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Abstract

This study aimed to identify, classify, and prioritize the challenges associated with implementing green human resource management in
Iragi universities and to develop a comprehensive evidence-based framework. This systematic review was conducted in accordance with
the PRISMA 2020 guidelines. Relevant studies were identified through systematic searches of Scopus and Web of Science, supplemented
by searches in Google Scholar, reputable publishers’ websites, and the reference lists of key articles. Following duplicate removal and the
screening of titles, abstracts, full texts, and methodological quality, 34 eligible articles were included in the final analysis. Study quality
was assessed using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme checklist, and articles achieving more than 70% of the total quality score were
retained. The extracted evidence was analyzed through systematic content analysis, conceptual categorization, and narrative synthesis.
The synthesis indicated that implementation challenges could be classified into ten overarching categories: cultural and behavioral barriers;
managerial and leadership barriers; structural and institutional barriers; training and human resource development barriers; performance
evaluation, reward, and motivational barriers; recruitment and human resource integration barriers; financial and infrastructural barriers;
knowledge and research barriers; technological and innovation barriers; and contextual barriers. The evidence suggested that insufficient
senior management support and commitment, inadequate specialized environmental training and awareness, weak green organizational
culture and employee resistance, the policy—implementation gap, and limited financial and infrastructural resources were the highest-
priority barriers. The absence of context-specific models, ineffective green performance evaluation and reward systems, and poor
alignment between human resource practices and institutional sustainability strategies further constrained implementation effectiveness.
Implementing green human resource management in Iragi universities requires an integrated, multilevel approach that simultaneously
strengthens managerial commitment, institutional structures, green competencies, resource allocation, organizational culture, and
technological capacity. The proposed framework provides an evidence-based foundation for policymaking, intervention design, and the
development of context-sensitive implementation models within Iragi higher education.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Environmental sustainability has become a central concern for contemporary organizations as climate change,
resource depletion, pollution, and growing stakeholder expectations increasingly affect organizational
legitimacy and performance. In this context, green human resource management has emerged as a strategic
approach that incorporates environmental objectives into human resource policies and practices. Green human
resource management extends beyond isolated ecological initiatives and seeks to embed environmental
responsibility within recruitment, training, performance appraisal, reward systems, employee participation,
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leadership, and organizational culture. Through these mechanisms, organizations can develop employees’
environmental knowledge, strengthen pro-environmental behavior, encourage green innovation, and align
individual performance with broader sustainability goals (Chreif & Farmanesh, 2022; Gazi et al., 2025;
Zahrani, 2022).

The effectiveness of green human resource management depends substantially on the extent to which formal
policies are translated into employees’ actual behaviors. Green recruitment may attract individuals whose
values are consistent with environmental responsibility, while green training can enhance the knowledge and
competencies required to implement sustainable practices. Similarly, green performance appraisal and reward
systems can communicate organizational priorities and reinforce environmentally responsible behavior.
Previous studies have shown that green human resource management can improve organizational
environmental performance through employee performance, green innovation, job satisfaction, work
engagement, and pro-environmental behavior (Aboramadan, 2022; Al-Sabi et al., 2024; Esponda-Pérez et
al., 2025; Zahrani, 2024). However, these positive outcomes are not automatic and require supportive
managerial, cultural, structural, and technological conditions.

Higher education institutions occupy a distinctive position in the sustainability agenda because they
simultaneously function as large organizations, knowledge-producing institutions, and centers for developing
future professionals and decision-makers. Universities consume substantial financial, physical, technological,
and environmental resources, while also shaping societal values through teaching, research, administration,
and community engagement. Consequently, adopting green human resource management in universities can
contribute not only to reducing the environmental impact of institutional operations but also to
institutionalizing environmental responsibility among academic staff, administrative employees, and students.
Green recruitment, green training, environmentally oriented performance evaluation, and employee
participation can help universities integrate sustainability into their routine practices and institutional mission
(Muhammad et al., 2023; Saad et al., 2025).

