly, HRM is expanding upon previous approaches in the study of
human resources with the aim of decoding possible ways through which human resources
can become a “key resource” able to ensure competitive advantages for companies. In this
vein, several contributions have been provided regarding the multiple levels that affect
human-resource performance and ability (Ployhart et al., 2014; Rothwell et al., 2018), and a
large part of these contributions has highlighted the need for increasing the flexibility of
human resources as a way to support companies in better reacting to the ongoing social and
economic “revolution” (Bal and De Lange, 2015).

Unfortunately, the managerial contributions focusing on understanding the need for
increasing flexibility in managing human resources as a way to enhance the potential
contributions of employees to support companies on defining strategies, paths and
behaviors able to better face social and economic turbulence seems not to be organized in a
cohesive way (Noe et al., 2006). With the aim of systematizing previous contributions on the
topic, the concept of ambidextrous workforces could be defined as a general umbrella for
clarifying the possible contributions of human resources in supporting companies in better
managing market variety.

Building upon previous contributions regarding the need to increase flexibility in HRM
(Delaney and Huselid, 1996), Figure 1 depicts the concept of ambidextrous workforces
and their possible pillars, such as education/training, work experience, work flexibility
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and soft capabilities. These pillars will subsequently be analyzed to clarifying their role in
ensuring human resources’ contributions to companies’ ability to face market turbulence.

The pillars of ambidextrous workforces in Figure 1 are derived from the study of
consolidated managerial and organizational contributions rooted in HRM (Kramar, 2014;
Noe et al., 2006; Ployhart et al., 2014; Tan, 2014). These pillars have been identified by
previous studies as relevant drivers of human resources’ influence on companies’
performance (Analoui, 2017; Coşar et al., 2016; Goetsch and Davis, 2014; Russell et al., 2016).
Specifically, Sorge (1991) showed that human resources’ education/training influences
companies’ ability to identify profitable market segments, Schuler and Jackson (1987)
demonstrated that human resources’ work experience is strongly related to companies’
performance in terms of total amount of products and services sold, Pfeffer (1994) asserted
that human resources’ work flexibility increases companies’ ability to respond quickly to
market demands with a positive influence on their revenues, and Zahra et al. (2006)
emphasized the role of human resources’ soft capabilities in increasing companies’ ability to
better evaluate market dynamics and to define strategies that increase the total amount of
products and services sold. Therefore, by summarizing and systematizing all these
contributions, it is possible to state that the pillars depicted in Figure 1 can influence
companies’ performance in terms of ROS.

Hypotheses development
In the field of HRM, the pillar of education/training is one of the most debated (Hughes and
Weisbrod, 2016; Wilson, 2012). Within this domain, Leberman and McDonald (2016) have
offered broad insights into the levers that act to increase the efficiency of education and
training programs for human resources, while Goetsch and Davis (2014) have underlined the
need for a radical change in the traditional approaches to the education and training of
human resources with the aim of improving their decision-making abilities. Among the
many studies focusing on the education/training of human resources, relevant attention has
also been paid to the ways in which human resources can affect companies’ performance
(Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2015). In this vein, Paillé et al. (2014) have demonstrated the
correlation among study levels of human resources and companies’ economic performance,
while Saviano, Barile, Spohrer and Caputo (2017) have pointed out the multiple advantages
for companies related to the combination of human resources’ study programs as a part of
companies’ structures and plans.

Source: Authors’ elaboration
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Analyzing these contributions in the light of the increasing need for the flexibility of
human resources required by the emerging market configurations, the relevance of
multidisciplinarity in human-resource study programs emerges as a possible way to ensure
a better combination of human resources’ individual contributions to the achievement of
companies’ goals (Katzenbach and Smith, 2015). This multidisciplinary nature of human
resources’ study background can be considered a source of value for companies interested in
understanding emerging market dynamics ahead of their competitors to define market
proposals able that better satisfy market expectations and needs. Accordingly, the
multidisciplinarity of human resources’ study background could positively influence
companies’ ROS by improving companies’ ability to provide products/proposals/services
able to match market expectations. In light of this, this paper aims to verifying the validity
of the following hypothesis:

H1. There is a positive relationship between human resources’ multidisciplinary study
background and companies’ ROS.

