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ABSTRACT 

This study assessed the relative effect of authentic 

leadership and ambidextrous engagement on 

smallbusiness competitiveness; and how unlearning 

activities mediate the linkage between 

competitiveness and business growth of small 

business in Ibadan Oyo State, Nigeria. A survey of 

519 SMEs across multiple across manufacturing, 

food, retail, poultry, aquaculture and in hospitality 

business were considered in Ibadan. The PLS-SEM 

analysis employed suggest that authentic leadership 

and ambidextrous engagement had positive and 

significant relative effect on SMEs 

competitiveness. Further analysis posit that 

unlearning activities acted as a significant 

mediator; providing explanation as to how SMEs 

competitiveness affect their growth in Ibadan Oyo 

State, Nigeria. This study concluded that deploying 

the authentic leadership and fostering ambidextrous 

engagement are critical to the attainment of 

competitiveness and via continuous unlearning 

activities, firm growth is assured.The study 

recommended that SMEs in Ibadan should invest in 

processes that aids unlearning activities, and bring 

to bear a work environment that allow the authentic 

leadership and ambidextrous engagement to 

flourish given their ripple effect on 

competitiveness. 

KEYWORDS: Ambidextrous engagement, 

Authentic leadership, Behavioural perspective, 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
The global economic outlook presents a 

dynamic business environment characterized by 

uncertainties, complexities and intense 

competition. The attendantconsequences of the 

coronavirus pandemic have left many SMEs to shut 

down operations(Bularafa& Adamu, 

2021;Ighomereho, Afolabi, Agada, & Afolabi., 

2022).Those operating in emerging economies like 

Nigeria are finding it extremely challenging to 

compete (Bularafa& Adamu, 2021; 

Oyeku&Oduyoye, 2020) with brands from cheap 

imports countries and those from cost advantage 

locations.The Russia-Ukraine war has thrown in 

different dynamics creating more turbulence and 

complexities especially with SMEs supply-chain. 

Moreover, theinsecurity concerns in Nigeria and 

the removal of petrol subsidyhave further 

reinforced the turbulence experienced by SMEs 

which potentially hurt their growth and prosperity 

(Adegoriola& James, 2021; Oyedokun et al, 2023). 

It is important to stress that firms with dynamic 

competitive capabilities are more likely to survive 

and achieve growth thanthose who do not possess 

such capabilities (Ma, 2000; Onamusi, 2021). 

While this narrative may be true, what is yet 

unknown is the borderlinecondition that explain the 

path from competitiveness to firm growth. 

Scholars have attributed several factors as 

critical to developing competitiveness. For 

instance, within banking, oil & gas, Textile, law 

firm, auto-mobile,Tourism, and agriculture export 

firm, manufacturing context (Akhuand& Abbas, 

2021; Dvouletý& Blažková, 2020; Lau, To, Zhang, 

& Chen, 2009; Onamusi, Adenekan, Ojo & 

Owolabi, 2021; Sipa, Gorzeń-Mitka, &Skibiński, 

2015; Bibi, Khan, Qian, Garavelli, Natalicchio, & 

Capolupo, 2020; Tambade, Singh, & Modgil, 2019; 

Srivastava, Shah, & Talha, 2006).However, the 

relevance of an authentic leader and ambidextrous 

(employee-customer) engagement is yet to be 

explored as critical to developing competitiveness. 

The paucity of empirical studies on authentic 

leadership and ambidextrous engagement as they 

relate to competitiveness meant not much is known 
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about how these factors can enhance firm 

competitiveness. 

The argument proposed by this study is 

that an authentic leader possess some unique 

attributes; one that can energize the entire 

organisation unto greatness. Specifically, the 

authentic leader performs more than transforming 

organisation processes, strategy, and structure. 

Having genuine concerns for employee wellbeing 

and ensuring open system of communication for all 

employees becomes a hallmark of an authentic 

leader (Evans, 2000; Gardner, Karam, Alvesson, 

&Einola, 2021; Purwanto, Asbari, Hartuti, Setiana, 

& Fahmi, 2021; Zhang, Guo, Zhang, Xu, Liu, & 

Newman, 2022). In addition, the ability of SMEs to 

collaborate with internal and external stakeholders 

by way of employee-customer engagement 

becomes a potential success factor. According to 

scholars, such internal-external collaboration act as 

a medium to acquiring critical market knowledge 

which enhance how the SMEs are able to align 

with erratic customer demand and market dynamics 

to achieve desire growth (Nilakant et al., 2014; 

Onamusi, 2020).Nilakant et al. (2014) submission 

although discussed as critical to adaptive resilience 

yet finds it relevance in ambidextrous literature as 

critical success factor during turbulent times. 

The magnitude of the socio-economic 

disturbance induced by the pandemic left many 

business models, strategies and mode of operations 

obsolete hence charting a course for the new 

normal (Umukoro et al., 2023). For SMEs to 

remain viable and competitive, it is crucial that 

they rethink and renew their established mode of 

operation. This argument is buttressed by Nilakant 

et al. (2014). The scholars averred that it is 

counterproductive to stick to an existing strategy or 

goal when environmental changes make them 

obsolete and unrealistic. Moreover, organisational 

behaviour scholars posited that the process of 

renewing management strategies warrants a 

conscious effort to forget or unlearn established 

processes that may create hinderances(Morais-

Storz & Nguyen, 2017). Unlearning activities 

becomes a learning process through which 

organisation creates opportunity to acquire new 

knowledge based on the necessitiesof the 

environment within which they operate (Huang, 

Chen, Zhang, & Ye, 2018; Lyua, Yanga, Zhangb, 

Teoc, & Guo, 2020).This study aligns with the 

organisation learning perspective to posit that 

unlearning activities of the SMEs holds the 

boundary condition which can explains how SMEs 

competitiveness can result in sustainable growth. 

