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Abstract: The objectives of this research were: (1) To examine the outcomes and key factors of success
(KFS) related to ISO 14001 certification, (2) to compare and contrast these in private organizations
(PRIVOs) and public organizations (PUBOs), and (3) in the under-explored context of an Arab
Gulf country with an emerging economy: The United Arab Emirates. We used an exploratory,
qualitative research approach, based on semi-structured interviews with the environmental managers
of 14 UAE organizations from the private and public sector. The five major outcomes of ISO 14001
certification were improved: (1) Environmental performance, (2) organizational reputation and
relationships with stakeholders, (3) organizational efficiency, (4) environmental management (EM)
practices, and (5) environmental awareness. These outcomes were shared by PRIVOs and PUBOs,
although improved resource management, improved relations with stakeholders, and improved EM
practices were more common in PUBOs, and improved organizational efficiency was more common
in PRIVOs. The six KFS for implementation were: (1) Senior management’s support, (2) employees’
awareness, involvement and competence, (3) government initiatives and commitment, (4) sufficient
organizational resources, (5) adoption of a continuous, integrative, and collaborative approach,
and (6) the use of external consultants. These KFS were shared by PRIVOs and PUBOs, although
government initiatives and commitment were more common in PUBOs, and sufficient resources
were more common in PRIVOs. Our study contributes to a better understanding of environmental
management system implementation in emerging countries in general, and in Arab Gulf countries
particularly. Our study has implications for business leaders, policy makers, EMS professionals,
and educators in the UAE and other emerging countries.

Keywords: environmental management systems; outcomes; key factors of success; ownership;
private; public; ISO 14001; Arab countries; gulf; UAE

1. Introduction

Environmental management systems (EMS) are designed to help organizations “identify, manage,
monitor and control their environmental issues in a holistic manner” [1]. The International Organization
for Standardization (ISO) 14001 certification system, established in 1996 and updated in 2004 and 2015 [2],
has rapidly become the most-utilized EMS worldwide [3]. ISO 14001 certification does not specify
particular environmental goals (e.g., reduction of certain pollutants, reduction of energy consumption,
etc.) or require that companies meet certain performance standards. Instead, these process standards
help organizations better identify and manage their activities that have significant environmental
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impacts and achieve their own environmental goals, which will presumably lead to improved
environmental performance (EP) [4].

Based on our literature review on ISO 14001 outcomes and key factors of success (KFS), we have
identified four areas in need of further research. First, there is a lack of research on ISO 14001 certification
outcomes in emerging countries in general [5], and in Arab countries in particular [6]. The benefits of
certified EMSs are less clear in emerging countries, where environmental and social regulations may
be lacking or poorly enforced [7] and demand for “green products” may be virtually nonexistent [8].
Second, many studies have examined the benefits or outcomes of EMS certification, both for the
organizations and for the environment, the extent to which certification results in positive outcomes
remain controversial, however. Many studies have found multiple positive benefits or outcomes
following ISO 14001 certification, but other studies have found that the certification process did not
lead to any significant changes in organizational performance or practices [2,5]. Third, research on the
KFS for EMS certification is more recent and less well-developed than research on EMS certification
outcomes. KFS for ISO 14001 certification have rarely been examined thoroughly in the literature [5].
Several studies have been conducted in emerging [9] and Middle-Eastern countries [10–12], but there
are no studies from Arab Gulf countries. Fourth, there is a critical lack of research on comparing EMS
certification in private and public organizations [6]. Most of the research on EMS certification has
been conducted on private-sector organizations, and further research is needed to determine how the
outcomes and KFS for EMS certification may differ between private and public organizations [13].

In order to address these four gaps in the literature, our objectives were to: (1) Investigate the
outcomes and KFS related to ISO 14001 certification, and (2) compare and contrast these among private
and public sector organizations, and (3) in the under-explored context of an Arab Gulf country with an
emerging economy. We used an exploratory, qualitative approach, based on semi-structured interviews
with environmental managers at 14 private and public organizations in the United Arab Emirates.