As underlined by Russell et al. (2016), another dimension able to support work flexibility is
related to the previous work experience of human resources. Felício et al. (2014) stated that
human resources with previous work experiences can better support companies in defining
strategies able to exploit emerging market opportunities. Similarly, Helfat and Martin (2015)
demonstrated that human resources with relevant previous work experience can positively
influence companies’ economic performance, while Albrecht et al. (2015) emphasized that
a positive relationship exists between human-resource work experience and companies’
productivity. Recognizing the validity of all these contributions, the possibility emerges for
considering the previous work experience of human resources as a source of value for
companies interested in exploiting emerging market opportunities (Quińones et al., 1995). It is
possible, therefore, to image that the previous work experiences of human resources could
positively influence companies’ ability to understand and satisfy emerging market needs with
a positive impact on their ROS. The paper formulates, therefore, the following hypothesis:

H2. There is a positive relationship between human resources’ previous work experience
and companies’ ROS.

Moreover, previous studies regarding HRM have demonstrated that it is possible to define
work flexibility as the ability of human resources to manage several elements that are not
strictly related to their specializations (Coşar et al., 2016). In such a view, work flexibility is
considered as tangible evidence of the ability of human resources to support companies’
strategies and actions (George, 2015). Specifically, Marchington et al. (2016) demonstrated that
human resources’ work flexibility directly affects companies’ economic performance, while
Birkinshaw et al. (2016) underlined that a high level of work flexibility improves companies’
ability to exploit emerging opportunities with a positive impact on companies’ economic
performance. In line to the above-mentioned contributions regarding work flexibility within
the HRM field, it is possible to state that work flexibility positively influences companies’ ROS
as a consequence of human resources’ ability to rapidly align themselves to the changing
market demands. Accordingly, the paper aims to verify the following hypothesis:

H3. There is a positive relationship between human resources’ work flexibility and
companies’ ROS.

Finally, managerial contributions concerning human resources consider soft capabilities
(those able to effectively combine knowledge from different fields to build shared
approaches and tools) as one of the most necessary features for the “new generation” of
human resources (Analoui, 2017; Finch et al., 2016; Mayo, 2016). Soft capabilities are not
strictly related to the management of specific fields and/or problems, referring rather
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to the ability to observe dynamics using different perspectives that are useful for
building innovative solutions (Barile et al., 2018). Barile et al. (2015) demonstrated that soft
capabilities improve human resources’ ability to understand their contribution to
companies’ dynamics, while Del Giudice et al. (2017) emphasized how soft capabilities
support human resources in defining more efficient strategies and market approaches.
Reflecting on these contributions regarding soft capabilities within the HRM field, the
possibility emerges to consider them as elements able to influence companies’ ability to
satisfy market needs and expectations. This paper, therefore, asserts that human resources’
soft capabilities can positively influence companies’ ROS as a consequence of their
contributions in shaping companies’ strategies to be better aligned to emerging social and
economic dynamics. Accordingly, the paper formulates the following hypothesis:

H4. There is a positive relationship between human resources’ soft capabilities and
companies’ ROS.

Method
This paper adopts a quali-quantitative research approach (Scheurich, 2014). A semi-
structured survey composed of 20 questions was used to collect information from a sample
of 318 human resources from 37 Italian SMEs located in the Campania Region. The request
for collaboration on the research was sent to 73 Italian SMEs located in the Campania
Region using official e-mail contacts available on the AIDA Database Version 2018 (https://
aida.bvdinfo.com/). The sample was chosen through a random selection of 20 percent of the
352 Italian SMEs located in the Campania Region with a high impact (more than 30 percent)
of human resources’ costs on the total business costs.

This choice was motivated by the aim to focus attention, in this phase of the research, on
companies for which human resources represented a substantial proportion of production
costs and, for this reason, should be more interested in maximizing their contributions to
their company’s economic performance.

In answer to the request for research collaboration, 37 Italian SMEs located in the
Campania Region declared their willingness to be part of the research, providing a mailing
list of 1,863 employees. The structured questionnaire was submitted via e-mail, using the
mailing list provided by the companies’ human-resource managers. From March to August
2018, 1,227 employees completed the questionnaire (response rate: 64 percent) and their key
features are reported in Table I.

The structured questionnaire was designed to acquire information about the IVs under
study as summarized in Table II.

The questionnaire was designed so that the answers to the questions related to the
variables “multidisciplinary human resources,” “study background” and “human-resource
work experience” could be only numeric values and, for these IVs, the value was defined as
the sum of the answers provided by the respondents.