Despite this potential, the implementation of green human resource management in higher education remains
uneven and insufficiently developed. Existing studies indicate that many universities undertake individual
green activities without establishing an integrated human resource system. Some institutions may digitalize
documentation or provide occasional environmental training, while failing to incorporate green criteria into
recruitment, job design, promotion, appraisal, and reward. Such fragmented implementation reduces the
likelihood that environmental initiatives will become sustainable organizational practices. Research in higher
education has emphasized that organizational culture, managerial perceptions, institutional values, and senior
leadership support strongly influence the effectiveness of green human resource management (Al Doghan et
al., 2024; Lashari et al., 2022). Studies have also identified green training, green recruitment, and innovative
academic citizenship behavior as important mechanisms through which universities can improve
environmental performance (Alqudah & Yusof, 2024).

Leadership is frequently identified as one of the most decisive conditions for successful implementation. Senior
managers determine whether environmental sustainability is treated as a strategic priority, whether sufficient
resources are allocated, and whether departments are held accountable for implementation. Where leadership
commitment is weak, green initiatives may remain symbolic, temporary, or dependent on individual managers.
Ecological leadership and green managerial awareness can provide direction, legitimacy, and motivation for
integrating environmental goals into human resource practices (Qadeer & Fatima, 2025; Sanchez-Garcia et
al., 2025). Sustainable leadership and organizational innovation capability are also important because green
human resource management often requires changes in established routines, decision-making structures, and
professional behaviors (Kampilong et al., 2025; Thier, 2025).
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Organizational culture and employee resistance constitute additional challenges. Employees may perceive
green practices as burdensome, irrelevant to their primary duties, or associated with increased workloads.
Resistance can be intensified when employees are not involved in decision-making, when benefits are poorly
communicated, or when environmental responsibilities are not supported by incentives. An inclusive
perspective on green human resource management suggests that employees’ identities, motivations,
professional roles, and perceptions of fairness should be considered when designing green policies (Ren &
Chowdhury, 2026). The relationship between green practices and employee behavior is therefore influenced
by psychological engagement, job satisfaction, organizational values, and opportunities for participation
(Aboramadan, 2022; Al-Sabi et al., 2024).

Financial, institutional, and technological constraints are particularly influential in developing-country
settings. Universities with restricted budgets may prioritize immediate teaching, staffing, and infrastructure
needs over environmental initiatives. Weak institutional regulations, limited monitoring systems, insufficient
professional expertise, and bureaucratic rigidity may further impede implementation. Studies conducted in
educational institutions and other organizations in developing economies have highlighted the importance of
resource availability, institutional support, contextual adaptation, and coordinated implementation (Din et al.,
2025; Goel et al., 2022; Haeruddin et al., 2023; Mahrukh & Zahoor, 2024). Cross-context evidence also
indicates that green human resource management practices differ between emerging and established
organizational environments because of variations in institutional maturity, environmental pressures,
technological capacity, and stakeholder expectations (Suleman et al., 2026).

Digital transformation provides both opportunities and challenges. Digital human resource systems can reduce
paper use, improve data management, facilitate online training, and enable the monitoring of environmental
performance. Artificial intelligence and human resource analytics may also support prediction, decision-
making, and resource optimization. However, these tools require reliable infrastructure, high-quality data,
technical skills, and organizational readiness (Abid et al., 2024; Gbr & Abdullah, 2025; Vaiyapuri & Shai,
2025). In resource-constrained universities, limited technological competence and incomplete digitalization
may therefore become additional barriers rather than facilitators.

