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Abstract

:

Organisations are a fundamental part of challenges and solutions to climate change issues. Therefore, the micro and macro factors influencing employee ecological behaviour (EEB) are a rising interest among researchers. The contemporary concept of EEB has been embraced by many organisations and attracted scholars’ attention worldwide. Nevertheless, studies that explored challenges and solutions for performing EEB at the workplace are scarce. This study explored challenges and solutions in performing EEB at the workplace and focused on qualitative research methodology. The researchers interviewed 24 academicians from five leading green research Malaysian universities. Valuable qualitative data and numerous challenges such as high costs of practising, lack of infrastructure, top management support, environmental attitude, green mindfulness, enforcement, and monitoring were identified as challenges in applying EEB from the interviews. Stringent rules and regulations, monitoring, training programmes, and monetary incentives might be efficient solutions to apply ecological behaviour at workplaces, specifically universities. In conclusion, this study has discovered the challenges and solutions in implementing EEB for a sustainable workplace by interviewing academicians from different departments of selected Malaysian higher educational institutes. Also, poor infrastructure, high cost, and the lack of top management support, environmental attitude, green mindfulness, enforcement, and monitoring were identified as the primary challenges in performing EEB. Additionally, the research also discovered significant suggestions to resolve the challenges when implementing EEB at the workplace, such as strict rules and regulations, training programmes, incentives, monitoring, and communicating change and campaigns. Therefore, the stakeholders related to the industry should be concerned with the challenges identified when applying EEB at the workplace to apply the solutions generated from the study.
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1. Introduction


Governments and organisations worldwide have been implementing efficient measures to combat the rapid environmental degradation. Many governments have prescribed sustainable policies, whereas organisations adopt the policies to engage in environmental-friendly workplace practices. The employees and the scope of their ecological behaviour determine the success of the practices [1,2]. Ecological behaviour is a standard effort in companies and employees that aids organisations and the environment [3]. According to environmental protection, the pressure to act according to environmental protection urges companies to implement ecological behaviour extensively in organisational work processes [4]. Scholarly studies on workplace ecological behaviours is an emerging research area [5,6,7,8,9,10,11]. Psychologists, scientists, and researchers phrase this behaviour similarly with terms such as “green behaviour”, “sustainability behaviour”, “pro-environmental behaviour”, and “ecological behaviour”, but all these terms highlight decreasing the implications inflicted by humans on the environment [12]. Ecological behaviour is described as actions that contribute towards environmental preservation and conservation [13].



EEB is exemplified as responsible or pro-environmental actions that display environmental sustainability appraisal, including decreasing waste and recycling resources [14]. These behaviours are intended to mitigate the detrimental impact on the ecosystem caused by human activities [15] and contribute to an environmentally sustainable workplace [16]. Thus, EEB is critical to organisations, regardless of sector, including tertiary education [17]. However, EEB studies lately highlight corporate sectors than the educational field [18]. For instance, EEB has been researched in hotels [14], manufacturing firms [19], fertilisers and chemicals [20], banking and financial sector [10,21] and multinational organisations [22].



Nevertheless, a research gap exists in the EEB field, specifically within the emerging research area of sustainability in higher education [23,24]. In addition, environmental management in Asian countries prone to the environmental crisis is overlooked [25]. Thus, EEB studies should be undertaken in developing countries, such as Malaysia, in higher educational institutes [18,26]. Furthermore, Malaysia faces critical environmental issues as an emergent economy. For example, Malaysia faces a higher than 6% annual growth average for carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions that are not far from 7.42% of China’s annual growth rate [18].



Prior researchers examined the predictors and outcomes of EEB for comprehending the creation of environmental-friendly and sustainable workplace. Several studies have associated individual-level factors to EEBs, such as subjective norms, pluralistic ignorance [27], employee-organisation fit [28], personal moral norms [1], moral reflectiveness and co-worker pro-environmental advocacy [29], environmental awareness, knowledge and concern [30]. In addition, certain studies focused on organisational-level influences, such as green human resource management practices [21], perceived corporate social responsibility [31], perceived organisational support [32], organisational climate [28], and incentives [33].



Conversely, numerous studies emphasised the outcome where EEB was found to significantly impact environmental performance [34], job satisfaction [35], intentions to implement green practices [36], sustainability [37], employee task performance [14], and employee self-esteem and well-being [8]. Nevertheless, barriers in applying EEB have posed a challenge to organisations’ management [38]. Multiple barriers hinder employees from adopting green practices. Andersson, Shivarajan, and Blau [39] found that the context of exercising behaviours is directly linked to these barriers. For instance, utilities’ cost could influence individuals at home, whereas employees do not regard this factor in the workplace [40]. Previous empirical studies have confirmed these contrasting behaviours. For example, Lee, De Young, and Marans [41] found that the same group of employees had a higher recycling rate at home than at the workplace.



In contrast, Lo, Peters, and Kok [42] revealed notable differences between energy-saving behaviour within and outside the office. Several barriers to sustainable behaviours are linked to individual characteristics, while the rest depend on organisational setting [43,44]. Kim, Kim and Han [33] reported attitude towards ecological activities as a more significant barrier because obligations to perform such activities seem unlikely different for individuals at office and workplace [45]. Nonetheless, these studies were conducted in a specific context, such as energy-related behaviours and travelling behaviour [42], video conferencing and intentions to switch off personal computer when leaving office [33], and perceived satisfaction with current behaviours [46] with different perspectives. Unfortunately, no exploratory study has been conducted to examine the challenges in performing EEB at the workplace.