For the variables “Human resources’ work flexibility” and “Human resources’ soft
capabilities,” a seven-point Linkert-type scale (Norman, 2010) was used (1¼ “strongly
disagree” to 7¼ “strongly agree”). For these IVs, the value was defined as the sum of the
answers provided by the respondents.

The research considered companies’ ROS as a dependent variable (DV) because it is one
of the most tangible proofs of companies’ ability to adapt their strategies to market needs
and changes (Bresciani et al., 2016; Giacosa, 2015; Giacosa and Mazzoleni, 2012, 2017, 2018;
Zhu, 2014). Data on companies’ ROS referred to 2017 and were collected from the AIDA
Database Version 2018 (https://aida.bvdinfo.com/).

Using the data collected, the hypotheses detailed in Table III were tested via SEM using
IBM SPSS Statistics Version 24.
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The hypotheses under study were analyzed using SEM because it is “a collection of
statistical techniques that allow a set of relationships between one or more independent
variables (IVs), either continuous or discrete and one or more dependent variables (DVs),
either continuous or discrete, to be examined” (Ullman and Bentler, 2012, p. 661). The choice
to use SEM was related to the possibility of performing “a series of multiple regressions
[through] a test of the overall model fit” (Savalei and Bentler, 2006, p. 339). According to
MacCallum and Austin (2000), before conducting the test via SEM, the relations among the
variable must be analyzed to test for possible common bias. Harman’s single factor test was
conducted and indicated an explained variance of 32.23 percent, providing evidence about
the absence of common method bias (Malhotra et al., 2006).

Finally, the conceptual model of the research was defined (see Figure 2) and several
indices were measured to verifying the fitness of the model.

Findings
The reliability of the data collected through the questionnaire was verified using Cronbach’s α
coefficients with reference to all the IVs. According to Nunnally (1978), a Cronbach’s α equal to
or higher than 0.7 can be considered suitable in cases of applied research, while a Cronbach’s α
equal to or higher than 0.6 is suitable for exploratory research (Hair et al., 2012).

At the same time, the construct validity was analyzed by measuring convergent validity
and discriminant validity. Convergent validity was measured by calculating the average
variance extracted (AVE) while discriminant validity was verified by comparing the square
roots of AVE coefficients to the correlations between constructs.

As reported in Table IV, all Cronbach’s α coefficients exceeded the cut-off value of 0.7,
the AVE values were over the conventional threshold of 0.50 (Hair et al., 2011), and the
square roots of the AVEs were all greater than their respective relationships, providing solid
evidence for reliability and discriminant validity of the data collected.

Having verified the convergent validity and the discriminant validity, the hypotheses
under study were tested using SEM (IBM SPSS Statistics Version 24) and the results are
reported in Table V. According to these results, it is possible to state that H1 (β¼ 0.680,

Value %

Sex
Male 575 46.86
Female 652 53.14%

Level of education
High school 279 22.74%
Bachelor or equivalent 512 41.73%
Master or equivalent 369 30.07%
Doctoral or equivalent 67 5.46

Salary (year)
o€20.000 325 26.49
€20.001–€40.000 579 47.19
€40.001–€60.000 238 19.40
W€60.000 85 6.93

Previous work experiences (in years)
o5 251 20.46
5–10 598 48.74
10–20 228 18.58
W20 150 12.22

Table I.
Key features of
respondents
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Table II.
Dependent variables
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p¼ 0.602), H2 (β¼ 0.675, p¼ 0.721) and H4 (β¼ 0.712, po0.001) were supported, whereas
H3 (β¼ 0.497, po0.001) was not supported.

Finally, the model fit was verified measuring fitness indices such as goodness-of-fit
index, normed fit index, confirmatory fit index, standard root mean square residual and root
mean square error of approximation. As reported in Table VI, all the fitness indices met the
cut-off values provided by the literature.

Discussion
Based on the results, it is possible to state that there is a positive relationship between
human resources’ multidisciplinary study background and companies’ ROS (H1).