Empirical studies regarding organisational 

learning have been done in different research 

context and have positioned the relevance of 

un/learning to the success of an organisation in 

challenging environment (Cegarra‐Navarro & 

Dewhurst, 2006; Dasgupta, 2021; Giustiniano& 

Lombardi, 2021; Klammer, 2021; Onamusi, 

Umukoro, Ibironke, & Babatope, 2022; Ruíz, 

Gutiérrez, Martínez-Caro, & Cegarra-Navarro, 

2017; Sharma & Lenka, 2022); likewise positioned 

unlearning as critical success factor of adaptive 

resilience(Mohammad, &AbouElezz, 2022; 

Nilakant et al., 2014). Despite the awaking of 

management scholars to un/learning activities, yet 

how unlearning activities mediate the firm 

competitiveness-growth linkage within the SMEs 

context in Ibadan Oyo State, Nigeria remained 

unexplored. Therefore, it becomes important to 

conduct an empirical study to address these gaps in 

management literature. Consequent on this 

discussion, this study answered the following 

research questions; what factors are critical for 

SMEs developing competitiveness in turbulent 

environment, and what boundary condition explain 

the path from SMEs competitiveness to growth in 

southwest Nigeria? 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Theoretical backgroundand hypothesis 

development  

This study draws on the relevance of the 

leadership contingency theory, ambidextrous 

perspective, and the behavioural perspective to 

offer theoretical explanation to substantiate factors 

that contribute to competitiveness, and the 

borderline condition through which firm 

competitiveness predict SMEs growth.One of the 

arguments of the contingency theory is that beyond 

the organisational strategies certain contingencies 

holds potential effect on organisational 

performance. One of such contingencies is 

leadership.Adopting a contemporary approach to 

leadership, the authentic leader’s mental, 

behavioural and emotional capability can boost 

employee morale, creativity and the overall 

competitiveness of a firm (Azanza et al., 2015). 

This is due to the fact that a healthy work 

atmosphere is fostered by the authentic leader's 

transformational orientation and genuine care for 

employee wellness with an open communication 

mindset. (Azanza et al., 2015; Mira & Odeh, 2019) 

that result in achieving higher level of firm 

competitiveness. 

In addition, the ambidextrous 

perspectivewhich found relevance in the 

relationship management perspectivesuggest that 

organisation with dual capability to engage their 

employee as well as engage their customer stand a 
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better change of been competitive in changing 

market environment than those who cannot and 

thereby reap thegrowth opportunity in turbulent 

market (Onamusi, Asihkia, & Makinde, 2019). As 

an offshoot of relationship management 

perspective, engagement in management literature 

have dual usage; first when dealing with customers 

(Calder, Hollebeek, & Malthouse, 2017; Onamusi, 

2020; Pansari& Kumar, 2017) and second when 

dealing with employees (Maundu & Simiyu, 2021; 

Rao, Narayana, & Niranjan, 2020). This approach 

to engagement is perceived from internal and 

external collaborative effort aimed at enhancing 

intra-firm alignment of person, task, and the 

organisation which has the potential of affecting 

employee-wellbeing (inside-out) (Winasisa, 

Djumarnob, Riyantoc, &Ariyanto, 2021) and by 

obtaining critical external knowledge from the 

customers (outside-in) so that organisation can 

respond appropriately to changing market demands 

(Onamusi, 2020) and be competitive. Moreover, 

the two approaches are considered critical success 

attributes of adaptive resilience as posited by 

Nilakant et al. (2014) during post-disruptions era 

(adaptive resilience are source of firm 

competitiveness).On this premise this study 

hypothesizes that having an authentic leader with 

the capacity to achieve collaborative engagement 

should significantly enhance SMEs 

competitiveness in turbulent environment. 

The behavioral perspective provides the 

theoretical explanation for unlearning and its 

relevance in explaining the link between firm 

competitiveness and growth. The behavioral 

perspective suggests that unlearning involves the 

loss of obsolete standard organizational procedures 

(Ruíz et al., 2017; Sharma & Lenka, 2022). It 

becomes a strategic tool for abandoning existing 

outdated and less productive knowledge, skills, 

strategies, and organizational structure (Easterby-

Smith & Lyles 2011; Cegarra‐Navarro & 

Dewhurst, 2006; Dasgupta, 2021) in order to create 

the opportunity for the deployment of new ones 

(Leal Rodrı´guez et al. 2015; Giustiniano& 

Lombardi, 2021). When this process continues over 

time, such organisation is able to continuously 

innovate it business model, processes and its 

market offering which keeps them competitive; and 

with the potential of yielding business growth. 

Although this narrative derives from the 

behavioural perspective, however the explanation 

of how unlearning eventually mediates the 

interaction between competitiveness and SME 

growth has its footing in the mediation perspective 

as posited by Venkatraman (1989) in a work done 

about ‘the concept of fit in strategy research’. 

According to Venkatraman (1989) the mediation 

perspective had offered explanation for the 

existence of an intervening mechanism with 

significant indirect effect between the predictor and 

outcome variable. Specifically, when the 

introduction of a third variable 

(unlearning)accounts for a significant proportion of 

the relation between the predictor (firm 

competitiveness) and criterion variable (SME 

growth) then a mediation effect can be 

established.Based on this discussion, this study 

hypothesizes that:continuous unlearning activities 

during unstable environment acts as a significant 

mediator, explaining the functional association 

between firm competitiveness and growth of SMEs 

in Ibadan. 

