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a b s t r a c t

This study aims to analyze the state-of-the-art of sustainable human resources management and to
identify key elements, trends and research gaps. A systematic literature review was carried out using
Scopus database, covering the period from 2001 to 2018, which resulted in a corpus of 115 scientific
articles. Data analysis occurred through content analysis tools and statistical processing of the abstracts
by the Alceste software, version 2015. The results showed four categories, which comprise 74% of the
elementary units of the corpus analyzed. The first comprised studies on sustainable leadership, based on
individual and group power and embedded in its principles, processes, practices and organizational
values. The second demonstrated the relationship among human resources management, environmental
sustainability and organizational performance. The third category considered the tensions and paradoxes
between human resources management practices and sustainability: on the one hand, human resources
management should focus on cost reduction and corporate profitability (in the short-term); on the other,
their actions should provide long-term sustainability of organizational performance. The last category
dealt with the link between human resources management and the social dimension of sustainability,
especially with regard to organizational social responsibility and the company's relationship with its
stakeholders. In conclusion, this paper aims to contribute to the ongoing discussion on the topic of
sustainable human resources management by analyzing the state of the art and future directions of
human resources studies.

© 2018 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

The management process in the business environment has been
concentrated for a long time in the achievement of short term
financial goals, ignoring broader long-term objectives linked to
human issues (Maley, 2014). On the other hand, the popular
awareness in relation to the economical environmental and social
problems that can emerge from the business scenario contributed
more for organizations to show their commitment to sustainability
(Ehnert et al., 2016). Moreover, the sustainable development in
society is not possible without the sustainability assertion being
present in the business world (Schaltegger et al., 2012; Zink, 2014;
Wagner, 2015).

It is noticed that there is an emerging concern in the academic
sector for studies which focus on sustainability and the sustainable
development (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). Although the
number of researches has increased in recent years (Roca and
Searcy, 2012), there are still divergencies on conceptual terms
(Glavi�c and Lukman, 2007; Presley et al., 2007; Lozano, 2008), once
sustainability presents itself as part of various scientific subjects.
Furthermore, the term eventually is applied only as a theoretical
expression and with political means or as a “fad”, facts that detract
from the real meaning of sustainability (Leal Filho, 2000).

Concurrently, for the last three decades, human resources have
stood out for their business strategies importance (Jackson et al.,
2014; Kramar, 2014) and for their organizational performance
leverage, through approaches on cost and revenue and the valua-
tion in the economic interests of the shareholders and owners
(Huselid et al., 1997; Jackson and Seo, 2010).

However, the balance valuation among the perspective of
environmental integrity, economic prosperity and social equality
(Hahn and Figge, 2011; Aust et al., 2015), originating the triple
bottom line model (Elkington, 1997), leading to emerge from a new
paradigm: the human resource sustainable management
(Boudreau and Ramstad, 2005; Ehnert et al., 2016). This approach
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acknowledges broader business results, including human and social
aspects in management process (Mariappanadar, 2003; Ehnert,
2009b; Freitas et al., 2011). It is not a conception excluding the
strategic approach; however, it is a complementary approach
(Kramar, 2014).

Sustainable management of human resources started to be
discussed in the late nineties in Germany, Switzerland and
Australia. A research by Müller-Christ and Remer (1999), Zaugg
et al. (2001), Gollan (2000), Wilkinson et al. (2001) and Avery
and Bergsteiner (2011) were decisive in the area. Those authors
highlighted the importance of sustainability for themanagement of
human resources based on previous studies on environmental
management, human relations and corporate sustainability (Ehnert
and Harry, 2012).

Currently, research on sustainability applied to themanagement
of human resources is developed by different disciplines and
research areas. Such studies focus on corporate sustainability,
corporate social responsibility and sustainable work systems,
which propose a different perspective respecting traditional con-
cepts and practices of strategic management of human resources in
the business environment. The sustainable management of human
resources has multiple levels of analysis (effects on individuals,
process management, organization and society), dimensions (eco-
nomic, ecological, social and human) and different time perspec-
tives (short and long term) (to be considered Ehnert et al., 2013).