No. Hypotheses

H1 There is a positive relationship between multidisciplinary human resources’ study background and
companies’ return on sales

H2 There is a positive relationship between previous work experience and companies’ return on sales
H3 There is a positive relationship between human resources’ work flexibility and companies’ return on sales
H4 There is a positive relationship between human resources’ soft capabilities and companies’ return on sales

Table III.
Hypotheses
under study

Multidisciplinary
human resources’ study

background

Human resources’
previous work

experience

Human resources’ work
flexibility

Human resources’ soft
capabilities

Companies’
ROS

H1

H2

H3

H4

Figure 2.
The conceptual model

Independent
variables Cronbach’s α AVEs

Multidisciplinary
human resources’
study background

Human
resources’

previous work
experience

Human
resources’
work

flexibility

Human
resources’

soft
capabilities

Multidisciplinary
human resources’
study background 0.73 0.63 0.69 – – –
Human resources’
previous work
experience 0.81 0.71 0.51** 0.58 – –
Human resources’
work flexibility 0.74 0.68 0.60** 0.29** 0.87 –
Human resources’
soft capabilities 0.79 0.80 0.38** 0.17** 0.19** 0.67
Notes: On the diagonals are reported the square roots of the AVEs. **Correlation is significant at the 0.01
level (two-tailed)

Table IV.
Cronbach’s α, AVE
and relationships
among the variables
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This result is in line with previous evidence provided by studies on the effect of education
and training on human resources’ performance (Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2015; Paillé
et al., 2014; Saviano, Barile, Spohrer and Caputo, 2017). From a general point of view, this
result underlines the relevance for companies of building workforces endowed with
multidisciplinary knowledge as a way to better understand and manage market dynamics
(Paauwe and Boselie, 2003). Schuler and Jackson (1987) also clearly identified human
resources’ education as a key driver for companies interested in creating competitive
strategies, while Marr et al. (2004) focused on the several advantages that human resources
endowed with multidisciplinary knowledge can provide to their companies in terms of better
understanding ongoing economic dynamics. Reflecting on this result, it emerges that
companies the need to invest in the selection and training of human resources to build
ambidextrous workforces able to combine multiple perspectives and to define a holistic view
of the market (Lepak and Snell, 1999).

The research also revealed that there is a positive relationship between human resources’
previous work experience and companies’ ROS (H2). This result is strongly aligned with
previous research under the conceptual umbrella of HRM (Hughes and Weisbrod, 2016;
Lussier and Hendon, 2017; Snell et al., 2015; Wilton, 2016). As clarified by Russell et al.
(2016), previous work experience provides human resources with information, schemes and
approaches useful for understanding environmental dynamics. Similarly, Cox and Blake
(1991) stated that work experience represents the way in which human resources can
develop a high sensitivity to market changes. Given this result, the need clearly emerges to
investigate how previous work experience affects human resources’ ability and to analyze
which kinds of work experience are useful in building ambidextrous workforces.

The research also demonstrated that there is not a positive relationship between human
resources’ work flexibility and companies’ ROS (H3). This result calls attention to the
debated topic of flexibility in MRM practices (Noe et al., 2006). Specifically, as underlined by
MacDuffie (1995), the flexibility of human resources is a variable difficult to manage and
measure, because it is affected by several external dynamics and because it does not follow a

Hypothesis
Standardized regression

coefficient p-value

H1 (+) Multidisciplinary human resources’ study background →
companies’ ROS

0.680 0.602

H2 (+) Human resources’ previous work experience → companies’ROS 0.675 0.721
H3 (+) Human resources’ work flexibility → companies’ ROS 0.497 ***
H4 (+) Human resources’ soft capabilities → companies’ ROS 0.712 ***
Note: ***Standardized regression coefficient is significant at the 0.001 level (two-tailed)

Table V.
Hypothesis test

via SEM

Fitness indices Value Cut-off values

Goodness-of-fit index (GFI) 0.907 W0.90
( Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1996)

Normed fit index (NFI) 0.923 W0.90
(Hu and Bentler, 1999)

Confirmatory fit index (CFI) 0.971 W0.90
(Hoe, 2003)

Standard root mean square residual (SRMSR) 0.067 o0.06
(Hooper et al., 2008)

Root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 0.091 o0.08
(Hooper et al., 2008)

Table VI.
Fitness indices
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predictable evolution. In this vein, the results of this research represent a call both for
practitioners and researchers to define instruments, models and techniques for measuring
work flexibility and to understand its general evolutionary path.