 

2.2 Authentic leadership, ambidextrous 

engagement, and firm competitiveness 

As a result of the trust and pleasant work 

environment that is fostered by an authentic leader, 

employees are able to perform at a better level 

(Azanza et al., 2015); and that the authentic leader 

has been found to influence high-performance 

working system (Mira & Odeh, 2019). Azanza et 

al. 2015 and Mira and Odeh’s 2019 description of 

the relevance the authentic leader found support in 

Malik’s (2020) narration., According to Malik, the 

authentic leader is associated with positive and 

genuine self-awareness with transparent, 

consistent, and behavioural integrity needed to 

encourage and enhance positive outcomes in 

employees and the organisation as a whole (Malik, 

2018). From the empirical study done by Malik 

(2018) which focused on the health practitioners 

(nurses) in India, found that authentic leadership is 

positively linked to contextual performance of 

nurses. Often considered as a crisis-management 

leader, Avolio and Mhatre (2012) averred that in 

times of uncertainties and environmental 

complexities, the authentic leader has the potentials 

to promote employee creativity, inspire confidence 

and drive employee and organisational 

performance. 

A study conducted by Mira and Odeh 

(2019) in the Islamic Port of Jeddah in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia found a positive 

correlation between training programs, authentic 

leadership, and worker output. In addition, the 

study's results highlight the importance of an 

authentic leader in ensuring that training and 

performance are successful for both employees and 

the company as a whole. According to research by 

Ribeiro, Duarte, and Filipe (2018), authentic 

leadership improves corporate citizenship, staff 

innovation, and individual performance. The 
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outcomes are critical to the competitiveness of 

firms. Tak, Seo, and Roh, (2019) submission 

offered support for Ribeiro et al. (2018) by 

providing a path through which the authentic leader 

can enhance project performance of South Korean 

establishments. Moreover, that the authentic leader 

is a prerequisite for improving firm 

competitiveness. 

On which leadership orientation offer 

higher adaptive performance, Kaya and Karatepe 

(2020) posits that servant leadership offered 

stronger impact on adaptive performance compared 

to the authentic leadership. Despite this result, 

Kaya and Karatepe still found relevance for 

authentic leadership in promoting organisational 

performance. In a related study in the health 

industry in Busan South Korea, Kim and Han 

(2019) through their study reveal that the Head 

nurses' authentic leadership and nurses’ 

performance were strong correlates. Similar to Kim 

and Han (2019), empirical evidence linking 

authentic leadership to the kind of proactive 

employee actions that boost productivity and help a 

company stay competitive is provided by Liu, 

Fuller, Hester, Bennett, and Dickerson (2018) as 

well. Likewise, there is a level of commitment that 

employee must exhibit to enhance competitiveness. 

That level of commitment according to Nasab and 

Afshari (2019) is achieve through an employee 

validation that the leader is an authentic one, 

Authentic leader’s orientation has been 

found to boost work place happiness and employee 

affective commitment in Cape Verde (Semedo, 

Coelho, & Ribeiro, 2019). The implication of the 

study avers that positive work atmosphere and 

affective commitment potentially influence the 

efficiency and enhance the firm competitive 

potentials. Focussing on academic environment in 

Indonesia, Purwanto, Wijayanti, Hyun, and Asbari 

(2019) pointed out that the authentic leadership 

behaviour exhibited by the university lecturers 

were critical for the academic performance 

observed by their students. Wang, Kan, Qin, Zhao, 

Sun, Mao, ... and Hu (2021) align with earlier 

scholars (Hu et al., 2018; Kim & Han, 2018; 

Semedo et al., 2019) to offer explanation as to how 

authentic leader can drive firm competitive nature 

through having positive psychological influence on 

employee. Overall, these submissions have 

provided different research contexts yet one 

underlining consistent fact is that an authentic 

leader is essential for firms that intend to stay 

competitive.  

Adopting the inside-out and outside-in 

perspective regarding engagement is strategic for 

firm’s adaptive resilience (Nilakant, et al., 2014) 

because it serves as internal and external 

collaborative mechanism aimed at enhancing intra-

firm alignment of person, task, and the organisation 

during change and helps to obtain critical external 

market intelligence from the customers so that the 

organisation can respond appropriately to changing 

market dynamics (Onamusi, 2021; Winasisa, et al., 

2021). Katili, Wibowo, and Akbar (2021) found 

relevance for engagement. The scholars posited 

that engagement have significant influence on firm 

profitability through leadership styles and work-life 

balance. Further study demonstrates that employee 

involvement has a favorable and significant effect 

on company performance at Telkom University, 

which is in line with the findings of Rohman, 

Indiyati, and Ghina (2021) and Katiliet al. (2021). 

In a similar study, Nasidi, Waziri, Sunday, and 

Halim, (2020) differ in terms of organisational 

factors that enhance engagement however they 

share similar outcome in terms of the relevance of 

engagement to organisational performance.  

Specifically, Nasidi et al. (2020) found that training 

and career development has significant influence 

on employee engagement; and that the ripple effect 

of engagement on organisational performance is 

positive and significant. 

 

2.3 The Mediating effect of unlearning 

Crafted from the organisational 

behavioural theory, organisation unlearning 

become a critical aspect of organisation learning 

process (Guta, 2013) during rapidly changing 

times, and necessitated by the need for the firms to 

adapt to uncertainties and remain competitive 

(Onamusi et al., 2022). Ikoro (2020) pointed out 

that learning and sustaining competitive advantage 

are positive correlates. Moreover, Gurol, Karaboğa, 

and Balak (2017) and Makabila, et al. (2017) view 

organisational learning as an effective tool for 

securing and sustaining superior firm performance. 

Likewise, Onamusi et al. (2022) submitted that the 

link between explorative innovation behaviour and 

firm survival was significantly mediated/explained 

through unlearning activities. 