The relationship between sustainability and human resources
management is pointed out as an innovative and emerging
approach and a relevant gap to be filled. The intersection between
sustainability and human resources management is based on two
assumptions: the role of human resource management in pro-
moting organizational sustainability (Cohen et al., 2012; Ehnert
et al., 2013; Guerci and Pedrini, 2014) and the sustainability of
human resources management processes (Mariappanadar, 2003;
Ehnert, 2009b; Cohen et al., 2012). In this sense, existing re-
searches have had different goals and are based on different as-
sumptions about the role of HRM in sustainability (Ehnert and
Harry, 2012; J€arlstr€om et al., 2016).

This paper examines the assumptions underlining the different
ways concepts of sustainable human resource management have
been used in organization studies, by assessing, through a sys-
tematic literature review, the state-of-the-art of human resources
management and its key elements, trends and research gaps.

The systematic review of literature represents a method to
synthesize a considerable amount of information, with the identi-
fication of the main characteristics of a given topic. This type of
review also consists of a scientific investigation, which includes the
comprehensive research of potentially relevant articles and the use
of explicit and reproducible selection criteria (Tranfield et al.,2003;
Petticrew; Roberts, 2006; Adams et al., 2017). Therefore, it facili-
tates the collection, evaluation and synthesis of results from mul-
tiple studies (Cook et al., 1997) and the identification of research
gaps (Kitchenham, 2004).

From now on, the present paper is structured as follows. Section
2 describes the method of the systematic literature review and the
software used for data analysis (content analysis). Section 3 ana-
lyses the results and offers an interpretative framework of mapping
the main dimensions on sustainable human resource management.
Section 4 presents and overview on sustainable human resource
management research. The conclusion reveals practical and theo-
retical insights obtained.
2. Method

The different conceptions of sustainable human resources
management are reflected in the various nomenclatures currently
being used. Despite the diversity of terminologies, they all recog-
nize, implicitly or explicitly, the human and social perspectives of
organizations and the impact that human resources have on the
success and survival of companies (Kramar, 2014).

In order to analyze the studies that link sustainability and hu-
man resources management, the authors carried out a systematic
literature review that aimed at identifying its main theoretical as-
pects and highlighting the main characteristics of the publications.
The literature review is based on grounded theory (Wolfswinkel
et al., 2013), in order to enabled the researchers to identify gaps
in the field and to build a theoretical model based on the emerging
results.

The process was developed based on the suggestions of
Wolfswinkel et al. (2013), including five stages of literature review.
The first one refers to the definitions, from the identification of the
criteria of inclusion and exclusion of articles, from the fields of
study, from the appropriate databases and from the specific terms
of research. Subsequently, the effective search of the studies and
the selection of the articles to be analyzed are carried out, in
accordance with the objectives established for the research. Finally,
the study sample should be analyzed and the main contents
identified are structured and the results should be condensed and
re-presented.

The definition of the terms for the database search was based on
the study of Kramar (2014), which cites three categories of studies
on SHRM:

a) capability reproduction: a category of studies that focuses on
economic aspects and the creation of sustainable competitive
advantages, in addition to the internal impacts of human re-
sources management policies, in economic and social/human
terms;

b) promoting social and environmental health: a category of
studies that emphasizes the external and broader consequences
of sustainable human resource management practices,
addressing environmental, social and human outcomes;

c) connections: a category of studies examining the interrelation-
ships between managerial practices, including human resource
management and organizational outcomes, which will in turn
address environmental and social outcomes. This classification
includes studies related to sustainable leadership and environ-
mental sustainability.

