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ABSTRACT:
Academic institutions like other business organizations strive to achieve, maintain, and sustain their
competitive advantages. In this study, we examined the influence of the “strategic human resources
management (HRM) practices” on the achievement of “competitive advantages” that will be
sustainable, with an evaluation of the mediating role of “human capital” development, and the
commitment of employees in an academic environment. Six hundred questionnaires were randomly
distributed to the employees of selected universities in Erbil City of lraqg. Structural equation
modeling (SEM) techniques were employed for the analysis with the use of Smart Partial Least

Square PLS. Findings from our study revealed a linear and positive influence of the strategic HRM on

the sustainability of “competitive advantages”; strategic HRM was also found to positively influence

human capital development and the commitment of employees to the institutions; the influence of

both human capital development and employees’ commitment were found to have a partial
mediation in the strategic HRM practices and sustainable competitive advantage (SCA) relationship.

Finally, theoretical and management implications were suggested.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the dynamic and competitive business
world of today, where the exchange of ideas is
proficient, a  “sustainable  competitive
advantage” (SCA) is no longer deep-rooted in
the organization’s physical resources but in
the organization’s nonphysical human
resources [1,2]. In view of these findings, the
attention of scholars has been on the factors
that could be instrumental to the achievement
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of SCA. O’Reily and Pfeffer [3] opined that the
world we are in today is the one wherein
“knowledge and intellectual capital” [4] is
required instead of “physical capital”. Thus,
the study believes it is becoming significant in
the business world where people can be
effective and efficient in developing innovative
goods and services. It is on this note that
other scholars have attempted to understand
the particular factors that could enable an
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organization to achieve SCA. Barney [5]
investigated the relationship between SCA and
organizational resources and found that every
organization operates with a tacit knowledge
and has the potential to improve, SCA.

Meanwhile, in the efforts of scholars to
examine the nexus in strategic human
resources management practices, a behavioral
approach has been commonly used.
Behavioral approaches, which identify
divergent role behaviors as significant to the
kind of strategy that is being pursued by an
organization, are found in the literature to be
the most often used theory to explain the
nexus in strategic human resources
management (HRM)  practices.  Much
emphasis is placed on individual employee
behavior as a mediator between organization
strategy and the result by this approach or as
a mediator between strategic HRM and SCA
[6]. The behavioral school of thought is of the
view that divergent behavior roles are
important in determining the kinds of
strategies that an organization engages in [1].
It has been established in the literature that
an employee stands out as one of the major
sources of achieving SCA in an organization.
Thus, the integrative model for strategic HRM,
which combines rational and progressive
approaches and is ingrained in some
theories—for instance resource-based view
(RBV), social exchange theory (SET), and
behavioral-based view—are found as an
appropriate approach to strategic HRM and
SCA. This research utilized the perception of
HRM practices to explain in detail from the
angle of human capital development and the
commitment of employees to their
organization. Therefore, this study will
examine the relationship between the
strategies deployed by the universities in Iraq
and the sustainability of their competitive
advantages by also evaluating the mediation
role of human capital development and
employee commitment. In accordance with
the theories highlighted above, this study
aims at determining the impact of “strategic
HRM practices” on the SCA within academic
institutions through the evaluation of the
mediating function of human capital
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development and “employee commitment”.
The remainder of the paper is structured as
follows: Section 2 discusses the theoretical
background to the study and development of
the hypotheses for the study. This is followed
in the subsequent section with research
methodology. In this section, the instrument
and procedure for data collection are
discussed. In Section 4, data analysis
techniques employed for the study are
discussed; the psychometric properties of the
constructs and structural model testing results
are also presented. The last section contains a
discussion of the results in which the
theoretical and managerial implications are
discussed, and the study limitations and
suggestions for further study are wrapped up
the section.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