For Gurol, Karaboğa, and Balak, (2017), 

gaining and sustaining competitive advantage is 

contingent on organisational knowledge and 

learning;however, when uncertainties set in as a 

result of environmental turbulence that demands 

strategy, operational and procedural changes from 

what the organisation consider status-quo, then 

unlearning as a learning process kicks in to help 

organisation stay alive and prosperous. A practical 

example of this narrative was how the private 

higher educational institutions in Nigeria in 2020 

during COVID-19 lockdown went from physical 
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class-based teaching, physical class-based exam, 

physical payment of tuitions and course registration 

quickly unlearn and relearn virtual approach to 

teaching, conducting of examination including 

conducting virtual thesis oral examination, 

payment of tuition and course registration. The 

private universities understood the need for 

continued existence hence as a learning process, 

unlearn and achieved significant growth in terms of 

student graduation, academic payment and in 

enrolment compared to the public institution that 

mostly cancelled the 2020 academic session given 

their rigid structure that favour maintaining status-

quo even during changing times. 

Scholars such as Wang, Han, Fisher and 

Pan in 2017 and Wang, Lu, Zhao, Gong, and Li in 

2013 had offered explanation for the outcome of 

learning as seen by the private institution in 

Nigeria. According to the scholars, when 

organisation investment resources and commit to 

learning, not only do they achieve their objectives 

more readily, they also develop the potential to 

survive and growth during challenging 

environment. More specifically, Wang et a. (2013) 

focused on small and mid-sized business in China 

posits that organisational unlearning is critical 

factor that significantly influence incremental and 

exploratory innovation performance. Empirical 

studies on the relevance of unlearning to 

management have been documented in different 

field of study, including; management coaching 

behavior (Park & Oh 2020), strategic flexibility 

(Wang, Qi, & Zhao 2018), organization learning 

(Orth &Schuldis 2020), and in new product 

development (Klammer &Gueldenberg 2019). 

Considering the exigencies of the need to survive 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the concept of 

unlearning has received significant attention from 

scholars as part of the strategic response to adapt to 

its disruptive tendencies and sustain business 

growth (Orth &Schuldis 2020). 

Delshaba, Pyun, Kerwin, and Cegarra-

Navarro (2021) study show that unlearning context 

positively impacts knowledge management in 

community sport clubs which, in turn, improve 

club’s organizational performance. In a similar 

study, Leal-Rodríguez, Eldridge, Roldán, Leal-

Millán, and Ortega-Gutiérrez, (2015) results affirm 

that organizational unlearning influence on 

organisational performance. In addition, Lyua et al. 

(2020) strengthen the submission of Wang et a. 

(2013). Lyua et al. (2020) found that under 

environmental uncertainties organizational 

unlearning influence exploratory innovation 

performance. Findings from the research of Ruiz, 

Gutiérrez, Martnez-Caroa, and Cegarra-Navarroa 

(2017)highlight the importance of unlearning by 

arguing that managers must cultivate an unlearning 

context process in order to build human capital. 

While the findings of Yang, Chou, and Chiu (2014) 

demonstrate that unlearning is a smart strategy, the 

results also show that its value relies on whatever 

dimension a firm adopts. Changes in routines and 

attitudes can have a favorable impact on radical 

innovation, which in turn can boost a company's 

growth. 

Goh, Elliott, Quon (2012) in a meta-

analysis stressed the relevance of organisational 

learning to organisational performance. Moreover, 

the learning has stronger influence on non-financial 

performance that financial measure. The 

implication of Goh et al (2012) submission is that 

through learning organisation can grow it potentials 

to deliver value. Battor and Battour (2013) 

corroborated Goh’s et al (2012) submission to 

suggest that organisational learning plays a direct 

and indirect on firm performance. In a related study 

Siddique (2018) pointed out that organisational 

outcomes such as employee professional 

development, innovation, cost maximization and 

firm growth are attributable to when an 

organisation continue to learn and unlearning it 

business activities. Hence learning becomes a 

critical success factor for organisation to cope with 

changing times.  

Within the context of Iranian automobile 

manufacturers, Abdi, Mardani, Senin, Tupenaite, 

Naimaviciene, Kanapeckiene, &Kutut, (2018), 

found that the relevance of learning goes beyond 

been a first order factor that aid innovation 

performance. Abdi et al. (2018) offered further 

explanation that learning serves as a boundary 

condition through which firm culture, knowledge 

management interact to influence innovation 

performance. Al-Juboori, Singh, Mansor, Kakar, 

Zulfiqar, & Pitchy (2021) equally confirm the 

significant influence learning has on innovation 

performance and its attendant consequences on the 

performance of small and mid-sized manufacturers 

in Malaysia. Similar to Abdi et al (2018) in terms 

of the role played by organisation learning but 

different in context, Jyoti, Chahal, and Rani (2017) 

posits that within the telecommunication industry 

in North India, learning becomes a critical factor 

through which a high-performance human resource 

practice influence innovation likewise learning 

explaining significant variation in innovation 

performance.  Jyoti et al. (2017) submission 

strengthen the narrative that learning allows the 

development of KSA of employee that enhance 

innovation and its ripple effect (Jimenez-Jimenez 

&SanzValle, 2011).  Jain and Moreno (2015) 
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submission offer more support for organizational 

learning-performance linkage. According to the 

scholar, within heavy engineering industry in India 

found thatorganizational learning had a positive 

impact on different dimensions of organizational 

performance. Gurol, Karaboğa, and Balak, (2017) 

focused on mid-sized firms in Istanbul, and offer 

similar learning outcome; organizational learning 

has a positive and significant effect on financial 

and non-financial performance. 

 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual Model: Authentic leadership, Ambidextrous engagement, Competitiveness, Unlearning, SMEs 

growthSource: Researcher’s Model (2023) 

 

Figure 1 presents the conceptual model 

which shows the relative effect of authentic 

leadership and ambidextrous engagement on firm 

competitiveness, the effect of competitiveness on 

SMEs growth, and the mediating effect of 

unlearning activities on the association between 

competitiveness and SMEs growth. 

 

III. METHOD 
1.1 Research context  

     

  

Survey design offered this study the 

opportunity to collect primary data from SME 

owner and managers and to use same to establish 

the interaction effects of authentic leadership, 

ambidextrous engagement, competitiveness, 

unlearning and SMEs growth. 