A preliminary review defined searched terms in the following
fields: title, abstract or keywords (Table 2), using the following
keywords: “Sustainable HRM” OR “Sustainable Human Resource
Management” OR “Sustainable Work System” OR “HR Sustainabil-
ity” OR “Sustainable Management of HRs” OR “Sustainable Lead-
ership” OR “Sustainability” AND “Human Resources Management”
OR “Sustainable Organi*” AND “Human Resource Management”.
The authors chose the Scopus database as it is widely used in ac-
ademic research. The search criterion included articles published in
scientific journals of social sciences and humanities.

The keywords were applied to Scopus up to 20th of March 2018.
A total of 225 publications were found. Exclusion criteria consid-
ered articles that did not address, in whole or in part, the theme of
sustainable human resource management. The application of the
exclusion criteria to these abstracts removed 110 documents,
resulting in 115 eligible papers for full-text review. The whole
process of selection followed Moher et al. (2010) and Petticrew and
Roberts (2006) recommendations (Fig. 1) (see Fig. 2).

Afterwards abstracts of selected studies were organized into
specific files, in order to carry out an analysis of their content via
the 2015 edition of Alceste software (Lexical Analysis of a



Table 1
Definitions of Sustainable Human Resources Management (SHRM) identified in literature review.

Authors Definitions

Müller-Christ and Remer
(1999)

Sustainable management of human resources related to the actions the organization should implement in order to have lasting access to
qualified human resources.

Gollan (2000, p. 60) “Capacity of organizations to create value in their organizations thereby having the ability and capacity to regenerate value and renew
wealth through the application human resource policies and practices. This will entail investment in human knowledge through
continuous learning, and the application and development of such knowledge through employee participation and involvement”

Zaugg et al. (2001, p. 1) “Sustainable human resource management can only be implemented if it is based on individual responsibility of employees and is future-
oriented. It is defined by methodological and instrumental approaches whose objectives are long-term-oriented, socially responsible and
economically efficient recruiting, training, retaining and disemployment of employees. Increasing employability, guaranteeing a
harmonious work-life-balance and enhancing individual responsibility take on an important role in the concept of sustainable human
resource management.”

Mariappanadar (2003, p. 910) “Sustainable HR strategy can be defined as themanagement of human resources to meet the optimal needs of the company and community
of the present without compromising the ability to meet the needs of the future.”

Thom and Zaugg (2004) Long-term conceptual approaches, such as social responsibility and economic viability recruitment actions, selection, development,
maintenance or reduction of the workforce.

Gollan (2005, p. 25) “Capacity of organizations to create and regenerate value through the sustained application of participative policies and practices.”
Ehnert (2009b, p. 74) “Sustainable HRM is the pattern of planned or emerging human resource strategies and practices intended to enable organizational goal

achievement while simultaneously reproducing the HR base over a long-lasting calendar time and controlling for self-induced side and
feedback effects of HR systems on the HR base and thus on the company itself.”

Freitas et al. (2011, p. 226) “Sustainable human resource management is regarding to achieving organizational sustainability through the development of human
resources policies, strategies and practices that support the economic, social and environmental dimensions, at the same time.”

Cohen et al. (2012, p. 3) “Sustainable HRM is the utilization of HR tools to help embed a sustainability strategy in the organization and the creation of an HRM
system that contributes to the sustainable performance of the firm. Sustainable HRM creates the skills, motivation, values and trust to
achieve a triple bottom line and at the same time ensures the long-term health and sustainability of both the organization's internal and
external stakeholders, with policies that reflect equity, development and well-being and help support environmentally friendly practices.”

Wagner (2013, p. 443) “Sustainability-oriented sustainable) human resource (HR) management as a management of human resources (HRs) that meets the
current needs of a firm and society at large without compromising their ability to meet any future needs.”

Kramar (2014, p. 1084) “Sustainable HRM could be defined as the pattern of planned or emerging HR strategies and practices intended to enable the achievement
of financial, social and ecological goals while simultaneously reproducing the HR base over a long term. It seeks to minimise the negative
impacts on the natural environment and on people and communities and acknowledges the critical enabling role of CEOs, middle and line
managers, HRM professionals and employees in providing messages which are distinctive, consistent and reflect consensus among
decision-makers.”