Yuriev, Boiral, Francoeur, and Paillé [38] undertook a systematic literature review and proposed that barriers hindering employees from implementing green behaviours should be explicitly investigated as no study was found to address this area. Additionally, Norton, Parker, Zacher, and Ashkanasy [43] focused on identifying the challenges faced by non-environmentally concerned employees in performing ecological behaviours. Furthermore, previous literature has identified that comprehensive data are lacking concerning the solutions to the challenges in EEB implementation within organisations. Nevertheless, no prior studies on EEB were undertaken to address solutions for sustainable workplaces within Malaysia. Thus, this study area is worth exploring as there is a proven scarcity of research concerning the challenges and solutions in implementing EEB practices for sustainable workplace establishment.



The researchers assessed five research higher educational institutes within Malaysia. The study aimed to examine the challenges that impede employees to perform ecological behaviour and identify solutions to address the challenges in implementing EEB for a sustainable workplace within Malaysian higher educational institutes. The underlying research questions (RQ) research addressed were (i) What are the challenges that are impeding EEB? and (ii) What are the solutions to resolve the challenges in implementing EEB for a sustainable workplace in higher educational institutes? The motivation for using qualitative methods in this study is because it aligned with the research objective. Furthermore, the focus of qualitative methods is to gain an in-depth understanding of the hidden-embedded phenomenon [47]. In other words, the useful truth is established rather than only attaining mathematical objectivity [48]. Higher emphasis on the quantitative methods (numeric expressions) is incorrect as it would not always convey accurately the human feelings and opinions [47]. Quantitative methods if employed, the mathematical objectivity would be obtained will usefulness of the truth would still remain questionable. Thus, we employed qualitative methods in this study. In academics, it is not always a good practice to heavily rely on quantitative methods and therefore some subjective approaches should be employed to explore hidden embedded truth. Using the same arguments, the interview structure was designed.



The present study contributes to the body of literature by examining the underexplored topic concerning the challenges for performing EEB at the workplace that is critical for environmental sustainability. This study is also a pioneer study undertaken in a developing country that emphasises the importance of employees at an individual level for environment preservation. Furthermore, this study also acknowledged that the authors of [38] proposed research on challenges that hinder EEB at work as prior studies identifying obstacles of performing EEB at the workplace are limited. Similarly, some researchers only evaluated one or two EEB aspects. For example, Lo, van Breukelen, Peters, and Kok [49] only investigated employees’ pro-environmental behaviour concerning communication and travelling mode, whereas Lo, Peters, and Kok [42] examined psychological determinants of office energy-related behaviour. Likewise, Ramus [50] only studied the perception of organisational support demonstrated via environmental policies communication. Furthermore, a systematic review by Yuriev, Boiral, Francoeur, and Paillé [38] discovered that specific attention was given to the “voluntary” and “discretionary” nature of behaviours, whereas EEB at the workplace is distinctive.



The following sections of the paper comprehensively explain the study. Section 2 addresses the literature review on EEB, challenges in performing EEB, and solution to implement EEB. Subsequently, the research methodology is discussed in Section 3, while Section 4 explains the findings and analysis. Finally, a thorough discussion, theoretical and practical implications, limitations and recommendations for future studies are explained in Section 5, whereas the conclusion is summarised in Section 6.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Employee Ecological Behaviour (EEB)


EEB is environmental-friendly or pro-environmental behaviour particular to workplaces [51] compared to individual green behaviour that refers to taking action to minimise negative implications on the environment or positively benefit environmental protection [52]. EEB directly associates environmental protection and other positive actions with conserving resources in daily organisational operations. EEB is defined as employee engagement in ecological behaviours, including employees’ actions in performing environmentally-friendly work (e.g., recycling, rational resources usage, participation in environmental initiatives, and establishing green policies) by De Roeck and Farooq [53]. Ones and Dilchert [16] distinguished green behaviour as scalable actions and behaviours employees engage in that contribute or detract from environmental sustainability [54]. Thus, employees’ sustainable behaviours consist of initiatives and actions [55], such as switching off lights to save energy when leaving offices, correcting documents electronically without printing to avoid waste, adopting teleconference instead of travelling to meetings for efficient resource utilisation, and recycling [56].



Employee green behaviour involves two aspects: task-related green behaviour implemented within employee responsibilities and proactive green behaviour implemented beyond employee responsibilities (Bissing-Olson et al. [57]) as stated by the autonomous standards of behaviour (organisational requirements and individual requirements self-determination). Task-related green behaviour denotes the green behaviour performed by employees when completing the core tasks demanded by organisations (e.g., environmental protection responsibilities stipulated in performing duties, compliance to environmental standards, and others). Discretionary and environmentally-friendly behaviour not clearly acknowledged by the formal reward system is known as proactive green behaviour [58]. Organisations encourage EEB to ensure the environmental management system is successfully implemented, and environmental performance achievement increases.