The essential factor that will lead an
organization to have a competitive advantage
is human capital, and strategic HRM s
introduced to manage employee skills,
capacity, and knowledge in an efficient and
effective way to significantly influence the
strategic  target achievement of an
organization. In view of these factors,
McMahan, Virick, and Wright [6] refer to
“strategic HRM practices” as the structure that
firm’s HR implements towards achieving
organization objectives. By way of its
application, strategic HRM practices provide a
link between the business requirement and
the activity of a firm [7,8], “unite and guide
the employees in line with the business
strategies” [9], and make provisions for a firm
to achieve a competitive advantage [10,11].
Boxall [12] further stated that “strategic HRM
practices”, when applied in an organization,
will enable a firm to have a competitive and
inimitable advantage. Strategic HRM practices
are more of an internal factor that influence
an organization’s performance rather than the
external resources. In this context, the human
resource is perceived as a significant resource
that should be deployed with other resources
to enhance firm’s performance. In the view of
Findikli, Yozgat, and Rofcanim [7], strategic
HRM practices should be viewed as a scheme
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that sets to enhance, motivate, and reduce
employee turnover so as to ensure the
effective implementation and the success of
the firm and its employees. This view
corroborates the study of Chang and Huang
[13], which proved that a significant influence
of human resource practices is found on
positive organizational outcomes. Guest [14]
opined that the adoption and integration of
strategy decisions into HRM systems is the
significant distinction that links strategic HRM
practices to HRM. Previous research on the
relationship between strategic HRM practices
and SCA has centered on motivation and how
it influences employees in achieving
organizational strategy. The study concludes
that SCA can be built by aligning strategic
HRM practices with organizational strategy
[15]. The study argued that these are valuable
assets to the organization, which are scarce,
distinct, and difficult to substitute or imitate,
so as to assist the organization to improve its
sustainable competitive advantage.

2.1. Strategic Human Resources Management
Practices and Educational Institution
Universities, like every other organization,
strive to survive in today’s dynamic and
complex business environment. Universities
aim to develop and survive in the challenging
market environment, and as such, make
efforts to develop its strategic resources so
that its goals can be achieved. Meanwhile, the
idea of human resource management in
educational institutions, like universities, is a
new trend. This could be because university
employees are considered to be
knowledgeable; therefore, more attention is
paid to academic development in comparison
to the attention devoted to the management
of human capital. This is evident in the scant
literature on the subject matter. Universities,
like other organizations, are being confronted
with the challenges of financial and
nonfinancial challenges [16], coupled with
international competition, and the dynamic
and changing requirements from the labor
market [17,18]. Warner and Palfrayman [18]
examined management processes in a
university environment, and they found that a
“people-oriented approach” that places its
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focus on the best practices and acknowledges
“academic excellence” is a viable system.
However, while public university management
structures are more nonprofit- and people-
oriented, meaning the expenditures are more
than just about profit, most of the private
universities are the opposite. Similar to other
organizations, universities are often
influenced by political, social, and economic
changes in society. As a result of these
considerations, there is rivalry among the
universities [19]. They all strive to attain their
objectives and to also achieve sustainable
competitive advantages [20]. Meanwhile, in
order to bring strategic HRM into universities,
the administrative framework needs to be
integrated within the academic process.
However, it is quite unfortunate that these will
face some difficulties in aligning the academic
process with the management system. This is
a result of the nature of universities and
colleges that create a distinction from other
business. It is in line with this that Pausits and
Pellert [21] conducted a study and suggested
that universities and colleges must accept
changes as a permanent feature in their
culture, like any other business organization,
and then introduce strategic HRM practices.
Furthermore, Smeenk et al. [22] argued that
variance availability and some different
location consistencies in relation to the
appropriate HRM policy and procedure will
positively influence employee performance.
For instance, in Iraq, the problem of achieving
sustainable competition is unclear. The
challenge is not different from the one
pointed out by Middlehurst [23], who
asserted that the challenge facing universities
and colleges, among others, was a result of
university education privatization, which
increases competition. As such, Iraqi
universities are faced with the challenge of
determining a framework that is suitable to
the achievement of SCA. Meanwhile, a recent
study by Emeagwal and Ogbonmwa [1]
suggests, among other things that for a
university to achieve sustainable competitive
advantage”, strategic HRM practices must be
effectively applied.