This study identified 7,987 SMEsmade up 

of 7,468 small and 519 medium enterprises in Oyo 

State, Nigeria in economic sub-sector such as 

manufacturing, food services, agriculture, retail 

business, poultry, aquaculture and in hospitality 

business. A scientifically appropriate sample size 

given the population of SMEs in Oyo State is 367 

which was obtained from Krejcie and Morgan 

sample-size determination table. Unlike the 

multinational organisations with strict protocols, 

SMEs by its nature allow unrestricted access to 

their business premises and this singular attribute 

made it easy for data gathering for this study. Three 

hundred and eighteenSME owner-manager 

participated in this study after five (5) weeks of 

data gathering. 318 represent 82 percent response 

rate was obtained. 

This study’s data was gathered through the 

use of an adapted and validate questionnaire. The 

adapted questionnaire had forty-two (42) items. 

Authentic leadership had twelve (12) items adapted 

from (Mira & Odeh, 2019; Ribeiro et al., 2017), 

ambidextrous engagementhad nine (9) items 

adapted from (Pansari& Kumar, 2017; Rao et al., 

2020; Winasisa et al., 2021), unlearning had eight 

(8) items adapted from (Delshaba et al., 2021); 

Cegarra-Navarro et al., 2011).), competitiveness 

had seven (7) items adapted from (Onamusi, 2020; 

Vlachvei&Notta, 2017)and SME growth had six 

(6) items adapted from (Romaniuk, Dawes, 

&Nenycz-Thiel, 2018). The Likert scale was used 

in this study, with responses ranging from "strongly 

disagree" to "strongly agree" to align with existing 

literature (Adeyemo, Adie, & Onamusi, 2022). 

 

3.2 Measurement of variables  

This study operationalizes the variables 

under study, by adapting established measures from 

the existing literature. This involves applying 

mainly multi-item measures to increase the 

probability of valid results as well as their 

predictive validity (Bendig, 2018). Hence, the 

following variables are identified. Authentic 

leadership, ambidextrous engagement, unlearning, 

competitiveness, and business growth.The authentic 

leadership suggest a leader that performs more than 

transforming organisation processes, strategy, and 

structure. This leader has genuine concerns for 

employee wellbeing and ensuring open system of 

communication for all employees. Authentic leader 

is measured using items found in extant literature 

(Mira & Odeh, 2019; Ribeiro et al., 2018). This 
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study adopts the Likert-type scale as a 

measurement scale.  

In addition, engagement is contextualized 

from an ambidextrous perspective which suggest a 

firm’s capacity to engage employees and customers 

such that significant progress can be achieve during 

environmental turbulence. It was measured using six-

point Likert-type scale with emphasis on items of 

customer engagement and employee engagement 

found in literature (Winasisa et al., 2021, Rao et al., 

2020; Pansari& Kumar, 2017; Onamusi 

2020).organisation unlearning reflects a firm ability 

to consciously forget obsolete processes and 

renewing knowledge to be able to survive and 

thrive during turbulent times (Nilakant, et al., 

2014). This study followed measure established in 

existing literature and adopt the Likert-type scale as 

a measurement scale. Firm growth was measured 

using six-point Likert scale, consistent with (Shou, 

Zhao, & Chen, 2020; Romaniuk et al., 2018). Firm 

competitiveness was measure using six-point Likert 

scale consistent with empirical studies (Onamusi, 

2020; Vlachvei&Notta, 2017).  

 

3.3 Data analysis and model specification 

Models one and two were analyzed using 

the Structural Equation Modelling via the 

SmartPLSversion 4.0. The study followed the 

command of the PLS-algorithm, which is suitable 

for predicting effect-relationship, performed the 

bootstrapping to assess the level of significance of 

the prediction, and conducted the blindfolding to 

establish the predictive relevance of the structural 

model specified. PLS-SEM via SmartPLS was 

chosen over performing multiple regression in 

SPSS because it is a more advanced multivariate 

analytical technique that accomplishes all of these 

tasks with a single command and offers a visual 

depiction of the interactions (Adeyemo et al., 2022; 

Hair et al., 2018). The SmartPLS statistical 

platform also provides more stringent and robust 

analysis than what can be achieved using SPSS 

(Asikhia et al., 2022; Oyedokun et al, 2023). 

Model 1predict the effect of authentic leadership 

and ambidextrous engagement on firm 

competitiveness 

Y = f(X)  

Y =Outcome variable: Firm Competitiveness (FC) 

X = Predictor variables: Authentic leadership (AC) 

and Ambidextrous Engagement(AE)                    

Z = Mediating variable: Unlearning (UL) 

   

 

FC = βo + β1ACi + β2AEi +μi…………………………………1 

 

Model 2 predicts the mediating effect of unlearning 

on the interaction between firm competitiveness 

and SMEs Growth 

Y = f(X)  

Y = Outcome variable: SMEs Growth (FG)  

X = Predictor variables: Firm competitiveness (FC)                    

Z = Mediating variable: Unlearning (UL) 

   

 

Based on the PLS-SEM threshold for calculating 

mediating effect, three path were identified below.    

 

First path: Firm competitiveness →SMEs growth 

BG = βo + β1FCi + μI…………………………………Step 1  

Second path: Firm competitiveness → Unlearning 

FC= βo+ β1ULi + μI………………………………. Step 2  

     

Third path: Unlearning→ SMEs growth 

UL = βo + β1BGi + μI………………………...Step 3 

 

IV. RESULT 
4.1 Validity and reliability test 

Although the adapted items in this study’s 

questionnaire were from studies that confirmed that 

the items were valid and reliable. Nevertheless, the 

researcher ran a confirmatory analysis to ensure 

that within the context of this study, the 

questionnaire item pass the validity and the 

reliability test. Table 1 and 2 present the evidence 

needed to conclude that the instrument is indeed 

was valid and reliable for this study. 