The ecological behaviours at workplaces are measurable behaviours that aid in accomplishing environmental sustainability in organisations [39]. The prevention of pollution and excessive carbon emissions, reusing or recycling, reducing energy used, and influencing others to adopt green initiatives are examples of ecological behaviours in the implementation of environmental management. Environmental psychologists agree that developing employee green behaviour motivation is significantly concerning [59]. However, encouraging sustainable behaviour among employees is an intimidating task because employees do not bear the cost of utilising resources in the workplace [60].



With the increase in environmental issues such as pollution, change in the climate, deforestation, natural resource overconsumption and so on the organizations are taking environmental concerns more often and direct mode by incorporating them into their corporate and competitive sustainable strategies [61,62].



Some of the solutions included voluntary environmental practices to attain competitive advantage while increasing financial performance [63]. In other words, the environmental management systems (EMS) are a solution to attain EEB, which is beneficial not only for the companies but also for the employees.



The study of Ababneh [64] revealed that employee engagement and personality attributes are significant factors for increasing green HRM practices as well as green behaviours. EEB is also significant in forming human capital as the employees learn to develop Green-HRM practices [65]. It helps in improving environmental management [66].



The corporate image of the company improves because of EEB as the Green-HRM implementations improve due to proper learning about effective and efficient environmental management [67,68,69,70]. Interestingly, EEB could improve green learning, which further improves their tendencies to adopt green behaviour [64]. This also leads to improving the organization’s sustainable development [66].




2.2. Challenges in Implementing Employee Ecological Behaviour (EEB)


The researchers were motivated to undertake the research as available literature on the challenges in EEB is scarce. Nevertheless, previous studies were found to have specific challenges. The commonly reported barrier is the attitude towards pro-environmental activities [33,71]. Attitude involves the moral obligation to conduct pro-environmental activities, nature-concerned, and personal values that unlikely differ for individuals in the office and home [45]. Lack of environmental knowledge [30] and consciousness [72] among workers closely relate to individuals. Individuals’ past experiences and habits influence the willingness to change behaviours in the workplace [73], which plays a part in the workers’ willingness to act ecologically friendly in the office.



Several authors (e.g., Paillé et al. [74]; Blok et al. [24]) stated that organisations’ green internal culture and management practices consider green behaviours the normality, and workers are prone to implement them. Likewise, employees are prone to act with responsibility when facilities and infrastructures offer greener options, such as parking, ecological-friendly food options, and self-adjusting air-conditioning are identified as easily accessible [32,73]. Several barriers, such as perception of the infrastructure, personal values, the time required, and social expectations, are part of employees’ fundamental beliefs that impact the probability of conducting specific behaviours. Lamm et al. [75] empirically proved that employees are prone to act responsibly when organisations are acknowledged as green.



Paillé et al. [74] proposed that a workplace setting that nurtures employee readiness to act environmentally friendly could positively influence the probability of green behaviour in offices due to an increased awareness of corporate values and objectives. Yuriev et al. [38] disputed that insufficient internal resources such as financial, human capital, and time often hinder managers and employees from incorporating green initiatives. Ruepert et al. [71] assessed that several employees specified that they would frequently display pro-environmental actions in workplaces when organisations would establish the right conditions for acting upon their moral obligation feelings by securing adequate autonomy and control over pro-environmental behaviour. Boira et al. [72] asserted that managers who adopt green practices encourage their subordinates to act similarly.




2.3. Solutions to Implement Employee Ecological Behaviour (EEB)


A critical element observed in the literature indicates that employees must positively perceive corporate social responsibility to engage in green behaviours [14] through internal communication strategies to emphasise their standpoint on social responsibility [53]. Organisations could influence employees’ green practices by establishing pro-sustainability strategies in their offices’ design by utilising energy-efficient materials. For example, an office’s layout and lighting design can considerably impact occupants’ behaviour [76]. Environmental training and development denote a system of activities that encourage employees to study environmental conservation skills and focus on environmental issues critical in achieving environmental objectives [77]. Saeed et al. [6] discovered that environmental training could expand employees’ awareness, knowledge, and skills results in improved employee’s ecological behaviour.



Norton et al. [56] added the role of green psychological climate as a significant contributor of EEB in workplaces. A crucial contemporary challenge human resources professionals face is ensuring environmental sustainability’s proper incorporation into human resource policies [78]. For instance, Saeed et al. [6] findings that green human resources management practices positively impacted employees’ workplace ecological behaviour. Conversely, Leidner et al. [21] added that green human resource management practices are not peripheral, intermediate, or embedded but formed by sustainability advocates as they are critical when practising EEB in workplaces.



Besides this, the researchers identified the significant role of environment-specific transformational leadership and top management support as solutions in implementing ecological behaviour [79]. Yuriev et al. [38] offered insights for overcoming barriers by stating that individual perception is critical. For example, information on the environmental impact of specific behaviours (Greaves et al. 2013), such as driving against cycling to work, might inspire individuals to change their transportation mode. Similarly, an employee may feel “out-of-group” if the colleagues and managers leave the office in the dark at night, but the employee did not do the same. However, turning off lights is a discretionary behaviour. Furthermore, Lasrado and Zakaria [76] proposed introducing incentives, corrective pressure, and creating awareness through education as excellent strategies to encourage workplace ecological behaviour.



