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Abstract : Entrepreneurial leaders have been sought as in-demand talents to lead profit-driven organizations during turbulent
and unprecedented times. However, research regarding the pertinence of their roles in the public sector has been limited. This
paper examined the characteristics of the challenging experiences encountered by senior leaders in public universities that
require  them to  embrace  entrepreneurialism in  their  leadership.  Through a  focus  group interview with  five  Malaysian
university top senior leaders with experience being Vice-Chancellor, we explored and developed a framework of institutional
adversity characteristics and exemplary entrepreneurial leadership competency in the face of adversity. Complexity of diverse
stakeholders, multiplicity of academic disciplines, unfamiliarity to lead different and broader roles, leading new directions, and
creating  change  in  high  velocity  and  uncertain  environment  are  among  the  dimensions  that  characterise  institutional
adversities. Our findings revealed that learning agility, opportunity recognition capacity, and bridging capability are among the
characteristics  of  entrepreneurial  university  leaders.  The findings  reinforced that  the  presence of  specific  attributes  in
institutional adversity and experiences in overcoming those challenges may contribute to the development of entrepreneurial
leadership capabilities.
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