2.2. Sustainable Competitive Advantage
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In the competitive business world of today,
there exists the need for every firm or
organization to have the wherewithal to
harness outstanding achievement through its
distinctive organization structure in order to
excel beyond others in the same market. This
is often referred to as “competitive
advantage.” The issue of how an organization
can achieve these excellent results in today’s
competitive market has been a subject of
interest to researchers. Kuncoro and Suriani
[24], and Mahdi and Almsafir [16] opined that
the implementation of a value-creating
strategy that is not simultaneously being
implemented by any other organization in the
same market is said to have a competitive
advantage. In other words, a firm needs to
successfully implement the strategy that will
enhance their organization’s performance,
which would cause the firm to have a
competitive advantage over either the current
or potential firm coming into the market. In
order to achieve these competitive
advantages, most organizations formulate a
business strategy that will enable them to
manipulate various resources that are under
their control and which the firm knows have
the ability to generate a competitive
advantage.

Covin and Lumpkin, [25], supported by
Pratono et al. [26], however, argued that in a
rapidly changing world market where
competitive advantage is believed to not be
sustainable, strategic human resource
practices are found to be a significant source
through which we can have a clear
understanding on why some firms fail in
achieving and sustaining a competitive
advantage, while others achieve it [25,26].
Kuncoro and Suriani [24] added that for a firm
to be the market leader, which would be a
result of having competitive advantage, such a
firm must have what it takes to be ahead of
the present or new entrants into the market.
From the description of competitive
advantage, it is clear that competitive
advantage is significant to the performance of
any organization in order to survive and be
placed in a prominent position in the market.
This advantage, thus, depends on the type of
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competitive advantage that the firm wants to
deploy and the area to be covered with their
activities [24]. The most important features
that put any organization on the path to
competitive advantage is when they are
implementing strategies that are not similar to
other players in the market. More so, the
advantage will become sustainable when
current or potential competitors find it
difficult to imitate or have a substitute [27—-
29].
3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
In our study, the research framework as
depicted in Figure 1 indicates the relationships
among our variables. A relationship between
the strategy deployed by an organization to
effectively manage their human resources and
how their competitive advantage achieved
could be sustained is proposed in the
framework, evaluating the mediating function
of human capital development and employee
commitment. In our study, we contend that
the strategy deployed by an organization for
its HRM practices determines how the
organization can sustain the competitive
advantage achieved in the market by
hypothesizing that human capital
development and “employee commitment”
will partially mediate the relationship. In other
words, strategic HRM practices, human capital
development, and employee commitment will
have a linear and indirect influence on
sustainable competitive advantage.

Human Capital

Developm ent
Héa(®

Employee's H1(#)

Commitm ent
Hib(+)

Stategc HRM
Practices

Figure 1.Research framework.

3.1. Measures

Our model was measured with four latent
variables: strategic HRM practices (SHRMP),
human capital development (HCD), employee
commitment (EC), and sustainable
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competitive advantage (SCA). The items for
each of the variables were adapted, modified,
and were scaled on five-point Likert scale.
SHRMP was measured with six items adapted
from Aryanto, Fontana, and Afiff [30
Emeagwal and Ogbonmwan [1], Sahar and
Gregar [4], and Zehir et al. [66] (see Appendix
A). As for human capital development, it was
measured with four items and was adapted
from Kadir et al. [61], Mahdi, Nassar, and
Almsafir [17], Sanches, Marin, and Morales
[47], and Todericiu and Stanit [60] (see
Appendix A). Employee commitment was
measured with four items that were adapted
from previous studies [1,66] (see Appendix A).
Lastly, the sustainable competitive advantage
was measured with three items that were
adapted and modified from previous studies
[1,17,24] (see Appendix A). In addition,
gender, educational level, status of
employment, and type of university
(private/public) were utilized as the control
variables.