 

Table 1: Validity and Reliability test for measurement items. 

Latent Variables CA CR AVE 

Authentic leadership  0.867 0.900 0.600 

Ambidextrous engagement 0.847 0.886 0.567 

Competitiveness  0.912 0.932 0.696 

Firm growth  0.871 0.912 0.721 

Unlearning  0.805 0.863 0.560 

Source: Researcher’s Results SmartPLS V4.0 (2023)  
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Table 2: Discriminant Validity using Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) 

Latent Variables AL BE CM FG UL 

Authentic leadership       

Ambidextrous engagement 0.538     

Competitiveness  0.740 0.782    

Firm growth  0.531 0.745 0.937   

Unlearning  0.344 0.801 0.622 0.741  

Source: Researcher’s Results SmartPLS V4.0 (2023)  

 

4.2 Hypotheses testing 

The partial least square-structural equation 

model via the SmartPLS version 4.0 was employed 

to analyzed the hypotheses modeled (see fig. 1) and 

this involves the use of PLS-command algorithms 

for effect-relationship prediction, bootstrapping for 

significance testing, and blinding for evaluating the 

structural model's predictive utility. The results of 

this multivariate analysis are presented in a table 

and three models (Figures 2, 3, and 4). (see Table 

3). The measurement model is depicted in Figure 2, 

the structural model in Figure 3, and the validation 

of the structural model's predictive usefulness, Q4, 

is shown in Figure 3.  

 

 
Fig.2 Measurement model 

 
Fig.3 Structural Model 
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Fig4. Q

2 
for predictive relevance 

Source: Researcher’s Computation via SmartPLS V4.0 

 

Table 3: Summary of PLS-SEM analysis in figure1-3 

Path Coefficient  Original 

Sample(O) 

Sample 

Mean(M) 

STDEV T-

Statistics 

P-Values F
2 

Model 1 

Authentic leadership → 

Competitiveness 

 

0.431 

 

0.422 

 

0.078 

 

5.522 

 

0.000 

 

0.431 

Ambidextrous 

engagement→ 

Competitiveness 

0.519 0.524 0.092 5.647 0.000 0.627 

Model 2 

Competitiveness → Firm 

growth 

 

0.695 

 

0.679 

 

0.102 

 

6.808 

 

0.000 

 

1.304 

Competitiveness → 

Unlearning 

0.557 0.572 0.102 5.454 0.000 0.449 

Unlearning → Firm growth 0.254 0.269 0.125 2.028 0.043 0.173 

Participants 

Gender Male  

65% 

Female 

35% 

    

Length of years in SME 

business 

0-5 

44.7% 

6-10 

34.2% 

11-15 

10.5% 

16-20 

10.5% 

20+ 

- 

 

R Square R
2 

Adj R
2
 

 
  Q

2
 

Model 1 

Competitiveness 

 

0.658 

 

0.640 

    

0.425 

Model 2 

Firm growth 

 

0.744 

 

0.730 

    

0.510 

Unlearning 0.310 0.292    0.159 

Source: Researcher’s Results via SmartPLS V4.0 (2023)  

 

Table 4 present the summarized results of 

two models. In the model one, the effect of 

authentic leadership and ambidextrous engagement 

on firm competitiveness was examined and in the 

second model the mediating effect of unlearning on 

the firm competitiveness-growth linkage was 

examined using the PLS-SEM. The results were 

presented in figure 2-4 and summarized in Table 3.  
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In the model one, the adjusted R
2 

was used 

to establish the predictive power of the study’s 

model and it shows that 0.640 of the changes to 

SMEs competitiveness in Oyo State, Nigeria is 

attributable to authentic leadership and 

ambidextrous engagementwhile extraneous factors 

not considered in this study hold the potential to 

explaining the 0.36 of the change to SMEs 

competitiveness in Oyo State. This result suggests 

that authentic leadership and ambidextrous 

engagement account for 64% of the changes firm 

competitiveness of SMEs in Oyo State, 

Nigeria.The path coefficient of authentic leadership 

and ambidextrous engagement represents the 

coefficient of determination (β) which shows the 

relative effect of both variables on firm 

competitiveness in Oyo State, Nigeria. Specifically, 

the results revealed that at 95% confidence level, 

ambidextrous engagement has the higher relative 

effect on firm competitiveness (β = 0.524, t= 

5.522) compared with authentic leadership’s 

relative(β = 0.431, t= 5.647). This result suggests 

that a unit change on ambidextrous engagement 

and authentic leadership will have a resultant 

increase of 0.524 and 0.431on firm competitiveness 

respectively. 

Through the use of the F-Square (f
2
) 

statistic, the PLS-SEM discovers the effect-size of 

the predictor variables (authentic leadership and 

ambidextrous engagement) on the outcome variable 

(firm competitiveness). Scholars suggested a cutoff 

for f
2
: values of 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 denote small, 

medium, and large (substantial) effects (Adeyemo 

et al., 2022; Fasola, Asikhia, Akinlabi, & Makinde, 

2020). Table 4 shows that authentic leadership has 

an effect size of F2 = 0.431, while ambidextrous 

engagement has an effect value of F
2
 = 0.627. 

According to Cohen's f
2
 criterion, authentic 

leadership and ambidextrous engagement have a 

substantial effect size on the competitiveness of 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Oyo 

State, Nigeria. 

Stone-Gleisser Q
2
 value was used for 

additional analysis to determine the model's 

predictive value. Q
2
 values of 0.02 and 0.15 are 

said to have a moderate amount of predictive 

power, while Q
2
 values of 0.35 and above are said 

to have high predictive power. To confirm the 

relevance of the structural model provided, Hair et 

al. (2017) proposed using Q
2 

values greater than 

zero. Table 4 shows that the median value of Oyo 

State Nigerian SMEs' Q2 values is 0.425. 