The paper is structured as follows: First, we briefly present the context of this study, the UAE,
as well as a literature review on the outcomes and KFS for ISO 14001 certification. Second, we describe
our research methodology. Third, we present and discuss our findings. We conclude with a discussion
of the limitations and theoretical and practical implications of the study.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Our Study Context: The United Arab Emirates, an Emerging Arab Gulf Country

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is one of the fastest growing nations in the Gulf, with very high
per capita waste generation and greenhouse gas emissions [14,15]. The UAE has become an EM leader
in the GCC [6], and has taken steps to become more sustainable, including pledging to reduce overall
carbon dioxide emissions by 30% by 2030 [14]. The UAE Ministry of Climate Change and Environment
has developed a National Climate Change Plan of the United Arab Emirates for 2017–2050 [16],
which builds on the UAE Green Agenda 2030 [17] and UAE Vision 2021 [18]. These plans work
within the 2015 Paris Agreement and UNESCO Sustainable Development Goals [15–17,19] to develop
strategies to minimize and adapt to predicted negative climate change impacts. ISO 14001 is the
most popular standard in the UAE and the GCC. UAE private and public organizations have readily
embraced the ISO 14001 standard and represent 38.4% of all the organizations certified in the Middle
East [20]. However, there is a lack of research on EMS and ISO 14001 in the UAE and the Gulf
countries [6]. It is important to understand how UAE organizations perceive the outcomes of successful
ISO 14001 certification, and explore the KFS, as these will have an impact on the motivation and
commitment of other organizations for allocating resources to their own certification.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 258 3 of 17

2.2. Outcomes of ISO 14001 Certification

Boiral et al. [5] organized EMS certification outcomes into three categories, improved:
(1) Environmental management (EM) practices, (2) environmental performance, and (3) environmental
awareness and other social aspects. We add a fourth outcome: (4) Improved business performance.

2.2.1. Improved Environmental Management Practices

One important outcome of EMS certification is the improved rigor and effectiveness of
environmental practices [21,22]. Boiral et al. [5] found that 95% of organizations improved EM
practices with ISO 14001 certification. Some studies found that ISO 14001 certification only led to
limited improvements in EM practices and policies, however [23]. A second outcome is improved
regulatory compliance. ISO 14001 certification requires that organizations know all of the environmental
laws that affect them, and this allows organizations to better anticipate legal risks, reduce the time
necessary to become compliant, and reduce fines and penalties [24]. Boiral et al. [5] found that 100% of
ISO 14001 certified organizations improved regulatory compliance. A third outcome of ISO 14001 is
improved documentation of EM practices. [24,25]. Only a minority of organizations improve their
EM documentation control, however [5]. A fourth outcome is improved supply chain sustainability.
Boiral et al. [5] found that ISO 14001 certification led to greener supply chain management in 100% of the
cases examined. ISO 14001 certified companies are more likely to assess their suppliers’ environmental
performance and require their suppliers to make specific environmental improvements [26].

2.2.2. Improved Environmental Performance

Boiral et al. [5] report that 71% of organizations generally improved EP with ISO 14001
certification [9,21,27], but other studies report mixed results [24,28] or no significant improvement [23,
29–31]. In the literature, there are four outcomes related to EP. The first one is improved employee
health and safety. Boiral et al. [5] found that 88% of organizations reduced environmental risks and
safety problems with certification. ISO 14001 certification may reduce environmental accidents at
organizations, encourage organizations to reduce pollution and encourage adoption of new practices
and technologies, which may in turn improve employee health and safety [32–34]. The second EP
outcome is improved waste management. Boiral et al. [5] found that 84% of organizations had
better waste management, including reduced waste production and better recycling due to ISO 14001
certification [21,32,33]. Some studies report mixed results [35] or no improvement [31], however.
The third EP outcome is decreased energy and resource consumption. Boiral et al. [5] found that 92% of
organizations had reduced energy consumption [32,33] and resource consumption [21,27,36], with ISO
14001 certification, although other studies have found no reduction [31,34]. The fourth EP outcome is
decreased air and water emissions. Boiral et al. [5] found that 63% of organizations reported reduced
air pollution [33,34,36] due to ISO 14001 certification. Other studies have found no significant effect of
certification on air pollution, however [29]. Boiral et al. [5] found that 33% of organizations reduced
water pollution due to ISO 14001 certification [33], and for most organizations, certification has no
effect [29,31].

2.2.3. Improved Environmental Awareness, and Other Social Aspects

There are two main outcomes related to social aspects and environmental awareness. The first
outcome is improved image, reputation, and stakeholder relationships. Boiral et al. [5] found that 91% of
organizations benefitted from improved image and stakeholder relations due to ISO 14001 certification,
and this was the most commonly reported benefit in their review [9,21,22,32,37]. The second outcome
is employees’ and managers’ increased environmental awareness, involvement, and competencies.
Several studies have found that EMS certification resulted in increased employees’ involvement [34,38]
and awareness [9,21,24,32,34], as well as increased managers’ involvement [34] and awareness [39].
Other studies reported no substantial changes in employees’ awareness and involvement [40] or
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employees’ competence [25] following ISO 14001 implementation, however. Boiral et al. [5] found that
83% of studies reported greater employee training and knowledge, 80% reported greater managerial
involvement, and 69% reported increased employee involvement.