3.2. Data Collection

The city of Erbil was randomly selected among
the four cities within the Kurdistan region of
Irag. Out of the 4 public and 5 private
universities that are available within the city, 3
public and 4 private universities allowed us to
distribute the questionnaires to the university
staff. In the 7 universities that were selected,
600 questionnaires were distributed. Out of
the 600 distributed, 91 questionnaires
(15.17%) were unreturned; in other words,
84.83% were returned. However, out of the
509 questionnaires (84.83%) that were
returned, in the course of coding, 54 (9%)
were found to be uncompleted, and these
were removed, leaving us with 455
questionnaires (75.83%) that were utilized for
the analysis. From the descriptive analysis,
241 (53%) of the respondents were male,
while the remaining 47% were female. As for
the age of respondents, 34.3% of the
respondents were between the ages of 18-30
years, and the remaining age groups
comprised 31-45 years (37.6%), 46—60 years
(24%), and above 60 years (4.2%). Descriptive
analysis of the educational level of the
respondents comprised 5.3% (high school), 9%
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(diploma), 24% (bachelor’s degree), 25.88%
(master’s), and 38.12% (PhD). The
employment status of the respondents
indicated that 41.1% of the respondents were
academic  staff, while 58.9%  were
nonacademic staff. Lastly, descriptive analysis
for the type of university showed that 52.1%
of the respondents were from private
universities, while 47.9% were from public
universities. The mean, standard deviation,
and the correlations among the variables are
presented in Table 1.
Table 1. Mean, Standard Deviation, and
Correlations among the observed variables

Variable Mean  SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 ] 9

9 049 007 003 —066°

113 00 038% 00l 003

050 005 025" —015% 006  051%

SHRMP 298 073 006 0187 0137 003 —022° 046"

HCD 330 065 003 009 007 001 014" 030" 052

EC 378 064 003 008 011" 0 002 011" 0267 038°

SCA 339 071 0.08 008 006 -020*" 048 047% 045* 033"

Note: S.D = standard deviation; HCD = huma
capital development; EC = employee
commitment; SCA = sustainable competitive
advantage; SHRMP = strategic human
resource practice; * and ** denote 5% and 1%
significance levels (2-tailed).

4. DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

This study employed Partial Least Square-
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) with
the path-weighing scheme to analyze our
data. As argued by Dijkstra [73], the path-
weighing scheme is preferable because it
provides the highest R 2 value for endogenous
latent variables and is generally applicable for
all  PLS path mode specifications and
estimations. The technique was in line with
Petter [74], who posited that PLS-SEM is
efficient for prediction by reducing the
explained variance in the dependent variables,
most especially when the data are in contrast
to the normality assumption and certain
important regressors are excluded from the
model. SmartPLS 3 was utilized for data
analysis, and the psychometric properties of
the construct were examined through factor
loadings of the items [75], including average
variance  extraction [76,77], composite
reliability [77,78], variance inflation factor
(VIF) [76], and, discriminant validity through
Fornel-Larcker criteria [79] and Heterotrait—
monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT) [80].
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The theoretical construct of the study was
evaluated  utilizing  structural  equation
modeling. In order to increase the
computational time and test for the
significance of the PLS-SEM results, subsample
of 5000 was used for bootstrapping. Model-
based bootstrapping was used in order to
obtain accurate estimates of the p value for
our estimated coefficients [81]. Lastly, model
fitness was evaluated with the chi-square (x 2
) measurement, normed fit index (NFI), size
effect (f 2 ), and standardized root-mean-
square residual (SRMR).

4.1. Measurement Findings

The findings from the psychometric
properties’ analysis of our construct, as
presented in Table 2 showed that the
measurement items for SHRMP, HCD, EC, and
CSA ranged between 0.60-0.92. Though some
authors suggest factor loadings that are
greater than 0.70 [75], some authors argued
that a factor loading value between 0.50-0.60
can be sustained and accepted. In view of this,
our results, as presented in Table 1, indicated
that none of the item loadings was less than
0.60. Thus, we sustained and accepted the
loadings for further analysis. The average
variance extractions values for our latent
variables were 0.56, 0.51, 0.58, and 0.51 for
SHRMP, HCD, EC, and SCA, respectively. The
values obtained for AVE were in line with
Henseler, Hubona, and Ray [76] and Henseler
[77], who suggested that an AVE value greater
than 0.50 was acceptable. The suitability of
our AVE values was an indication that the
dominant factors out of a set of indicators
were extracted. As for composite reliability,
the values were far above the 0.70 threshold,
as suggested by Nunnally and Berstein [78]
and Hensler [77]. The acceptability of our CR
values was an indication that our scaled items
were internally consistent. Moreover, in order
to examine significant and substantial
contributions of all the items, the sign and the
strength of the indicator weights as well as
their significance were evaluated by assessing
the variance inflation factor (VIF). The results,
as presented in Table 2, showed that the items
had VIF ratios that ranged between 1.10 and
1.74. This implied that the result was
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consistent with Henseler, Hubona, and Ray
[76], who suggested that a value not less than
1 and greater than 5 was considered to be
acceptable. In addition, the model fit statistics
of our data indicated the fitness of our model
(SRMR =0.092; x 2 = 626.42; NFI = 0.574; rms
theta = 0.175).