The existing literature that includes [49,55,57] is primarily focusing on the quantitative approaches for examining EEB. It has focused on manufacturing units to attain mathematical objectivity. Furthermore, the existing literature has used a deductive approach to investigate the impact while there should be an absolute premise for the deductive approach. Therefore, an inductive approach should have been used. Similarly, the work of Yureiv et al. [38] and Ruepert et al. [71] has considered partially the use of green behavior in organizational settings but fails to incorporate the industry 4.0 drivers affecting EEB. The exploration from the human resource management lens is still under-explored.





3. Materials and Methods


The study aimed to conduct an exploratory analysis of the challenges that impede ecological behaviour among workplace employees. Exploratory qualitative research clarifies a phenomenon that has been limitedly studied to fill a literature gap [80]. Thus, a qualitative and inductive approach based on semi-structured interviews was adopted to undertake this study. The approach is suitable in examining the stakeholders’ viewpoint on a specific topic within the context given [81]. Each participant was provided with an interview protocol approved by the ethics committee of the lead researchers’ university before data collection. Participants were notified that their participation is voluntary, and they could withdraw from the study anytime. Informed signed consent was obtained from all the participants. The data was recorded via a digital computer base. The participants were assigned a pseudonym to preserve their anonymity [82] because the anonymity allowed them to freely provide the necessary information [83].



3.1. Data Collection


Semi-structured interviews were held with academicians from five public research universities in Malaysia to collect data for the study. The benefits of the semi-structured interview questionnaire are several, but the most important is that it allows the researchers to be more flexible in exploring the concepts and research phenomenon [48]. Structured questionnaires are rigid and often restrict the researchers in exploring hidden embedded research phenomenon as well as interlinked factors. Furthermore, the use of existing questionnaires increases the reliability and validity of the constructs in terms of content analysis. Hence, this research employed a similar approach. These five research universities were selected because they are top-ranked research universities in Malaysia as per the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) ranking [84] and hold top positions at universities’ Universitas Indonesia (UI) GreenMetric. The UI GreenMetric ranking aims to provide the latest conditions and policies related to green campus and sustainability in universities worldwide. The ranking is also expected to draw the attention of universities’ leaders and stakeholders to combat the global climate crisis, water and energy conservation, recycling of waste, and green transportation [85].



Research universities must emphasise research and innovations due to competent academicians and competitive student admissions [86]. Besides, these universities are expected to explore their intellectual capacities and act as role models to other Malaysian universities in undertaking research activities focused on knowledge advancement. In addition, research universities are assigned to self-generate income and establish holding companies responsible for operating business ventures via the commercialisation of their research products.




3.2. Participants


The study used a convenient sample to choose the participants because flexibility was required as they were busy [87,88]. The participants were selected from diverse backgrounds and different university departments to comprehend the numerous challenges and solutions to apply EEB in workplaces. Convenience sampling was selected to assess the experiences and opinions of the universities’ academicians with extensive knowledge and practical experience. Nevertheless, the participants must fulfil the primary criterion of being academicians and being involved in teaching activities in Malaysian research universities. Additionally, academic staff from the universities were available and ready to partake in the research. Conversely, data for the study were collected from February and August 2020.




3.3. Data Analysis


After obtaining informed consent from the participants, interviews were conducted and audio-recorded, with each session lasting 35 min to 90 min. The data collected were analysed, stored in electronic format and subsequently, subjected to thematic content analysis procedures. Thematic analysis is a conventional practise in qualitative research involving searching through data to identify recurrent patterns. A “theme” is a cluster of linked categories that convey similar meanings and emerges through the inductive analytic process that characterises the qualitative paradigm [23]. The grounded theory approach that provided a standard framework for codifying, grouping, and comparing research evidence (Gioia et al. [81]) was the base for the data analysis. The grounded theory emphasises the analysis grounded in the data and recurring themes rather than testing pre-determined hypotheses, dissimilar to hypothetic deductive reasoning [89].



The analysis process adhered to a five-step approach: First, the interviews were transcribed verbatim and resulted in 75 pages of text with 1.5 line spacing. Secondly, the transcripts were assigned to different themes from data analysis and retrieval of relevant passages. Thirdly, a preliminary categorisation grid was established through a collaboration among the researchers. Subsequently, the transcripts were categorised according to the categorisation grid. The grid was refined throughout the data analysis process parallel to the inductive and iterative grounded theory approach. Then, new categories were created as new themes or concepts emerged. Several categories were subdivided or merged based on the data collected. Every category was comprehensively explained and deliberated among the researchers to enable data interpretation and enhance the validity of the analysis process. Fifth, the essential categories were gathered into two main themes encompassing the research objectives: the challenges for implementing EEB and solutions for EEB implications. Representative and illustrative passages concerning these themes were finally chosen. The results related to the study’s specific objectives were relatively similar, although possible differences exist among the universities studied.





4. Results


This section displays the presentation and explains the data analysis. The findings and analysis were divided into two major parts: the challenges and solutions to apply ecological behaviour in workplaces within the Malaysian higher educational institutes. Table 1 shows the gender and academic qualification of the participants.



4.1. Challenges in Performing Employee Ecological Behaviour (EEB) at Workplace


4.1.1. Lack of Infrastructure


The participants have unanimously recognised the lack of infrastructure in Malaysian higher educational institutes as a challenge in practising ecological behaviour at the workplace. Employees mainly worked within the existing infrastructure and opined a lack of infrastructure to practice eco-friendly behaviour. The participants highlighted several interesting findings as follows:


“This is because here we use centralised air conditioners. Centralised air conditioners are not sustainable […] you turn off your fans also; there is no breezy air in your room. In that regard, I am not satisfied.”