The Iraqi higher education context may intensify many of these implementation difficulties. Universities in
Irag operate within institutional, economic, administrative, and technological conditions that may differ
substantially from those in which many established green human resource management models were
developed. Budget limitations, centralized administrative structures, weak coordination, insufficient green
competencies, resistance to organizational change, and limited context-specific evidence may interact and
reinforce one another. Previous reviews have noted the limited number of higher education studies and the
need for locally adapted models rather than the direct transfer of frameworks developed in different economic
and institutional environments (Gazi et al., 2025; Ortega et al., 2025; Saad et al., 2025). Moreover, evidence
suggests that barriers to green human resource management are causally interconnected, requiring systematic
prioritization rather than isolated interventions (Chowdhury et al., 2026).

Accordingly, this study aimed to systematically identify, categorize, and prioritize the challenges of
implementing green human resource management in Iraqi universities and to develop a comprehensive
evidence-based framework for understanding these barriers.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a systematic review design and followed the PRISMA 2020 framework. The review
protocol was developed to identify studies addressing green human resource management, higher education
institutions, implementation processes, barriers, obstacles, and related organizational challenges. Searches
were conducted in Scopus and Web of Science, supplemented by Google Scholar, open-access publisher
websites, and reference-list searches.
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The initial database search identified 1,736 records, including 1,085 from Scopus and 651 from Web of
Science. An additional 54 studies were identified through supplementary sources. After merging the database
records, 538 duplicate entries were removed, leaving 1,198 records. Records with incomplete information,
unavailable full texts, invalid document types, or insufficient bibliographic details were then excluded. Titles,
abstracts, and keywords were screened for relevance to green human resource management, universities,
higher education, implementation, and developing-country contexts. Full-text screening was subsequently
conducted using predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Eligible studies were required to address green human resource management explicitly, focus on universities
or higher education or provide directly transferable evidence concerning implementation barriers, and present
an assessable research methodology. Non-systematic reviews, editorials, abstracts, studies with weak
methodological quality, and publications without direct relevance to human resource management and
environmental sustainability were excluded. Methodological quality was evaluated using the Critical Appraisal
Skills Programme checklist, and only studies meeting the required quality threshold were retained.

The screening process resulted in 26 eligible studies from the main database pathway and eight studies from
supplementary sources, producing a final sample of 34 articles. Data were extracted on authorship, publication
year, research setting, study focus, and reported implementation challenges. Systematic content analysis was
used to identify recurrent concepts, merge conceptually related barriers, and organize them into higher-order
categories. Narrative synthesis was then employed to identify the frequency, relative prominence, and
interrelationships of the extracted challenges.

Findings

The systematic analysis identified ten major categories of challenges affecting the implementation of green
human resource management in universities. These categories were cultural and behavioral barriers;
managerial and leadership barriers; structural and institutional barriers; training and human resource
development barriers; performance evaluation, reward, and motivational barriers; recruitment and human
resource integration barriers; financial and infrastructural barriers; knowledge and research barriers;
technological and innovation barriers; and contextual barriers.

The most frequently reported challenge was insufficient support and commitment from senior management.
This barrier appeared in more than 15 of the principal studies and was repeatedly associated with inadequate
resource allocation, weak implementation authority, unclear environmental priorities, and the absence of
sustained organizational commitment. Lack of specialized environmental training and limited employee
awareness were also highly prominent, appearing in more than 14 studies. These challenges were linked to
insufficient green competencies, low environmental literacy, and uncertainty regarding employees’
environmental responsibilities.

Weak green organizational culture and employee resistance to change were identified in more than 12 studies.
Employees’ reluctance to modify established routines, the gap between environmental awareness and actual
behavior, and the prioritization of short-term organizational interests over long-term sustainability reduced the
effectiveness of green initiatives. Financial and infrastructural limitations were reported in more than 10 studies
and included restricted budgets, inadequate physical and technological infrastructure, outdated information
systems, and limited capacity to invest in environmental innovation.