In order to examine whether the constructs in
our model correlated with each other, both
the Fornel-Lacker [79] ratio and Heterotrait—
monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT)
(Henseler, Ringle, and Sarstedt [80]) were
utilized. Fornel-Larker postulates that a
constructed AVE should be higher than all its
squared correlations, while HTMT suggests
that an HTMT value between 0.85 and 1 is
sufficient to provide evidence of the
discriminant validity of a pair of constructs.
From our results, as presented in Table 3, the
square roots of AVE that are indicated in the
diagonal and bold (0.749, 0.713, 0.758, and
0.713) were all greater than the squared
correlations for each construct respectively.
Similarly, for the HTMT values, they were all
less than 0.85, which is an indication that the
two tests proved the discriminant validity of
our construct. To ensure there was no
common method bias (CMB) in our
measurement, Harman’s one-factor test was
employed to assess the common method
variance, as suggested by Podsakoff et al. [82].
A principal component analysis (PCA) was
performed, and the result showed that no
single factor was dominant. Moreover, due to
the shortcomings of Harman’s one-factor test,
a full collinearity test, through the
examination of variance inflation (VIF) in PLS-
SEM as argued by Kock [83], was performed.
Results as presented in Table 2 showed that
the measurements were free from CMB
because none of the VIF values was less than
1 and greater than 5, as the recommended
threshold.
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Table 2.Validity and Reliability for Constructs.

Factor

Variable Indicator Loadings AVE CR VIF

0562 0.793
Strategic Human Resource o1 iaMP 0727 1453
Management Practice SHRMP2 0759 1.744
(SHRMP) SHRMP3 0771 1.706
SHRMP4  0.601 1.252
SHRMP5  0.69 1.393
SHRMP6  0.921 1261

0.508 0.756
Human Capital DHC1 0733 1.154
Development (HCD) DHC2 0743 1271
DHC3 0771 1.258
DHC4 0.880 1172

0575 0.802
Employee C €q) __FC 0702 1.289
EC2 0681 1.276
EC3 0754 1.055
EC4 0911 1.071

0.509 0.837
S“’ﬁ‘;‘fﬂ;ﬁ;"(‘g}&i‘)“‘ e biLiAl 0815 1247
SCA2 0.691 1.224
SCA3 0763 1287

Model fit stat: SRMR = 0.092; X2 = 626.42; NFI = 0.574; rms theta = 0.175

Note: AVE = average variance extracted; CR =
composite reliability; SRMR = standardized
root-mean-square residual; X2 = chi-square;
NFI = normed fit index; rms theta = root mean
square error correlation; VIF = variance
inflation factor.

Table 3. Discriminant validity

Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT)

Fornell-Larker Criterion

DHC EC SCA SHRMP DHC EC SCA SHRMP
DHC 0.749
EC 0319 0.713 0.547
SCA 0422 0302 0.758 0.66 0.509
SHRMP 0476 0293 0.489 0.713 0.705 0419 0.684
Note: DHC = human capital; EAC = employee
affective commitment; SCA = sustainable

competitive advantage; SHRMP = strategic
human resource practice. (b) The square root
of AVE of every multiitem construct is shown
on the main diagonal.