2.2.4. Improved Business Performance

ISO 14001 has the potential to improve business performance in several ways. An improved
company image and stakeholder relations may open up new business markets and attract new
customers, giving companies a competitive advantage [41]. EMS adoption can also lead to increased
profitability by reducing costs through reduced governmental fines, improved energy efficiency,
lower resource consumption, and better waste management [9,33]. Other studies have found mixed
results or no effect on profitability [38,42], however, and ISO 14001 certification can negatively affect a
company’s share price in some cases [43].

2.3. Key Factors of Success for EMS Implementation

Based on the available literature, we have grouped the KFS into five groups.

2.3.1. Managers’ Support and Commitment

Many studies have found that senior and middle management’s support and commitment
were the most important KFS for EMS implementation [21,40,44]. Studies conducted in emerging
countries found that senior management’s commitment facilitated EMS implementation by supporting
staff competencies and commitment, creating a change-oriented organizational culture and fostering
effective communication [7,9,10,45].

2.3.2. Employees’ Awareness, Training, and Involvement

Studies conducted in a variety of countries found that employees’ awareness and involvement
were generally the second most important KFS [7,9,44,45]. Poksinska et al. [37] found that employee
training was the most important KFS.

2.3.3. Internal Motivations for EMS Certification

Organizations were more likely to benefit from ISO 14001 if they were internally motivated to
seek certification. Internally-motivated companies tended to improve both their environmental and
financial performances [42,44,46], because they were more likely to integrate EMS practices into their
daily activities [23,28]. Companies that become ISO 14001 certified due to external pressure, or only to
gain market share, often do not substantially change their actual EM practices, and usually do not
improve their EP [4,23,28,30].

2.3.4. Collaborative Management with Effective Communication

Collaborative management and good communication between managers and employees helps
generate internal commitment towards EMS certification [12,47].

2.3.5. Other Contextual Factors

Other contextual factors can influence the successful implementation of ISO 14001 [5]. Larger
organizations have greater financial and work force resources to successfully implement EMSs,
and smaller firms have higher cost-to-benefit ratios [48]. Organizations that have had an EMS in place
for a longer time reported better EP [25].
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3. Research Methodology

Since our topic has not been well-researched in the Gulf, we used an exploratory, qualitative
approach [49,50]. The study was approved by our University Internal Review Board to ensure
compliance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

3.1. Sample and Data Collection

We purposefully selected UAE organizations with different types of ownership (private and public),
from a variety of industries and of different sizes in order to provide variation in our sample [51], and to
allow us to better generalize our results [52]. To be included in the study, participating organizations
had to satisfy the following criteria: (1) Be operating for at least seven years in the UAE, (2) include
EM among their organizational strategic objectives, (3) be ISO 14001 certified, and (4) have a budget
dedicated to EM. In Arab countries, it can be difficult to collect research data [53], so to ensure adequate
participation, we used spontaneous calls and emails to target and recruit participating organizations,
as well as personal contacts. We initially contacted 10 private and 10 public organizations, and we
briefly described the project, received the respondents’ agreement to give an interview, collected basic
information about the respondent and their organization, and arranged an interview date. A few
organizations refused to participate, so our final sample included seven private organizations (PRIVO)
and seven public organizations (PUBO). All PRIVOs and PUBOs were for-profit, except for one PUBO
that was a government agency. The decision to conduct a limited number of in-depth interviews for
this research was made following Eisenhardt [51] and is consistent with similar published studies in
the fields of EM, e.g., [6,13] and management [54]. These studies have yielded important insights,
despite relatively small sample sizes.

We interviewed the managers in charge of the EMS program in each of these organizations.
The interviews were conducted in their offices, in English, and lasted between 60 to 90 min. We chose
personal, face-to-face interviews because they allow a greater degree of social interaction between
the interviewers and the interviewees [55]. Moreover, in developing countries, research subjects
often prefer face-to-face interviews to impersonal questionnaire forms [56], and personal interviews
are well accepted in the Arab culture. All respondents declared their informed consent prior to
interviews through a signed consent form, and were assured of research material confidentiality.
The interview included open-ended questions, and a probing technique was used to gain as much
in-depth information as possible. Key interview questions included, “What are the major outcomes
of ISO certification in your organization?” and “What are the KFS for the successful design and
implementation of the certified EMS in your organization?” Most respondents refused to be recorded,
so the interviewers took extensive notes. All participants demanded anonymity for themselves and
their organizations, so we report only basic information about the organizations and respondents in
Table 1.