(University; A, Participant; 2)






“Car-free day was mean to minimise the carbon. You parked slightly far, and they provided bus services for you. The bus was not efficient, I mean the infrastructure was not able to support. So that is why it has been put on hold. It was practice for more than a year.”



(University; A, Participant; 3)







One participant voiced out the following for saving electricity:


“When we designed this building, we proposed to the university that we wanted the half-light here instead of this kind of room, but the university did not accept that.”



(University; A, Participant; 3)







Lack of appropriate infrastructure precede non-ecological behaviours and were used to develop habits by offering distractive activity, as highlighted by another participant:


“The challenge here is monkeys. There are a lot of monkeys. Because of the monkeys, most lecturers will throw the trash in the toilets to avoid the monkeys from coming.”



(University; A, Participant; 1)







Another participant explained the lack of infrastructure as:


“One example is regarding throwing the rubbish. In my house, there are different types of dustbins. Here, there is no option. We use polystyrenes. In my institution, the air conditioners are centralised, so that’s difficult for me. Sometimes they waste the energy.”



(University; A, Participant; 1)







Several other participants provided similar viewpoints that organisations should address the lack of infrastructure to ensure that employees are compliant with green practice requirements. Thus, the respondents acknowledge the lack of infrastructure as a significant challenge in performing ecological behaviour at the workplace.




4.1.2. High Cost of Practising


The participants also recognised the high costs of practising ecological behaviour as another significant challenge in performing ecological behaviours in organisations. All the participants stated that lack of budget in organisations would be a critical challenge in implementing eco-friendly activities. Individuals are not free to perform any environmental-friendly activity with limited budgets.



A participant stated:


“I only depend on centralised air conditioner. We already suggested to the management to change it many times, but they don’t have any budget.”



(University; E, Participant; 1)







One of the participants summarised it as:


“I believe it’s the budget allocation.”



(University; E, Participant; 2)







Another participant stated,


“[…] We used poly bags, and we managed to harvest 60 percent of paddy from the total. But actually, it is not us […], because this project cost a lot of money, and we didn’t have the money […] because, as you can see, nowadays, we don’t have money.”



(University; D, Participant; 6)







The remaining participants shared those high costs incurred to implement and maintain ecological behaviour practices are a challenge in the higher educational institutes.




4.1.3. Lack of Top Management Support


The lack of top management support is also acknowledged as a challenge for higher educational institutes in developing sustainable workplaces. Participants opined that the lack of managerial interest is a hindrance to EEB at the workplace. Interestingly, participants commonly mentioned that the lack of top management support is crucial for implementing EEB.



One participant acknowledged that top management support and involvement is essential for the implementation of EEB at the workplace:


“[…] there are challenges. We can propose but to implement it needs involvement and support of other parties especially the top management.”



(University; B, Participant; 1)







Another participant asserted that:


“To me, the top management must be responsible for the implementation. If they do many campaigns, posting anywhere about green practices, green campus, then many people will become more aware.”



(University; D, Participant; 1)







Furthermore, the responses from the participants indicate that lack of top management support underlies their list of priorities:


“[…] There are some initiatives, but I think those are not enough. They are busy with administrative matters, so sustainability issue is still there but is not their priority.”



(University; D, Participant; 6)







One participant added:


“[…] The most we need to convince is top management. Sometimes after we started, they would stare at us for using less polystyrene, less plastic and serving using plates…”



(University; A, Participant; 3)








4.1.4. Lack of Environmental Attitude


The participants also displayed their consensus on the importance of attitude for ecological behaviour practices at the workplace. Consequently, attitude towards EEB varies widely among employees.


“I think ecological behaviour relates to our attitude. As employees we have our workplace. So, it is about how we interact with our work surrounding […].”



(University; E, Participant; 3)







A participant stated that individuals who are deeply concerned about the environment are more likely to practice ways to conserve it:


[…] In higher education, I assume these are related to research activities, like planting the trees, and they involve lot of chemical. I think it is not only in technical part, but attitude, as in how to encourage attitude which is concerned about environmental sustainability […].



(University; D, Participant; 1)







One participant voiced out that:


“The attitude of course. Even though you have the awareness, if you don’t want to be responsible, of course you will not do it.”



(University; D, Participant; 3)







One of the participants described the difficulties that occurred due to an irresponsible attitude. The participant utilised terms such as “lack of voluntary” and “little aspiration”.


“[…] Lack of voluntary involvement and little aspiration to live in a better place and the attitude […].”



(University; D, Participant; 3)








4.1.5. Lack of Green Mindfulness


The lack of mindfulness is also a significant challenge in performing ecological behaviour. Mindfulness represents the present condition of self-awareness and recognition, enabling individuals to wisely control their behaviour in the actual situation. The participants highlighted the lack of mindfulness in the environment as a barrier to performing EEB at the workplace. For example, as one participant stated:


“I want to save water. But the authority did not repair the cause of the wastage, such as a leaking pipe. So, you cannot stop the leak […] The authority needs to help, to fix everything […].”