Finally, the research demonstrated that there is a positive relationship between human
resources’ soft capabilities and companies’ ROS (H4). This result is also in line with several
recent contributions in the HRM fieQ1 ld (Hsu and Wang, 2012). As demonstrated by Hansen
(2001), soft capabilities allow human resources to build a bridge between the company and
the market. More specifically, by utilizing soft capabilities, human resources can effectively
provide feedback and useful information about the validity of companies’ strategies and
market approaches in the light of a holistic view of the market (Collins and Smith, 2006;
Evangelista et al., 2016; Teece and Pisano, 1994). The need emerges, therefore, to rethink
traditional approaches to human-resource training and education with the aim of widening
the focus from a strictly problem-solving view to a view that includes decision-making
dynamics and variables (Barile et al., 2012).

Conclusions, limitations, implications and future directions for research
As underlined by multiple researchers through several empirical studies and theoretical
contributions, market dynamics are becoming ever more turbulent, and their trends cannot
be perceived or forecast using traditional managerial models (Caputo, 2016; Polese et al.,
2016; Saviano et al., 2016). As a consequence of this challenging evolution, companies need
to have human resources able to support innovative approaches to the market if they want
to survive (Fernández et al., 2003; Hsu, 2007). Accordingly, human resources and HRM are
progressively becoming relevant topics among researchers and practitioners interested in
business management (Aswathappa, 2005; Price, 2007).

Recognizing the relevance of these topics, this paper has focused on the possible relevant
contributions that human resources can provide in supporting companies facing emerging
market turbulence. The concept of ambidextrous workforces has been formulized as a way
of supporting companies facing emerging market turbulence; four variables have been
identified as possible pillars of ambidextrous workforces and their relationships with
companies’ economic performance have been tested using SEM.

Building upon previous managerial contributions and using an empirical study with a
sample of 1,227 employees from 37 Italian SMEs, this paper has underlined the relevance of
human resources’ multidisciplinary study background, human resources’ previous work
experience, and human resources’ soft capabilities in affecting companies’ economic
performance. Considering the above-mentioned variables as pillars of ambidextrous
workforces, the paper also provides evidence that companies need to rethink their
approaches to the selection, education and training of human resources.

However, this research cannot be considering exhaustive because it focuses only on four
possible pillars for ambidextrous workforces. Accordingly, future research should aim to
identify other possible dimensions within the concept of ambidextrous workforces and
could possibly analyze their influences on companies’ performance, combining qualitative
and quantitative research approaches in different cultural areas with the aim of creating a
generalizable model.

Nonetheless, this paper enriches previous contributions to HRM, clarifying the need for
shifting from a reductionistic view of human resources, as elements able to contribute to
companies’ strategies and actions in respect to defined boundaries and roles, to a holistic view,
in which human-resource knowledge, capabilities and experiences are considered key elements
for companies interested in developing and adopting strategies aligned to the challenging
market evolution. Moreover, the paper provides evidence regarding the advantages of
considering (ambidextrous) employees not simply as resources, but as a source of value for
companies through they can better understand and manage social and economic trends.
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More specifically, this paper provides several interesting insights, both for researchers and
practitioners, within the domain of HRM. First, the research emphasizes that the
multidimensionality of human resources’ knowledge positively affects companies’ economic
performance, highlighting the need to develop instruments that support managers in selecting
and training ambidextrous human resources to better perceive social and economic dynamics
through a multiple-perspectives approach. From a theoretical point of view, the research
underlines the need for building both qualitative and quantitative approaches able to clearly
define the multidimensionality of human resources’ knowledge, their dimensions, and the
levers that act to increase their contributions to the achievement of companies’ purposes.

In addition, this work points out that there is a positive relationship between the
heterogeneity of human resources’ previous experience and companies’ ROS. From this result,
the need emerges for practitioners to develop instruments to evaluate previous human
resources’work experiences in more detail and develop approaches that explain how previous
work experiences influences human resources’ contributions to the achievement of companies’
purposes. Finally, empirical evidence regarding the positive relationship between human
resources’ soft capabilities and companies’ ROS underlines the need for rethinking
consolidated education and training approaches in order to increase human resources’ ability
to combine multiple perspectives in their daily actions and decisions. On this point, the
research underlines the need for stimulating inter- and multi-disciplinary collaborations
among human resources as a way to support the emergence of shared soft capabilities.

Ultimately, this research represents a call for rethinking both theoretical and practical
approaches in HRM. Conceptual frameworks and empirical evidence should both be
considered as a first step in the process to define the proposed concept of ambidextrous
workforces. While this is not a new domain, there remains ample scope for systematizing
previous contributions with the aim of understanding the role of human resources in
ensuring companies’ survival by increasing the alignment between companies’ strategies
and market changes.
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