3.2. Data Coding and Analysis

We analyzed the data at the organizational level. Each interview was transcribed and individually
coded by two researchers. Using Layder’s [57] approach, the researchers read the interviews several
times, and coded relevant segments, based on the interview questions and their knowledge of the
existing relevant literature, while remaining open to emerging ideas. Coding results were discussed
and considered final when a consensus on each code was reached. King [58] suggested two methods
to improve the quality and reliability of the coding process: Quality checks and reflexivity. We ensured
quality checking by the fact that two researchers coded the data independently and discussed any
disagreement. Reflexivity means that the researchers assess their own perspective and association in
the research topic and the way it impacts research outcomes [58]. Different members of the research
team iteratively reviewed the codes and the generation of code categories in order to guard against
such biases. Codes were regrouped into the different categories of outcomes and KFS. We then applied
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content analysis [59]. We compared the respondents’ answers by examining common themes and
differences between their respective experiences. Specifically, we conducted cross-case analysis to
identify similarities and differences among the private and public organizations with regard to the
outcomes and KFS [50].

Table 1. Characteristics of the private and public UAE organizations.

Organizations‘
Ownership (Private or

Public) and ID

For
Profit? Industry # of Employees Job Title of

Interviewees

PUB1 Yes Oil and gas >5000 Sustainability manager
PUB2 Yes Manufacturing 1000–5000 QHSE manager
PUB3 Yes Water and electricity 1000–5000 Sustainability manager
PUB4 Yes Manufacturing 1000–5000 EMS manager
PUB5 Yes Manufacturing 1000–5000 Sustainability manager
PUB6 Yes Engineering 500–1000 EM manager
PUB7 No Public authority 100–500 EM manager
PRIV1 Yes Water 100–500 HSE manager
PRIV2 Yes Biotechnology 1000–5000 EMS manager
PRIV3 Yes Engineering and construction >5000 EM advisor
PRIV4 Yes Manufacturing >5000 EM manager
PRIV5 Yes Manufacturing <100 EM manager
PRIV6 Yes Waste management 100–500 EM manager
PRIV7 Yes Construction <100 Sustainability manager

4. Results and Discussion

We present our findings on the outcomes (Table 2) and KFS (Table 3) of ISO 14001 certification,
and compare the results for PRIVOs and PUBOs. We provide direct quotes that support our findings,
and discuss our results in the context of the existing literature.

4.1. Outcomes of ISO 14001 Certification

The five major outcomes of ISO 14001 certification were improved: (1) Environmental performance,
(2) reputation and relationships with stakeholders, (3) organizational efficiency, (4) EM practices,
and (5) environmental awareness. These outcomes were shared by both PRIVOs and PUBOs, although
improved resource management, improved relations with stakeholders, and improved EM practices
were reported more frequently by PUBOs, and improved organizational efficiency was more frequently
reported by PRIVOs.

Table 2. Outcomes of ISO 14001 certification among private and public organizations.

Outcomes PUBOs (7) PRIVOs (7) Total (14) Similarities and Differences

1. Improved EP 6 7 13

Similar: General reduction of
environmental impact,
including reduced air, water,
and land pollution, and reduced
carbon footprint

Improved waste
management 4 5 9

Similar: Reduced waste
generation and increased
recycling.

Improved resource
management 5 3 8

Similar, but more frequent in
PUBOs: Reduced energy and
resource use.
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Table 2. Cont.

Outcomes PUBOs (7) PRIVOs (7) Total (14) Similarities and Differences

2. Improved reputation - - - -

Improved image 6 6 12
Similar: Improved reputation,
social responsibility image,
brand image.

Improved relationships
with stakeholders 5 3 8

Similar, but with some
differences: Both improved
relationships with regulators.
(miao)PUBOs: And with the
community and industrial
partners.(miao)PRIVOs: And
with customers.

3. Improved organizational
efficiency 5 7 12

Similar, but more frequent in
PRIVOs: Improved
organizational efficiency, cost
reduction related to better use of
energy and materials, reduction
of non-compliance costs.

4. Improved EM practices 5 2 7

Similar, but more frequent in
PUBOs: Improved rigor and
effectiveness of EM practices.
Greater regulatory compliance.

5. Improved employee
environmental knowledge,
awareness, involvement

3 4 7

Similar: Improved employees’
knowledge, awareness,
involvement, and commitment
at work. Improved employees’
awareness of environmental
issues outside of work.
Improved community
awareness.

Source: Interviews with the 14 respondents.

4.1.1. Improved Environmental Performance

All of the respondents, except one PUBO, reported a general improvement in EP and reduced
environmental impacts. Respondents mentioned reduced air, water, and land pollution, and reduced
carbon footprint. One respondent reported reduced environmental risk, and another reported improved
worker health and safety.

• “ISO certification led to reduced air emissions . . . sea water discharge and reduced greenhouse
gases” (PUB5).