(University; D, Participant; 3)







Another participant added that individuals should wisely engage in controlling their behaviour instead of waiting for others to do so:


“We educate […] to turn off the tap when they see water being wasted, instead of waiting for others to do so. It all needs to start from individuals […].”



(University; D, Participant; 2)







The same participant also added that:


“To me, as long we do our part […] we know that we have reduced the temperature of the air conditioner, we have switched off the lights when we go out, and we have been mindful.”



(University; D, Participant; 2)







Another participant added that:


“I do them because I am mindful of my responsibility as a human being […] When I switch on the lights, I will turn them off when not using them…”



(University; A, Participant; 2)







The remaining participants also voiced similar opinions that the lack of employees’ environmental mindfulness could be a barrier to perform EEB in organisations. Thus, they acknowledged the absence of environmental mindfulness as one of the significant challenges for EEB.




4.1.6. Lack of Enforcement and Monitoring


The participants consensually agreed on the importance of enforcement and monitoring for EEB at the workplace. One of the participants said that:


“For me, I don’t like to use the air conditioner. […] I do not need recycled air. The initiative is there, but enforcement and monitoring are question marks.”



(University; A, Participant; 2)







In addition, the participant also added that:


“No, apart from what I told you, that campaign. For the river, I see the initiative, but the enforcement is very weak.”



(University; A, Participant; 2)







Another participant asserted as follows:


“They should do the enforcement. They should enforce the staff to do it. I believe that the guideline and the practices are already there. I think many people are aware, but they did it difficult to practice.”



(University; D, Participant; 3)







One participant concluded with:


“We get sort of worried when the contractors come and don’t follow our rules and regulations. They smoke cigarettes and we know our campus is a non-smoking zone. We feel like making reports because they don’t respect our values. We want the rules to also be enforced on people coming from the outside.”



(University; E, Participant; 4)









4.2. Solutions to Apply EEB at Workplace


Five significant areas that could be addressed as solutions to apply EEB at workplaces in Malaysian universities were suggested in the interviews. The participants provided their justifications for the proposed solutions as discussed below.



4.2.1. Strict Rules and Regulations


The participants recognised strict rules and regulations as a practical solution when applying EEB at the workplace. They highlighted that:


“I think the university should have a certain policy […] to contribute towards sustainability. For example, if the university decides to ban the use of plastic straws, the university should create a policy and call the cafeteria operators to inform them about the ban […].”



(University; D, Participant; 6)







The participant also added:


“Because in the end, awareness must be there, regulations must also be there. If you only have awareness, it will work in the short term, but in the long run the habit will comeback.”



(University; D, Participant; 6)







One participant stated as follows:


“If he feels there is an impact on him, then he’ll do it. For example, if there’s enforcement in the form of fines. It’s like borrowing books from the library.”



(University; E, Participant; 5)







The participants also demanded that rules and regulations are also implemented for outsiders. For instance:


“We feel like making reports because they don’t respect our values. We want the rules to also be enforced on people coming from the outside.”



(University; C, Participant; 1)







One more participant said that:


“None. Because there’s little the staff can do even if they refuse to follow […].”



(University; A, Participant; 6)








4.2.2. Training Programmes


The participants also agreed that training programmes are crucial solutions to apply EEB practices for a sustainable workplace:


“[…] usually, it’s the Campus Sustainability unit that holds talks and trainings. […] there’s a centre given the mandate to train Green Managers and the likes. The centre organises talks and proper workshops from time to time that are related to green practices […].”



(University; C, Participant; 2)







The same participant further added that:


“There was a training for the administrative staff. I did not remember when, but I had to go to that place, organised by a professional team. They make series and courses for lecturers and staff, a mixture between environment and sustainability.”



(University; C, Participant; 2)







Another participant said:


“We also have held talks about climate, sustainability issue, and solid waste. We have a sustainability science course.”



(University; A, Participant; 5)







One participant asserted the importance of training for developing environmental knowledge:


“I got to see how people did the recycling things. I have never had a formal training in this […] I think having enough knowledge is very important.”



(University; A, Participant; 2)







In addition, a fellow participant thought that training programmes were lacking:


“[…] I think that’s one of the things we lack. There’s less focus on training, more on immediate implementation.”



(University; C, Participant; 3)








4.2.3. Incentives


The participants unanimously viewed that monetary incentives would be efficient solutions to perform EEB at the workplace. For instance, a participant said that:


“A green experts, champion, idol, and icon could also be selected as incentives to those that have exceptionally adopting green in their daily routine to make example for others to follow wholeheartedly.”



(University; B, Participant; 2)







One participant added:


“Yes, you’ll get incentives if you do it. If you don’t do it, it’s okay.”



(University; A, Participant; 4)







Another participant emphasised monetary incentive,


“Because we care about the future […] To me, it is because it involves money […].”



(University; B, Participant; 3)







In addition, one participant linked monetary incentives with motivation by saying that:


“I think the factor relates to motivation and rewards. We may be motivated by what people around us do.”



(University; D, Participant; 5)








4.2.4. Monitoring


All the participants stated that organisations should monitor the activities of employees at the workplace:


“I think at University E they monitor everything. We must set the air conditioner at a certain temperature, switch off the lights during lunch time. They look at how much energy and cost have been saved.”