Ehnert et al. (2016, p. 90) “Sustainable HRM can be defined as the adoption of HRM strategies and practices that enable the achievement of financial, social and
ecological goals, with an impact inside and outside of the organization and over a long-term time horizon while controlling for unintended
side effects and negative feedback.”

J€arlstr€om et al. (2016, p. 4) “The basic concept underlying the sustainable HRM discussion is that firms seek different kinds of outcomes to satisfy their stakeholders'
expectations. These outcomes may be economic, social, human, and ecological, and firms often seek them simultaneously although any one
of the outcomes may be more important to an organization than others.”

Table 2
Main terms for data collection.

Terminology References

Sustainable HRM Daily and Huang (2001)
Pfeffer (2010)
Freitas et al. (2011)
Ehnert and Harry (2012)
Zink (2013)
Osranek and Zink (2013)
De Prins et al. (2014)
Kramar (2014)
Mariappanadar and Kramar (2014)
Ehnert et al. (2016)
J€arlstr€om et al. (2016)
Mariappanadar (2016)

Sustainable Work System Docherty et al. (2008)
Jackson (2012)
Kira and Lifvergren (2013)
Zink (2013, 2014)

HR Sustainability Gollan (2000)
Wilkinson et al. (2001)

Sustainable Management of HRs Ehnert (2006)
Sustainable Leadership Avery and Bergsteiner (2011)

Kantabutra and Avery (2011)
Sustainable Organization Jabbour and Santos (2008)

Fig. 1. Summarization of the selection process.
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Contextual Text Segments Set). This version allows a researcher to
analyze interviews, literary works, articles, essays and other texts,
in order to quantify and extract their most significant structures, i.e.
their elementary context units (ECUs) (Illia et al., 2014).

Alceste's method is known as Hierarchical Decreasing
Classification (HDC). The corpus to be analyzed is successively split
into chunks; the researcher then observes the distribution of the
most significant words within every segment extracting the most
representative words from the text. The software uses chi-square
test to verify the association of context units into classes (Abitan
and Krauth-Gruber, 2015). This can be achieved by the lemmati-
zation process e by identifying the base form of a word and



Fig. 2. Articles per year of publication.
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grouping these words together (Vallb�e et al., 2005).
The main results are presented through a dendrogram, which

reveals the classes of words according to their semantic roots and a
factorial analysis, which graphically represents the results by
enhancing the similarities and dissimilarities of the classes (Illia
et al., 2014; Vallb�e et al., 2005). The software allows the auto-
matic processing of a large volume of data, with the interference of
a single researcher. This fact reduces the subjectivity that often
occurs during the application of traditional content analysis and in
the execution of codifications manually performed by an academic
(Colucci and Montali, 2008).

One important advantage of using Alceste is that human bias is
controlled, as human coding is guided by an explanatory report: the
researcher analyzes quotations only once these have been identi-
fied as being either representative or not of a specific co-use of
words. In other words, the researcher analyses quotations based on
reports of how the language in each quotation is contrary or similar
to the language used in other quotations (Illia et al., 2014).

The abstracts were analyzed by the software Alceste, version
2015. The software considered these abstracts as Elemental Context
Units (ECU), which are text segments composed of roots and their
variations. A set of all ECUs constituted the research corpus, from
which outputs were generated.

The Alceste software identifies quantitative, statistical re-
lationships between different parts of the text. This procedure, as
opposed to classical content analysis (in which the researcher first
encodes, and then the software calculates quantities), allows to
identify structures, recurrences, patterns in the text that have not
necessarily been imagined a priori, which makes this type of
analysis interesting even for researchers traditionally linked to
purely interpretive approaches, such as discourse analysts and
post-structuralists (Castelfranchi, 2017).