The majority of respondents emphasized that certification improved both waste management and
resource management in their organizations. Improved waste management included reduced waste
generation and increased reuse and recycling of glass, plastic, paper, cartons, metal, and chemical
products. Companies also reported examining ways to turn wet waste into compost. Improved
resource management was mentioned by PUBOs slightly more than PRIVOs, and included reducing
the consumption of energy, water, paper, plastic, and toxic chemicals.

• “ISO certification was at the origin of several projects, such as zero waste to landfill, no landfill on
site and recycling projects” (PUB5).

Previous research has shown that most ISO 14001 certified organizations, including those in
developing and emerging countries [22], report improved EP. Previous research has also found that
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ISO 14001 certification usually reduces waste production and improves waste management [5,33].
The UAE is one of the world’s largest per capita producers of waste [60] and has very high per capita
energy and water consumption [61], so reducing waste and using less energy and water are important
ways for UAE companies to both limit their impact on the environment and cut costs.

4.1.2. Improved Reputation

Improved reputation included improved organizational image and improved relationships with
stakeholders. Almost all the organizations reported improved image due to ISO 14001 certification.

• “ISO certification increased our social responsibility image, and helped in creating a good
perception, reputation in the market and in the society about our corporate social responsibility”
(PUB2).

A majority of companies also reported improved relationships with key stakeholders. Both
PRIVOs and PUBOs noted that ISO certification enhanced their relationships with governmental
stakeholders, highlighting the importance of maintaining good relations with government institutions
and powerful political executives in the UAE. PRIVOs also mentioned that their customers were
increasingly conscious of environmental issues, and that ISO certification increased customers’ trust and
loyalty. PUBOs also noted improved relations with their industrial partners and the local community.

• “ISO certification increased the brand value of the company, increased customer satisfaction,
and improved relationships with regulators” (PRIV4).

Previous studies, in a variety of countries, also found that improved organizational image
and reputation were the most important and consistent outcomes of ISO 14001 certification [9,21,
32]. Certification also frequently improved relationships with stakeholders, including government
regulators [33], customers [9], and the overall community [62].

4.1.3. Improved Organizational Efficiency

Improved organizational efficiency was reported by most of the PUBOs and all PRIVOs.
They reported improved internal operations and organizational efficiency that led to reduced production,
logistics, and non-compliance costs. These cost reductions were in addition to reduced costs associated
with more efficient use of energy and materials.

• “EMS certification decreased the cost of waste disposal, and helped reducing manufacturing costs”
(PUB2).

Other studies have also found that EMSs certification had a beneficial impact on company
performance and internal operations [9,32] by reducing harmful emissions, waste production,
and resource use, and also by decreasing risks of environmental accidents [9]. Studies from other
emerging countries have shown that ISO 14001 certification helped companies avoid non-compliance
fines [33,34].

4.1.4. Improved EM Practices

Half of the organizations mentioned improved EM practices as an outcome of EMS implementation,
and this was more commonly reported by PUBOs. For these companies, EMS certification led to
improved rigor and effectiveness of EM practices, and improved regulatory compliance and / or
documentation control.

• (ISO certification helped us to) . . . “develop and enforce environmental standards across operations”
(PUB6).

• (ISO certification helped us in) . . . “making sure that there is a sustainability angle in all the
activities performed by employees throughout the organization” (PRIV7).
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PUBOs, since they are government-owned, might have more pressure or motivation to improve
their compliance with government regulations. Improved EM practices are more frequently mentioned
as an outcome of ISO 14001 certification in other studies compared with our study. Boiral et al. [5],
for example, found that 100% of the organizations surveyed reported improved regulatory compliance.
Perhaps more organizations in our study had improved compliance, but did not think to mention this in
the interviews as an important outcome. Other studies have also found that improved documentation
is a less frequently-reported outcome of ISO 14001 certification [5].

4.1.5. Improved Employees Knowledge, Awareness, Involvement, and Commitment

Half of the companies reported improved employee EM knowledge, awareness, involvement,
and commitment. These outcomes occurred because of the many training and EM initiatives associated
with ISO 14001 certification. Some respondents also mentioned increased community awareness of
environmental issues due to their companies’ outreach activities. The EMS activities at some companies
made their employees more aware of environmental issues outside of work, in their communities,
as well. This is an encouraging outcome of ISO 14001 certification that is not often reported (but see [39]).

• “ISO certification increased awareness of environmental issues within the company and the
community, because our community outreach programs build a good relationship with the
community and promote environmentally sound goals” (PUB1).

• “The outreach activities related to the certification program increased the knowledge and awareness
of our employees at work, but also at home. For example, they are now more aware of the need
for better recycling in all places at home and around the community as well.” (PRIV4).