(University; D, Participant; 4)







A participant described:


“We also appoint energy manager, and sometimes they are the same person. Energy manager monitors the use of electricity at faculties, schools, and centres. Green manager looks into sustainability practices at these places. He or she encourages rubbish segregation, water conservation, and all that.”



(University; D, Participant; 5)







In addition, another participant said that:


“Monitoring should be there, kind of enforcement. It is more on the cafeteria owners. We can enforce on the owners not to use them.”



(University; A, Participant; 2)







A participant argued that:


“Through education and technology, people will be made aware of the damage if they do not do anything […] There are places that we cannot implement fully, such as the toilets. We will remind them through sensors […] We will see how to reduce cost, monitor which rooms have the lights turned on. We will use sensors for the temperature and electricity. […].”



(University; B, Participant; 2)







One participant also added:


“Each Responsibility Centre is responsible for managing the use of papers. […] the budget has been reduced. Each centre needs to monitor.”



(University; E, Participant; 2)








4.2.5. Communicating Change and Campaigns


The participants mentioned communicating change in organisations as another factor to implement EEB at the workplace. For instance:


“They just encourage you, but they do not really provide any initiatives. They do not provide constant reminders.”



(University; A, Participant; 2)







In addition to that:


“In term of any formal communication about green work practices I don’t think it is much communicated to us except about the car-free days […].”



(University; A, Participant; 7)







The participants further included the importance of campaigns in addressing EEB. For example:


“Nothing, except that they provide you with dustbins. But they are supposed to have direct campaigns. […] A direct campaign will make people more aware. But, other than that, I have not heard about a campaign purposefully held for that.”



(University; A, Participant; 2)







One participant asserted that:


“I think at the institutional level […] If the institutions design the policy or practices or campaign, the scope will be wide. If everyone follows the practices, we will see the impact.”



(University; D, Participant; 4)










5. Discussion


This research provides a comprehensive understanding of EEB, a relatively new research area in the human resource management field. A gap exists in the literature related to EEB practices in Malaysian higher education institutes. However, literature is available regarding the implementation and determinants of EEB in the corporate sector. This study adds to sustainable higher education and environmental management by providing insights into the challenges that hinder employees from performing EEB and how to overcome the relatively new obstacles. The findings are essential for academicians and practitioners. The following subsections discuss the theoretical and managerial implications of this study.



The current study contributes to the literature from a theoretical perspective by expanding knowledge in green management, an ongoing global concern. Numerous scholars have encouraged the implementation of EEB in workplaces to achieve organisation sustainability (i.e., environmental, economic, and social) goals. Nevertheless, the challenges to perform EEB have been limitedly explored. The study identified several critical challenges to applying EEB at the workplace, such as the lack of infrastructure to practice EEB in Malaysian higher educational institutes. The lack of infrastructure for EEB that previous studies have not acknowledged is among the significant contributions of the current research to the literature on EEB.



Conversely, the study found that the lack of top management support, environmental attitude, mindfulness, enforcement and monitoring, and high costs incurred in practising EEB are significant challenges in implementing EEB at the workplace within higher educational institutes. Our findings are aligned with previous studies [57,61,68]. Graves et al. [79] also emphasised that top management who are committed to the environment strongly exhibit EEB at the workplace. The lack of top management support creates an adverse effect on environmental commitment. We confirm the work of Graves et al. [79] through our findings. Our findings support the previous notion of numerous researchers have identified environmental attitude as a significant predictor for ecological behaviour [56,57]. Tariq et al. [7] added that environmental attitude initiates different actions by employees in protecting the environment from deterioration. This is also supported by the present findings.



Another significant contribution of the present research is identifying green mindfulness that strongly inspires EEB at the workplace. Nevertheless, no prior green mindfulness study was discovered in the workplace context. However, the results are consistent with related studies on green mindfulness and pro-environmental behaviour at hotels [90]. The outcome suggests green mindfulness as a quasi-behaviour. Employees aware of environmental well-being would throw rubbish in the right bin and use water and energy sensibly at the workplace. The lack of green mindfulness creates an adverse effect in performing EEB. Employees with a lack of green mindfulness will not ensure that their actions during job performance do not breach the environmental regulations or manage the environmental crisis. The lack of enforcement and monitoring at the workplace also affects EEB. The result parallels prior studies that discovered a positive relationship between enforcement and monitoring as an essential strategy to promote EEB [76]. The participants mentioned that EEB is not voluntarily practised by people typically. Monitoring and enforcement assist in educating employees on behaving eco-friendly consistently.



The research also identified solutions that can be used to apply EEB at the workplace. For instance, imposing strict rules and regulations can be essential solutions when implementing EEB in the workplace. The participants highlighted this point by arguing that defining responsibilities to employees in the workplace will provide them with an understanding of what to do. The employees will adhere to EEB practices if there are guidelines provided. Similarly, the implementation of EEB will not be successful unless clear rules and regulations guide employees’ actions. The findings are consistent with Lasrado and Zakaria’s [76] and Islam et al. [91].