4.2. Structural Model Testing

The results for our model testing, as
summarized and presented in Table 4 and
Figure 2, showed that about 22% variance of
human capital development could be
explained by strategic HRM practices, 9%
variance of employee commitment could be
explained by strategic HRM practices, while
30% variance of sustainable competitive
advantage could be explained by human
capital development, strategic HRM practices,
and employee commitment. This is a result of
the coefficients of determination (R 2 ) for
DHC, EC, and SCA (0.22, 0.09, and 0.3,
respectively) as depicted in Figure 2.

elSSN1303-5150

Table 4. Hypothesis Testing

. . Confidence Interval L
Hypothesis Interaction Beta t-value Decision

2.5% 97.5%

H1 SHRMP -> SCA 0.348 0.253 0.448 6.981 =+ Supported
Hz2a SHRMP -> HCD 0477 0.398 0.554 11936**  Supported
H2b SHRMP -> EC 0.293 0.214 0.384 6.691 *** Supported
H3a HCD -> SCA 0214 0.116 0.308 4.292 Supported
H3b EC->SCA 0.132 0.045 0.223 2.924 **+ Supported
Héa SHRMP -> HCD -> SCA. 0.102 0.054 0.153 4027 Supported
Hib SHRMP -> EC -> SCA 0.039 0.013 0.069 2.7 Supported

Note: HCD = human capital development; EC =
employee commitment; SCA = sustainable
competitive advantage; SHRMP = strategic
human resource practice. *** denotes 1%
significance level

Human Capital
Developm ent

®?2=023) 020,

Odge

Strategic HRM
Practices

Figure 2.Structural model results. Note: ***
denote 1% significance level
Moreover, the path coefficients, as presented
in Table 4, showed that strategic HRM
practices exerted a significant, positive, and
direct influence on SCA (B = 0.345, t = 6.981);
therefore, hypothesis 1 was accepted. This
implied that a unit change in the strategic
HRM practices of the Irag universities, about a
0.35 increase, will impact the sustainable
competitive advantage while holding all other
variables constant. The findings further
showed that hypothesis 2a,b was accepted as
a result of the significant positive and direct
influence of strategic HRM practices on
human capital development (B = 0.477, t =
11.936) and the positive and direct influence
of strategic HRM practices on employee
commitment (B = 0.293, t = 6.691). This result
implied that, while holding all other variables
constant, a unit change in strategic HRM
practices in lIragi universities will influence
about 0.48 unit positive changes in human
capital development and 0.29 positive
changes in EC. The direct influence of human
capital development and employee
commitment was evaluated on the
sustainable competitive advantage. Results as
presented in Table 4 indicated that both
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hypotheses 3a (B = 0.214, t = 4.292) and 3b (B
= 0.132, t = 2.924) were accepted as a result
of their positive and significant coefficients. In
other words, a unit change of human capital
development will increase the chances of Iraq
universities to achieve competitive sustainable
advantages by about 0.214, while a unit
change of 0.132 in employee commitment will
positively increase the chances of Iraq
universities in achieving sustainable
competitive advantages, when holding all
other variables constant. Hypothesis 4a,b was
to examine the partial mediating influence of
both human capital development and
employee commitment in the relationship
between strategic HRM practices and
sustainable competitive advantages. The
findings revealed that human capital
development partially mediated the influence
of strategic HRM practice on sustainable
competitive advantages (indirect effect =
0.102, t = 4.02), while employee commitment
also showed a positive, partial mediation
between strategic HRM practices and
sustainable competitive advantages (indirect
effect = 0.039, t = 2.7). Thus, the two
hypotheses were accepted.

Furthermore, because the path coefficients
were found to be influenced by the number of
other explanatory variables, as well as the
correlation among them, Cohen [84] opined
that it is not helpful in comparing the size of
an effect across the model. Cohen [84],
therefore, suggested that effect sizes with
values that are >0.35, >0.15, and >0.02 could
be considered as strong, moderate, and weak,
respectively. In view of the above, the effect
sizes (f 2 ) of our constructs showed that
human capital development, employee
commitment, and strategic HRM practices had
weak effect sizes (0.048, 0.022, and 0.13,
respectively) on sustainable competitive
advantages, while strategic HRM was found to
have a moderate effect size (0.29) on
sustainable competitive advantage.