This result is consistent with past studies that found ISO 14001 certification improved employee
awareness in most companies [5]. Tan [32] found that employee knowledge of environmental issues
generally increased with ISO 14001 certification, but employee commitment was usually unaffected.
This is consistent with Boiral et al. [5], who found that a majority of organizations reported increased
employee environmental knowledge, but a slightly lower percentage reported actual improvements
in employee involvement. Our results suggest that simply educating employees during ISO 14001
certification may not be sufficient, and that organizations should develop initiatives to help employees
translate their new environmental knowledge into increased involvement, commitment, and green
behavior. Waxin et al. [6] found that UAE employees generally have low environmental awareness,
which makes EMS implementation challenging. Our results suggest, however, that training and
involvement initiatives linked to ISO 14001 certification have the potential to improve employees’ EM
knowledge, awareness, involvement, and commitment in the workplace and potentially in the outside
community as well.

4.2. Key Factors of Successful ISO 14001 Implementation

The six key factors of successful implementation of ISO 14001 (Table 3), in order of importance, were:
(1) Management’s support and commitment, (2) employees’ awareness, involvement, and competence,
(3) governmental initiatives and commitment, (4) sufficient organizational resources, (5) adopting a
continuous, integrative, and collaborative approach, and (6) using external consultants. These KFS
were important for both PRIVOs and PUBOs, although KFS 3 was reported more frequently by PUBOs,
and KFS 4 was reported more frequently by PRIVOs.
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Table 3. Key factors of successful implementation (KFS) of ISO 14001 certification among private and
public organizations.

Key Factors of Success PUBOs (7) PRIVOs (7) Total (14) Similarities and Differences

1. Senior managers’ support
and commitment 5 5 10

Similar: Leadership support
was the most important KFS for
both PRIVOs and PUBOs.

2. Employees’ competence,
awareness, and involvement 5 5 10

Similar: Improving employee
knowledge, competence,
awareness, and involvement
were very important KFS.

3. Government initiatives
and commitment 5 3 8

Similar, but more frequent in
PUBOs: Governmental
regulations, incentives,
and commitment were
especially important for PUBOs.

4. Organizational resources 2 4 6

Similar, but more frequent in
PRIVOs: Sufficient budgetary
resources, including for new
equipment and managerial time,
was especially important for
PRIVOs

5. Adopting a continuous,
integrative,
and collaborative approach

3 2 5

Similar: Adopting a consistent,
continuous improvement
management approach,
including using regular audits,
collaboration, and effective
communication between
departments were KFS

6. Using external consultants 2 3 5

Similar: Using external
consultants to supplement a lack
of internal EMS knowledge and
experience was important,
particularly for smaller
organizations.

Source: Interviews with our 14 respondents.

4.2.1. Senior managers’ Support and Commitment

Almost all organizations mentioned the importance of senior leadership and management support
throughout all the phases of EMS implementation, including formulation of environmental policies,
setting environmental objectives, devising key performance indicators, designing, implementing,
monitoring, and reviewing the results of the EMS and changing organizational culture. They also
mentioned that managers should lead by example, and “walk the talk, by exhibiting green behaviors”
to encourage employees to change their behaviors.

• “Top management commitment has been instrumental at both the design and implementation
stages” (PUB4).

• “Commitment of management and staff of authority to implement the system . . . ” (was important)
(PUB7).

Our results are similar to previous research, which has found that managers’ support and
commitment was the most important KSF, in both developed and developing countries [5,9,10,45].
Arab cultures are characterized by high power distance, high uncertainty avoidance, and hierarchical
organizational cultures, and managers are highly respected [63,64]. Leadership support may therefore
be especially important for EMS implementation in Arab countries.
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4.2.2. Employees’ Competence, Awareness, and Involvement

The second KFS, also mentioned by almost all of the respondents, is employees’ awareness,
knowledge, competence, and involvement in EMS. Some organizations initiated training to improve
the EM knowledge and competence of the employees directly responsible for the EMS only.
Others organized training and involvement initiatives for all employees to raise company-wide
EM awareness and engagement, improve attitudes toward EM initiatives, and change the
organizational culture. Respondents mentioned various employee involvement initiatives including:
Company newsletters, initiating or improving recycling, soliciting employee suggestions, forming
problem-solving teams, and going on “green” trips, like beach cleanups.

• “Qualified, experienced and skilled people in the plant were a KFS, and also employees’ attitude
towards EMS, such as pride and satisfaction in the company” (PUB5).

• “The establishment of a network of qualified staff was a KFS for EMS implementation” (PUB6).