This is in line with grounded theory assumptions (Glaser, 1998),
in many ways. First, the grounded theory aims to generate expla-
nations about the phenomenon, with the least intervention of the
researcher. In this way, the researcher should not force existing
presuppositions or theoretical concepts, but let the phenomenon
unfold and the theory develop, from the emerging data. Second, the
analytical methodology of grounded theory is based on quantita-
tive inductive analysis, with the purpose of developing concepts, as
well as the lemmatization process used in Alceste software (Vallb�e
et al., 2005). And third, the grounded theory does not generate a
formal theory, in the positivist sense, but a substantive theory. A
substantive theory does not claim universality; it is specific to a
particular group or phenomenon; it seeks to explain a “reality”
made real by the subjects (Glaser, 1998; Castelfranchi, 2017).
From this verification, the categories were named, in conver-

gence with the perspectives of the studies identified in the sys-
tematic literature review and that formed the corpus for the
present analysis. The category names that emerge from the Alceste
software analysis can be compared to the definitions used to
indicate the latent dimensions resulting from a factorial analysis in
quantitative surveys. In addition, if the definitions have a meaning
recognized and supported by the literature, there is indication that
the analysis performed is significant and valid (Colucci andMontali,
2008).
3. Systematic review on sustainable human resource
management

3.1. Theoretical outline

The following systematic literature review shows a predomi-
nance of exploratory studies and some difficulties in conceptuali-
zation, as well as, different terminologies to link sustainability and
HRM: Sustainable HRM, Sustainable Work System, HR Sustain-
ability, Sustainable Management of HR and Sustainable Leadership.

Given the theme's conceptual multiplicity and contemporaneity,
the literature is still diverse and fragmented (Ehnert et al., 2013;
Kramar, 2014; J€arlstr€om et al., 2016). Moreover, definition of the
term sustainable human resource management is imprecise and
the implications of the process of organizational results present
different approaches (Kramar, 2014). The theoretical multiplicity of
the concept of sustainability influences such context (Table 1).

As Table 1 shows, sustainability is a major principle for human
resource management and it unfolds into two elements: the con-
tributions of sustainable management of human resources applied
to financial performance and organizational goals considering
employees' satisfaction, commitment and well-being; the sustain-
able nature of the process enables the maximization of corporate
results and a decrease in damage to stakeholders (Kantabutra,
2014; Sotome and Takahashi, 2014).
3.2. Result analysis

Following, the selection of studies which aimed specifically in
the subject of human resource sustainable management, the 115
articles were classified according to the year of publication (Fig. 1).
Through this analysis, three phases (Voegtlin and Greenwood,
2016) were identified in relation to the evolution of publications:
an incubation phase, which includes articles published in 2001
(2%); A second phase, called incremental growth, considering
studies conducted between 2005 and 2012 (32%); And finally, the
last phase, with the accelerated growth in the number of publica-
tions (66% of the studies were developed between the years 2013
and 2018). The trend line also shows the growing interest and the
innovativeness of the sustainable management of human resources
concept (Zink, 2013; Ehnert et al., 2016).

Considering the journals in which the papers were published,
the research reveals that: 11.3% of them (13 papers) were published
in The International Journal of Human Resource Management; 6.1%
of the papers (7 papers), in Asia-Pacific Journal of Business
Administration; 4.3% (5 papers) in Industrial and Commercial
Training; 3.5% (4 papers) in the Journal of Business Ethics and
others 3.5% (4 papers) in Zeitschrift für Personalforschung. These
five journals comprise a total of 28.7% (33 papers), while the
remaining 71.3% (82 papers) were published in 69 different
journals.

The dominant theoretical lenses used are directly connected to
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the keywords from the search: 70.4% (81 papers) were theoretically
based on: “Sustainable Human Resource Management” (22.6%);
“Green Human Resource Management” (13.0%); Sustainable Lead-
ership (10.4%); “Human Resource Management” (8.7%); “Corporate
Social Responsibility” (8.7%); and Leadership for Sustainability”
(7.0%).