In addition, since the questionnaires were
administered to both private and public
universities, the type of university was
included as a control variable. Gender,
educational level, and employment status
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(whether academic or nonacademic) were
also utilized as control variables. Our study
found a positive relationship between the
type of university and sustainable competitive
advantages (B = 0.33, t = 7.58). The
relationship was also found to be statistically
significant. A negative and significant
relationship was found between gender and
sustainable competitive advantage (B =
-0.078, t = 2.01), while negative and positive
relationships were found between educational
gualification and sustainable competitive
advantage (B = -0.008, t = 0.21) and status of
employment and sustainable competitive
advantages, respectively (B = 0.029, t = 0.72).
5. DISCUSSION

Our study was unique among previous
empirical designs and behavioral research
because it employed SEM techniques for the
analysis. Further, SmartPLS 3 was utilized to
run the analysis. The focus of our study was to
examine the influence of strategic HRM
practices on the achievement of competitive
advantages that are sustainable in an
academic environment, and we also evaluated
the  mediating function of human
development and employee commitment.
Universities and colleges, like every other
business organization, are facing some
challenges in the dynamic and complex
competitive business environment. The
challenges, among others, as highlighted by
some studies are the privatization of the
educational system, the changes in the
requirements from the labor market [16], and
international competition [16,17]. The Iraq
educational system is not an exception to
these challenges. Moreover, the issue of the
nature and culture of the academic
environment is what makes this study
significant.

The theoretical implication of our research is
specifically the examination of the influence
of strategic HRM practices on sustainable
competitive advantage through the mediation
of human capital development and employee
commitment (which can be determined by the
attitude and behavior of the employee)
anchored on integrating both a “resource-
based view” (RBV) and “behavioral theory”
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and applying it to a university management
system. Our results, which established the
significance of the relationship of the variables
within a universitysystemprovide a deeper
understanding on how strategic HRM
practices can contribute significantly to the
achievement of competitive advantage that is
sustainable within a university system, and
they also show the assessment of ideas
around academic restrictions. Consistent with
RBV theory, the achievement of SCA requires
the support of strategic HRM practices
through human expertise development with
core values of an organization [6]. In the same
vein, a behavioral perspective suggests that
different behaviors are significant for an
organization to achieve a sustainable
competitive advantage [11].

Strategic HRM is found to have a direct and
positive influence on the achievement of
sustainable competitive advantages. Our
results were in agreement with some similar
previous studies and found that sustainable
competitive advantages could be achieved in
an academic environment. However, there is a
need for academic institutions to ensure that
the strategic policy is put in place to see how
the human resources could be managed and
integrated with other intangible components
of human resources [1]. Our results
corroborated similar previous studies, though
not in an academic environment, but they
found a significance influence of HRM
practices on SCA [16—18]. Our findings show
that the effect size of strategic HRM practices
on sustainable competitive advantages is
weak. Thus, Irag universities should keep
improving their HRM strategy so as to keep up
with the challenges of dynamic business
environments.

Findings from our study also indicate that
strategic HRM practices will influence
positively human capital development and
employee commitment. In agreement with
previous studies, Emeagwal and Ogbonmwan
[1] in their study found similar results in an
academic environment, that employee
commitment and developing human capital
are influenced by the HRM practices deployed
by an academic institution. In addition, the
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study of Alnidawi et al. [57] establishedthat an
employee’s engagement in training will be
through the HRM system put in place by the
organization. Our study, thus, suggests that
the Irag universities should place a greater
premium on human resources management of
their organizations, and these will enhance
human capital development by enabling the
employees to develop tacit knowledge that
will be difficult for competitors to imitate.
Moreover, efficient management of human
resources will enhance employee
engagement, which will make them see
themselves as part of the organization; in
turn, this will boost their morale, and they will
be more committed to the organization.
Moreover, the findings further reveal that the
effect size of strategic HRM is found to be
moderate on human capital development,
while it was found to be weak on employee
commitment. This implies that the
management of Iragi universities should
endeavor to improve on some components of
human resource management that will enable
employees to be more committed to their
university.