This result is also consistent with previous studies that have generally found that the second
most important KFS for EMS implementation was improving employees’ awareness, involvement,
and competencies [45]. Greater employee involvement in EM improved EP [65], and involving all
employees in ISO 14001 certification is better, not just the managers and specialists directly involved
with the EMS [66]. Factors that encourage employees’ green behaviors include: Improving their EM
knowledge, encouraging pro-environment attitudes, and making it easier for them to engage in green
behaviors, such as easier recycling [67]. Waxin et al. [6] found that employees’ lack of knowledge, skills,
and experience was the most important challenge to EMS implementation in the UAE, so education
and training activities are crucial in this region.

4.2.3. Government Initiatives and Commitment

A majority of PUBOs and a minority of PRIVOs reported that governmental regulations, incentives,
and commitment to EMS adoption were KFS. The UAE government has encouraged EMS adoption
in recent years [68]. Several respondents mentioned that they need to closely follow governmental
initiatives, with more PUBOs mentioning that they receive commitment and support for EMS
implementation from governmental agencies. Several PUBOs also mentioned that federal government
and Dubai municipality actions and representatives really inspired them to actively implement
environmental management plans.

• “Commitment from the government’s leaders, the positive role of . . . (government programs) . . . ,
all these initiatives encourage and guide us to excel” (PUB3).

• “The requirement of Benchmarking and compliance with Dubai Municipality inspired us to excel”
(PRIV2).

Previous studies have found that internal motivation was an important KFS, but in our study the
third most frequently reported KFS was governmental initiatives and commitment. Organizational
leaders and managers in the UAE pay close attention to governmental advice on organizational
practices. Governmental laws are a main driver of ISO 14001 implementation in the UAE [6].
In the last decade, the UAE national government has established many environmental initiatives
and regulations, and non-compliance with regulations can lead to substantial fines and even jail
sentences [69]. The Dubai government, for example, plays a critical, authoritarian role in providing
a strong developmental vision and an efficient government apparatus to encourage the Emirate’s
economic and social development [70].

4.2.4. Financial and Non-Financial Organizational Resources

A KFS for half of the PRIVOs and a minority of the PUBOs was sufficient financial and
non-financial organizational resources. This included having sufficient budgets for employee
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training, managerial time, and purchasing new equipment. Several respondents mentioned that
“new environmentally-friendly equipment can be quite expensive, so it is important to have sufficient
financial resources” to decrease the organization’s negative environmental impact.

With the UAE’s recent push for greater environmental sustainability [19], the PUBOs may receive
ample governmental financial support, meaning insufficient resources may not pose a problem
for them, and they would not identify this as a KFS. Other research has identified insufficient
organizational resources as one of the most important barriers to successful EMS implementation, both
globally [7,9,12,33] and locally [6].

4.2.5. Adoption of a Continuous, Integrative, and Collaborative Management Approach

A minority of organizations reported adoption of a continuous, integrative, and collaborative
management approach to EMS implementation as a KFS. Several respondents mentioned the need to
integrate EMS activities into daily operations, which necessitated collaboration and teamwork between
managers of different departments, and clear and efficient communication between managers and
employees. Several respondents also mentioned the importance of regular, rigorous audits to achieve
EMS outcomes.

• “Collaboration between project-based environmental officers, coordinators and third party
consultants is an important factor of success. Tools enforced with precision and rigor as a
requirement of ISO 14001 are also part of it.” (PRIV4).

• “We keep sustainability practices up to date. There is a need of continuous improvement and
innovation of ecofriendly procedures, and we share ideas and information with companies and
communities outside our sector to ensure competitiveness and efficiency” (PUB1).

Our results are similar to the findings of previous studies. Effective communication and
coordination between departments is an important KFS to achieve EMS goals [12]. Consistently
monitoring and tracking all of an organization’s environmental activities and performance-related
information are also KFS for improving environmental performance with ISO 14001 [9].

4.2.6. External Consultants

External consultants that helped organizations’ internal EMS team were a KFS for a minority of
organizations. Respondents stressed the importance of working closely with consultants to avoid
delays in implementation. Small companies noted the importance of consultants more frequently,
and these consultants provided the EMS knowledge and experience that these companies lacked
internally. Several respondents also complained about the high cost of consultants.

• “Having experts with the right industry experience, not just designing the plan but implementing
it as well” . . . (is important) (PRIV7)

The use of consultants has been identified as a KFS before, particularly for smaller organizations [9,
10]. Boiral et al. [5] noted that the role of consultants in the ISO 14001 certification and auditing
processes is usually ignored, and requires further examination. Waxin et al. [6] noted a lack of locally
developed expertise in EMS as a challenge to ISO 14001 implementation, and this could necessitate
hiring external consultants.