The policy—implementation gap emerged as a major structural barrier. Many organizations had formal
sustainability statements or environmental intentions but lacked operational plans, monitoring mechanisms,
accountability structures, and coordination among human resource functions. Knowledge and research gaps
were also significant. More than eight studies emphasized the shortage of locally developed models, limited
evidence from higher education, conceptual ambiguity, and weak applicability of international models to
developing-country settings.
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Additional barriers included the absence of green performance appraisal indicators, weak reward and
recognition systems, insufficient employee motivation, and failure to integrate environmental criteria into
recruitment and selection. Technological barriers involved inadequate digital readiness, limited technological
competence, underdeveloped human resource information systems, and difficulties integrating artificial
intelligence and analytics into green human resource practices. Contextual barriers included bureaucratic
rigidity, weak regulatory enforcement, limited transferability of international experiences, and institutional
conditions specific to developing countries.

The final synthesis showed that these barriers were not independent. Weak senior management support
contributed to inadequate funding, poor coordination, limited training, and insufficient accountability. Limited
training increased uncertainty and employee resistance. Inadequate technology restricted environmental
performance monitoring, while weak organizational culture reduced the practical impact of formal policies.
The resulting conceptual framework therefore represented implementation challenges as interconnected
institutional, structural, human, financial, technological, and contextual barriers that collectively weaken green
human resource management implementation and university environmental performance.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that implementing green human resource management in lragi universities is a
complex organizational transformation rather than a limited human resource initiative. The identification of
ten interconnected categories indicates that implementation cannot be achieved through isolated interventions.
Training employees without managerial commitment, introducing digital systems without technical capacity,
or adopting formal environmental policies without monitoring and accountability is unlikely to produce
sustained change.

The central role of senior management support reflects the dependence of green initiatives on strategic
legitimacy and resource allocation. University leaders determine whether sustainability is incorporated into
institutional priorities, whether responsibilities are assigned, and whether implementation is monitored. Where
commitment remains rhetorical, green human resource practices are likely to be fragmented and temporary.
Leadership development should therefore be considered the starting point for implementation.

The prominence of cultural resistance and insufficient employee awareness also indicates that technical
policies alone are inadequate. Employees must understand the relevance of sustainability to their roles and
perceive green practices as meaningful, fair, and achievable. Participation, communication, recognition, and
role-specific training are necessary for transforming environmental policies into routine behavior. A supportive
green culture can reduce resistance by making environmental responsibility a shared organizational norm
rather than an externally imposed obligation.

The policy—implementation gap reveals a broader institutional weakness. Universities may announce
sustainability objectives without integrating them into recruitment, appraisal, promotion, budgeting, and
departmental planning. Successful implementation requires horizontal integration across human resource
functions and vertical alignment between institutional strategy and daily operations. Clear indicators, assigned
responsibilities, reporting systems, and periodic evaluation are necessary to ensure that green policies are
operationalized.

Financial and technological constraints are especially relevant in the Iragi context. Nevertheless,
implementation need not begin with costly infrastructure projects. Universities can prioritize low-cost and
high-impact interventions, including digital documentation, energy-saving routines, environmental criteria in
job descriptions, targeted training, recognition programs, and employee-led sustainability committees. More
advanced technologies can be introduced gradually as institutional capacity develops.

The shortage of context-specific models highlights the need to adapt green human resource management to
Iraqi universities rather than transferring external frameworks without modification. A locally appropriate
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model should account for administrative centralization, available resources, institutional regulations,
workforce characteristics, and technological readiness. It should also distinguish between public and private
universities and accommodate differences in organizational size, autonomy, and infrastructure.

In conclusion, green human resource management in Iragi universities is constrained by a network of mutually
reinforcing managerial, cultural, institutional, educational, financial, technological, and contextual barriers.
The most critical priorities are strengthening senior leadership commitment, reducing the gap between policy
and implementation, improving environmental training and awareness, developing a supportive green culture,
and establishing adequate financial and technological foundations. Addressing these priorities through an
integrated and context-sensitive framework can enhance the institutionalization of sustainability, improve
environmental performance, and enable Iraqi universities to fulfill their educational and social responsibilities
more effectively.
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