The direct influence of both human capital
development and the commitment of the
employees on SCA were evaluated. The
findings reveal that both variables had a
significant and positive influence on SCA. Our
findings corroborated some previous studies
that established the significance of human
capital development on SCA [1]. Aryanto et al.
[30] did a similar study and employed some
aspect of HRM practices, like HR orientation,
work—life  balance, and high working
performance, to measure HRM. A relationship
was  established between HRM and
organizational performance, which has the
potential of achieving SCA. Moreover, the
direct and positive influence of employee
commitment on SCA was also established by
Zehir et al. [66]. The findings of Sanches et al.
[47] emphasized that the significance of HRM
in human capital development, which could
lead to SCA, should not be ignored. Findings
of Nico et al. [52] concluded that human
capital is a valuable asset to organizational
performance. These corroborated with our
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findings. Though, Emeagwal and Ogbonmwan
[1] found a positive and significant influence
of human capital development on
sustainability of the competitive advantages
achieved by the organization in a similar study,
which was in contrast to our findings. In
addition, the effect size of both human capital
development and employee commitment on
sustainable competitive advantages was found
to be weak. The implication of these findings
for university management in Iraq is to pay
more attention to human capital development
by involving the employees in more training to
enhance their competency. These will improve
the chances of the university to have tacit
knowledge that will place them in an
advantageous position above other
competitors. Moreover, employee
commitment should be given adequate
attention. It is apparent from our findings that
human capital development and the
commitment of employees to their
organization will play prominent roles in how
the universities in lrag will achieve
competitive advantages that are sustainable.
Findings from our study contribute
significantly to the literature on strategic HRM
practices and sustainability of competitive
advantages, and they establish the partial
mediating role of both human capital
development and employee commitment,
which were found to be positive and
statistically significant. The implication of our
findings is for university management in Iraq
to change their culture from being nonprofit
to profit-making organizations. The dynamism
of the business environment, international
competition, and the changes in the labor
market require the universities to also operate
like other organizations so that the
achievement of sustainable competitive
advantages will be feasible.

An interesting finding from our study is the
significance of the type of institution as a
control variable. It is an indication that the
private and public universities are operating
on different structures, and this will go a long
way in determining how universities in Iraq
will achieve sustainable competitive
advantages over their competitors. Similarly,
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gender was found to have a negative and
significance influence as a control variable on
sustainable competitive advantages.

In  conclusion, findings from our study
contribute to human capital development,
employment, and sustainable competitive
advantages literature. It also presents insight
into the management of academic institutions
in lraq. Further contribution to employee
commitment to sustainable competitive
advantage achievement was argued in our
study. lragi university management should
identify some areas in human resources
management that need to be enhanced so as
to increase its emphasis on both human
capital development and employee
commitment. Also, as suggested by Pausits
and Pellert [22], universities must accept
changes in their culture, like other business
organizations, and then introduce strategic
HRM practices, and it must be effectively
applied and practiced.

6. LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR
FURTHER RESEARCH

This study acknowledged a considerable
boundary restriction in its explanation; thus,
there is justification for further studies to be
carried out. Our study is similar to some other
social science studies that are cross-sectional
in design, and, as such, it is open for further
causality examination. It is assumed in the
relevant literature that strategic HRM
practices significantly impact SCA through the
employee’s skills, knowledge, capacity, and
his/her attitudes and behaviors towards the
organization. Nonetheless, the relationship
between strategic HRM practices and SCA
could be mediated by human capital
development. Our research provides an
innovative perspective on this relation by
empirically examining the mediating role of
human capital development and employee
commitment in the relationship between
strategic HRM practices and sustainable
competitive advantages in a university system,
most especially in Irag. In addition, the
significance of the types of university
(private/public) was established in our
research. Further study can subsequently
examine the relationship between strategic
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HRM practices and organizational outcomes
through the mediating influence of human
capital development and employee
commitment in a university system. Moreover,
a comparative study on the relationship
between public and private universities will
contribute to the literature on this subject
matter. Future research on the achievement
of sustainable competitive advantages in the
academic environment through strategic HRM
practices should include other constructs, like
innovations and technology, which will expand
literature  on  sustainable  competitive
advantage studies in an  academic
environment.
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