Although none of our respondents formally mentioned “green human resource management’
(green HRM) as a KFS, we note that several KFS, such as management and leadership support,
employees’ knowledge, awareness, attitudes and competencies, and employee training programs
implemented during ISO 14001 certification all relate to green HRM. Research has established that green
HRM practices lead to improved environmental and organizational performance [66,71]. Unfortunately,
strategic HRM practices have yet to be fully implemented in the UAE, and strategic HRM is a nascent
field in the UAE and Gulf region [64], which might explain why our respondents did not specifically
mention green HRM.
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5. Conclusions

5.1. Limitations

Our study is an exploratory attempt to provide further insights into the outcomes and KFS related
to ISO 14001 in UAE organizations. Our study has several limitations, which do not significantly affect
our main findings, but point the way to further research. We used a small sample of ISO 14001 certified
organizations, with well-established EMS programs in a single Gulf country. Most of the public
organizations in our sample are state-owned, but are managed like private businesses. We did not
account for the organizations’ size, business sector, or the amount of time that they had been certified.
Similar to most EMS studies, we surveyed managers that were directly involved in the promotion and
implementation of the EMS within their organization, so our results could be significantly influenced
by social desirability bias [72]. Despite these limitations, our study provided interesting insights that
could serve as a basis for further research. Having a small sample size, and using organizations
from only a single emirate, prevents us from claiming that our sample is representative of UAE
organizations in general. We did find a high level of agreement between the 14 respondents, however,
and we may have reached theoretical saturation despite low sample size. Further research could use
quantitative approaches to study the outcomes, KFS, and other elements of EMS in the UAE and other
Gulf countries. Further research could also investigate the effect of green HRM on EMS certification
and EP in this region.

5.2. Theoretical Contributions

The major outcomes of ISO 14001 certification reported by the UAE organizations we surveyed
were improved: (1) Environmental performance, (2) organizational reputation, (3) organizational
efficiency, (4) EM practices, and (5) employees’ EM knowledge and awareness. These outcomes
were mostly similar in PRIVOs and PUBOs, with PUBOs reporting improved resource management,
stakeholder relations and EM practices more frequently, and PRIVOs reporting improved organizational
efficiency more frequently. Our findings generally support the results of previous studies on EMSs.

The major KFS related ISO 14001 implementation were: (1) Senior managers’ support and
commitment, (2) employees’ knowledge, awareness, involvement, and competence, (3) government
initiatives and commitment, (4) sufficient organizational resources, (5) adoption of a continuous,
integrative, and collaborative approach, and (6) the use of external consultants. These KFS were shared
by PRIVOs and PUBOs, although government initiatives and commitment were more common in
PUBOs, and sufficient resources was more common in PRIVOs. The alignment of EM/ EMS strategies
with government policies and initiatives, such as UAE Vision 2021 and the National Climate Change
Plan for 2017–2050 [17,19], encourages the organizations, especially the PUBOS, to develop a long-term
commitment to EM. Senior managers’ support and commitment, as well as employees’ knowledge,
awareness, and involvement, are the two most important KFS we identified, which is consistent with
previous literature. The importance of collaborative management and organizational resources as
KFS is also consistent with other studies. Our study highlights that limited resources may be less
of a problem for well-supported government companies. Finally, our results show that in the UAE,
governmental support and commitment is an important KFS, particularly for PUBOs.

Overall, we found that the outcomes and KFS were mostly similar between private and public
organizations, and were similar to those that have been reported across the world in previous literature.
Our study contributes to a better understanding of EMS research in emerging countries in general,
and Arab Gulf countries in particular.

5.3. Practical Implications

First, our research presents several implications for business leaders, public policy makers,
EMS professionals, and educators in the UAE. Since the GCC countries have similar cultural, social,
and economic characteristics [64], our findings in the UAE could also be relevant for organizations in the
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other GCC countries. Understanding the outcomes and KFS of EMS certification in the Gulf emerging
markets could enable organizations to devise more effective business strategies or government policies,
and employ evidence-based practices in order to promote more effective EMS certification.

Second, our research has implications for EMS education and training for employees and
managers. The successful implementation of EMS programs requires the support of highly involved and
knowledgeable managers, equipped with effective change management, teamwork, and communication
skills. Business schools in the GCC can play a role in the development of future pro-environmental
leaders. In the USA and Canada, but also in developing countries like the Philippines and China,
MBA programs have started to include EM courses to train managers in initiating and managing EM
projects [73]. Although the UAE has predicted a continuing increase in Green Jobs in the country
and region in the coming decades [19], very few environmental or sustainability management related
degrees are available in the GCC region at the BSc, MSc, or PhD levels [74]. Academic institutions
should include EM components in their curricula, and organizations implementing ISO 14001 should
plan their training programs carefully.
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