Nevertheless, environmental training to create knowledge and awareness as a strategy in promoting EEB was acknowledged in the previous studies conducted by Lasrado and Zakaria [66] and Saeed et al. [6]. Alternatively, this study also discovered monetary incentives as an element to promote EEB at the workplace. The discovery is consistent with the findings of Leidner et al. [21]. Nevertheless, this study also found that monitoring EEB activities after organisations’ establishment would be crucial in ensuring continuous progress in practising EEB at the workplace. Finally, the study identified that communicating change and campaigns to perform EEB would efficiently promote EEB at the workplace. The findings are consistent with the outcomes of Lasrado and Zakaria [76], who revealed that visual reminders, campaigns, and consistent communication in the form of mail, pictures, or newsletters could also assist in changing the behaviour.



The research outcomes offer evidence-based consequences to university stakeholders on the significance and contributions of multiple challenges and solutions to perform EEB at the workplace. The findings will aid university policymakers to shape EEB among academic staff. Additionally, the study also assists management to comprehend the challenges and solutions to practice EEB to create sustainable workplaces. The research is also beneficial to the industry and the government planners in identifying challenges and adopting initiatives to overcome the challenges in developing a sustainable workplace. Environmental training programmes to increase environmental awareness and knowledge are crucial because environmentally concerned employees are more likely to adopt ecological behaviour. Nevertheless, the findings also proposed that increasing academic staff motivation by sharing environmental responsibilities and rewarding them for positive environmental gestures will encourage them to adopt additional environmental initiatives within the campus.



Similarly, the top management support for greener initiatives can assist policymakers in benefiting from academic staff’s skills and expertise to provide solutions for environmental issues on the campus. Organisations can promote EEB in their employees by providing appropriate infrastructure, budgets for green initiatives, top management support, and recognition or rewards. The outcome also highlighted that developing strict rules and regulations to enhance EEB at the workplace is an efficient strategy. Besides, monitoring employees’ activities is also essential for a successful EEB implementation. Additionally, proper communication and campaigning activities, such as recycling day, cleaning campaign, or a car-free day will provide a platform for academic staff to engage in EEB. Encouraging them to participate in such activities in the future is advantageous to improve the university’s environmental awareness.




6. Conclusions, Implications, and Future Recommendations


Higher education institutions have acknowledged that overlooking human or behavioural factors in adopting environmental initiatives will result in inefficient environmental performance as environmental responsibility is increasingly recognised. Nevertheless, scarce research is available to guide the efficient implementation of environment-friendly initiatives through behavioural interventions. The current research is a pioneer in linking the challenges and solutions to performing EEB in the workplace that emphasise academic staff’s EEB. The study has discovered the challenges and solutions to implementing EEB for a sustainable workplace by interviewing academicians from different departments of selected Malaysian higher educational institutes. Poor infrastructure, high cost, and the lack of top management support, environmental attitude, green mindfulness, enforcement, and monitoring were identified as the primary challenges in performing EEB. Additionally, the research also discovered significant suggestions to resolve the challenges when implementing EEB at the workplace, such as strict rules and regulations, training programmes, incentives, monitoring, and communicating change and campaigns. Therefore, the stakeholders related to the industry should be concerned with the challenges identified when applying EEB at the workplace to apply the solutions generated from the study.



The methodological and theoretical limitations in the study offer opportunities for future studies. Firstly, this research is limited as an exploratory study because the researchers only engaged in face-to-face interviews for the qualitative approach adopted. Future studies should adopt diverse techniques such as participant observations and case studies to conduct data triangulation that is complemented by a mixed-methodology approach (i.e., survey usage) to increase the robustness of the qualitative methodology. In addition, the researchers utilised the qualitative method to enhance the dynamic of exchanges and information sharing among the participants to create interactive dialogues. Future studies can employ these factors for empirical analysis.



Organisations are culturally, socially, economically, and environmentally embedded and impact numerous organisational aspects. The external environment has been argued to exert a series of institutional pressures on organisations that can be regulatory, normative, and socio-cultural. The organisational culture responds to the pressures in ways that have proven to be minimally adaptive gradually [23]. Thus, the external context of organisations should be critically considered, and emulating this study across boundaries in a cross-cultural setting will assist in establishing globally relevant EEB measures for higher education institutes.



The academic staff of universities was the target population of this research. Nevertheless, universities comprise a large population with complex activities that can affect the implementation of a sustainable workplace within the campus. Trans-disciplinary involvement of the top management, faculties, students, and other staff is crucial to improve the university’s overall environmental performance. Future research should also examine non-academic staff, including administrative, technical, and operational staff, due to different employees’ perceptions. Although our findings arrived at proposing the probable solutions to overcome the challenges, nonetheless, not all types of different solutions would present identical levels of effectiveness nor could they be applied equally, thus, future studies should consider the framework to assess and apply each challenge separately. We recommend that future studies on the subject should direct their approach towards elaborating a more specific action matrix aimed at specific types of organizations. By doing so, future studies would have more specificity and higher accuracy in identifying and responding to those varying challenges.
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Table 1. Gender and academic qualification of the participants.
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University

	
Participants

	
Gender

	
Academic Qualification




	
Male

	
Female

	
Master

	
PhD






	
A

	
7

	
4

	
3

	
1

	
6




	
B

	
3

	
2

	
1

	
1

	
2




	
C

	
3

	
1

	
2

	
1

	
2




	
D

	
6

	
4

	
2

	
1

	
5




	
E

	
5

	
3

	
2

	
1

	
4




	
Total = 5

	
24

	
14

	
10

	
5

	
19
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