Therefore, authentic leadership and ambidextrous 

engagement have large prognostic significance for 

SMEs' competitiveness in Oyo State, Nigeria. 

Because of this, the provided structural model is 

appropriate and offers adequate predictive quality. 

Based on the results of the analysis (Adj R
2
 =0.640, 

p=0.000, Q2 =0.425), the studyconcludes that the 

competitiveness of SMEs in Oyo State, Nigeria is 

significantly impacted by authentic leadership and 

ambidextrous engagement. 

In the second model, the indirect effect of 

unlearning on the linkage between firm 

competitiveness and SMEs growth was examined. 

To achieve a full mediating effect in PLS-SEM via 

a SmartPLS platform and the threshold prescribed 

by Baron and Kenny (1986), the path from the 

predictor (firm competitiveness) to the mediator 

(unlearning) to the outcome variable (SMEs 

growth) must be significant while the direct path 

from the predictor to the outcome variable must be 

insignificant. However, when all the paths are 

significant, then a partial mediation effect is 

established.From the result in Table 4 model 2, the 

indirect path fromfirm competitiveness → 

Unlearning (β=0.557, F
2
=0.449,p=0.000, Q

2 

=
0.195),) and Unlearning→ SMEs growth (β=0.254, 

F
2
=0.173, p=0.000, Q

2 =
0.510)were significant and 

the structural model specified is relevant and has 

sufficient predictive power. Further analysis 

reveals that the direct path from Firm 

competitiveness → SMEs growth (β=0.695, 

F
2
=1.304, p=0.000, Q

2 =
0.510) is equally 

significantand the structural model specified is 

relevant and has sufficient predictive power. By 

implication when the indirect and the direct effect are 

significant, a case of full mediation cannot be 

established rather what is observed is a partial 

mediation effect. Hence, this study posits that 

unlearning partially mediate the link between firm 

competitiveness and SMEs growth in Oyo State, 

Nigeria. 

 

V. DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, 

LIMITATION AND RATIONALE 

FOR FUTURE STUDIES 
The finding of this study posits that 

authentic leadership and ambidextrous engagement 

has positive and significant effect on 

competitiveness of SMEs in Oyo State, 

Nigeria.The conceptual argument raised at the 

introductory section, posits that an authentic leader 

is knowledgeable, trustworthy, has emotional and 

mental capacity that recognize employees as 

strategic to organisational success and that their 

capacity to deliver significant value is contingent 

on their wellbeing. Moreover, there are benefits 

inherent for organisation that can harness its 

employee and customer commitment through 

ambidextrous engagement; one of such benefit is 

becoming responsive to market demands and 
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staying competitive under changing macro-

environment. The findings of this study corroborate 

this preposition because authentic leadership and 

ambidextrous engagement significantly enhance 

SMEs competitiveness and the effect-size was seen 

to be large. This finding found support in 

leadership and engagement literature. 

Authentic leadership is found to influence 

high-performance working system (Mira &Odeha, 

2019). Azanza et al. 2015 and Mira and Odeha’s 

2019 description of the relevance the authentic 

leader found support in Malik’s (2018) narration. 

According to Malik, the authentic leader is 

associated with positive and genuine self-

awareness with transparent, consistent, and 

behavioural integrity needed to encourage and 

enhance positive outcomes in employees and the 

organisation as a whole (Malik, 2018). From the 

empirical study done by Malik (2018) which 

focused on the health practitioners (nurses) in 

India, found that authentic leadership is positively 

linked to contextual performance of nurses. Often 

considered as a crisis-management leader, Avolio 

and Mhatre (2012) averred that in times of 

uncertainties and environmental complexities, the 

authentic leader has the potentials to promote 

employee creativity, inspire confidence and drive 

employee and organisational performance. 

Ribeiro, Duarte, and Filipe (2018) 

findings show that AL has a positive impact on 

organisation citizenship behaviour, employee 

creativity, and individual performance. The 

outcomes are critical to the competitiveness of 

firms. Tak, Seo, and Roh, (2019) submission 

offered support for Ribeiro et al. (2018) by 

providing a path through which the authentic leader 

can enhance project performance of South Korean 

establishments. Moreover, that the authentic leader 

is a prerequisite for improving firm 

competitiveness.Liu, Fuller,Hester, Bennett, & 

Dickerson, (2018) equally provides empirical 

evidence that authentic leadership is positively 

related to subordinates’ proactive behavior needed 

to attain competitiveness. Likewise, there is a level 

of commitment that employee must exhibit to 

enhance competitiveness. That level of 

commitment according to Nasab and Afshari 

(2019) is achieve through an employee validation 

that the leader is an authentic one. 

Authentic leader’s orientation has been 

found to boost work place happiness and employee 

affective commitment Cape Verde (Semedo, 

Coelho, & Ribeiro, 2019). The implication of the 

outcome that positive work atmosphere and 

affective commitment potentially will influence the 

efficiency and enhance the firm competitive 

potentials. Focussing on academic environment in 

Indonesia, Purwanto, Wijayanti, Hyun, and Asbari 

(2019) pointed out that the authentic leadership 

behaviour exhibited by the university lecturers 

were critical for the academic performance 

observed by their students. Wang, Kan, Qin, Zhao, 

Sun, Mao, ... & Hu, Y. (2021) align with earlier 

scholars (Hu et al., 2018; Kim & Han, 2018; 

Semedo et al., 2019) to offer explanation as to how 

authentic leader can drive firm competitive nature 

through having positive psychological influence on 

employee. Overall, these submissions have 

provided different research contexts yet one 

underlining fact is that an authentic leader is 

essential for firms that intend to stay competitive.  

Adopting the inside-out and outside-in 

perspective regarding engagement is strategic for 

firm’s adaptive resilience (Nilakant, et al., 2014) 

because it serves as internal and external 

collaborative mechanism aimed at enhancing intra-

firm alignment of person, task, and the organisation 

during change and helps to obtain critical external 

market intelligence from the customers so that the 

organisation can respond appropriately to changing 

market dynamics (Onamusi, 2021; Winasisa, et al., 

2021). Katili et al. (2021) found relevance for 

engagement. The scholars posited that engagement 

have significant influence on firm profitability 

through leadership styles and work-life balance. 

Rohman, Indiyati, and Ghina (2021) align with 

Katili et al. (2021) and pointed out that 

organizational culture has a significant effect on 

employee performance, and further analysis shows 

that employee engagement has a positive and 

significant effect on firm performance at Telkom 

University. In a similar study, Nasidi, Waziri, 

Sunday, and Halim, (2020) differ in terms of 

organisational factors that enhance engagement 

however they share similar outcome in terms of the 

relevance of engagement to organisational 

performance.  Specifically, Nasidi et al. (2020) 

found that training and career development has 

significant influence on employee engagement; and 

that the ripple effect of engagement on 

organisational performance is positive and 

significant. 

The finding of the second model in this 

study suggest that to a certain degree, unlearning 

activities explain the path from firm 

competitiveness to SME growth. This result 

substantiates the argument presented 

thatorganisation unlearning become a critical 

aspect of organisation learning process (Guta, 

2013) during rapidly changing times, and 

necessitated by the need for the firms to adapt to 

uncertainties and remain competitive. Ikoro (2020) 



 

       

International Journal of Advances in Engineering and Management (IJAEM) 

Volume 5, Issue 12 Dec 2023,  pp: 154-170 www.ijaem.net  ISSN: 2395-5252 

 

 

 

 

DOI: 10.35629/5252-0512154170         |Impact Factorvalue 6.18| ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal     Page 165 

pointed out that learning and sustaining 

competitive advantage are positive correlates. 

Moreover, Gurol, Karaboğa, and Balak (2017) and 

Makabila, et al. (2017) view organisational 

learning as an effective tool for securing and 

sustaining superior firm performance.For Gurol, 

Karabnoğa, and Balak, (2017), gaining and 

sustaining competitive advantage is contingent on 

organisational knowledge and learning however 

when uncertainties set in as a result of 

environmental turbulence that demands strategy, 

operational and procedural changes from what the 

organisation consider status-quo, then unlearning 

as a learning process kicks in to help organisation 

stay alive and prosper.  

Scholars such as Wang, Han, Fisher and 

Pan in 2017 and Wang, Lu, Zhao, Gong, and Li in 

2013 had offered explanation for the outcome of 

learning as seen by the private institution in 

Nigeria. According to the scholars, when 

organisation investment resources and commit to 

learning, not only do they achieve their objectives 

more readily, they also develop the potential to 

survive and growth during challenging 

environment. More specifically, Wang et a. (2013) 

focused on small and mid-sized business in China 

posits that organisational unlearning is critical 

factor that significantly influence incremental and 

exploratory innovation performance. Empirical 

studies on the relevance of unlearning to 

management have been documented in different 

field of study, including; management coaching 

behavior (Park & Oh 2020), strategic flexibility 

(Wang, Qi, & Zhao 2018), organization learning 

(Orth &Schuldis 2020), and in new product 

development (Klammer &Gueldenberg 2019). 

Within the context of Iranian automobile 

manufacturers, Abdi et al., (2018), found that the 

relevance of learning goes beyond been a first order 

factor that aid innovation performance. Abdi et al. 

(2018) offered further explanation that learning 

serves as a boundary condition through which firm 

culture, knowledge management interact to 

influence innovation performance. Al-Juboori, 

Singh, Mansor, Kakar, Zulfiqar, & Pitchy (2021) 

equally confirm the significant influence learning 

has on innovation performance and its attendant 

consequences on the performance of small and 

mid-sized manufacturers in Malaysia.  

The findings of this study (in model 1 & 

2) offer support for theories reviewed. As predicted 

by the leadership contingency theory, the 

ambidextrous perspective and the behavioural 

perspectives, authentic leadership and 

ambidextrous engagement explained significant 

changes in firm competitiveness. Moreso, 

unlearning partially explain the boundary condition 

through which firm competitiveness result in 

growth for SMEs in Oyo State, Nigeria. The 

managerial implication of the findings of this study 

point to the need for SMEs owner-managers to 

possess capabilities that are not static because the 

environment within which they operate is ever 

changing and complex. It is imperative that they 

are constantly on the lookout for factors that can 

negatively affect their competitive capacity, the 

resultant growth and proactively address them. This 

study has offered an empirical explanation 

regarding how SMEs owner-manager can address 

macroeconomic challenges and achieve significant 

level of competitiveness and growth through 

authentic leadership, ambidextrous engagement, 

and unlearning activities. 

This study has some limitations that must 

be acknowledged to offer rationale for future 

studies. The current study considers two 

antecedents of firm competitiveness in authentic 

leadership and ambidextrous engagement. Also, 

causality could not be established since data was 

collected from SMEs owner-manager at a point in 

time. The consideration of SMEs in Oyo State, 

Nigeria meant the findings cannot be generalized to 

multinational firms in the country. Future 

researcher may consider other critical predictors of 

SMEs competitivenessbeyond those examined and 

employ qualitative approach to data gathering to 

understandthe workings of authentic leadership and 

the processes leading toambidextrous engagement. 

Moreover, future studies may consider a 

longitudinal data collection approach as it can help 

in establishing causality among the variables 

investigated. Despite these limitations, this study 

offers significant contribution to current 

management literature by deepening the relevance 

of authentic leadership, ambidextrous engagement 

and unlearning activitiesfor firm competitiveness 

and growth. Likewise presenting practical 

implication for practice and offering opportunities 

for future research. 
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