Methodologically, the papers can be divided in: conceptual pa-
per (32.2%) survey (29.6%), case study (18.3%), literature review
(10.3%), and, field study (9.6%), showing a well balance between
theoretical (42.6%) and empirical (57.4%) works. Considering
empirical works, 29.6% (34 papers) used quantitative methods and
27.9% (32 papers) used qualitative methods (the others 42.5% were
theoretical). Still considering the empirical works, 38.3% (44 pa-
pers) used companies in multiple industry sectors as unit of anal-
ysis (i.e. multinationals studies, or surveys in diverse sectors); 2.6%
(3 papers) did empirical studies in cement sector; 2.6%, (3 papers)
in ICTcompanies; 2.6% (3 papers), in universities; 1.7% (2 papers), in
health care; 1.7% (2 papers), in hotels. The 7.8% (9 papers)
remaining comprise empirical studies in nine different industry
sectors.

The most prominent authors cited in the studies (excluded self-
citation) were: Ehnert (2009a,b), cited in 20.0% of the papers, Daily
and Huang (2001), in 11.3%; Kramar (2014), in 10.4%; Jabbour and
Santos (2008), in 9.6%; Avery and Bergsteiner (2011), in 8.7%; and
Mariappanadar (2003), in 6.1% of the papers. Considering the
countries: 8.7% of studies (10 papers) were carried out in Thailand;
7.0% (8 papers), in Brazil; 6.1% (7 papers), in Australia; 4.3% (5 pa-
pers) in Germany; 4.3% (5 papers), in United States of America; 3.5%
(4 papers), in India; and 3.5% (4 papers), in United Kingdom. The
remaining 20% of the papers (23 papers) were carried out in 18
different countries.

Within the corpus of 115 abstracts, Alceste classified 510 ECU
(74%) out of the 694 that were created and generated four stable
categories. The classes and the main words in each class are pre-
sented in a dendrogram (distance tree) generated by that software
(Fig. 3). From this classification, the axes and the classes were
named. The chi-square values (c2) associated with each word
represents its semantic importance within the class, which was
valuable in highlighting the differences between the classes, and
the various distributions of the content typologies.
Fig. 3. Classes and axes dendrogram - Alceste software.
The distance three represents visually a descending hierarchical
classification and guided the researcher's analysis since the inter-
pretation needs to take into consideration that classes of discourse
are very different (beginning of three) or somehow overlapping
(end of three) in their use of language (Illia et al., 2014).

The debate on sustainability in a corporate and human resource
management context relates to practices and business strategies
that have a significant impact on natural and social resources, as
well as on the different environments within the organization;
thosewill, in turn, influencemanagement conditions and the future
context of business transactions (Ehnert and Harry, 2012). In this
sense and considering that organizations seek business sustain-
ability, management practices should focus on creating strategic
value based on three elements: people, environment and profit-
ability (Dao et al., 2011).

Each category identified are focussed in selective ways and
provides slightly different ways of understanding and accessing
sustainable human resource management. The most meaningful
category (42% of the variance explained) is category 1, which rep-
resents 8.00% of the ECU. It is entitled “Leadership for Sustain-
ability”, because it refers to works by Avery (2005) and Avery and
Bergsteiner (2010). Avery's model (2005) is based on six core ele-
ments of sustainable leadership: adopting a long-term perspective,
investing in people, creating a strong organizational culture, sup-
port for innovation, environmental and social responsibility and
ethical behavior.

The first category, the sustainable leadership, aims to balance
profit and to care for the people and the preservation of the envi-
ronment, having a long-term perspective that allows corporations
to survive, even during periods of recession (Avery and Bergsteiner,
2011; McCann and Sweet, 2014). In this case, the Leadership for
Sustainability incorporates several sustainable practices related to
the organization's employees. Some authors (Kantabutra, 2014;
Suriyankietkaew and Avery, 2014) support the incorporation of
sustainable leadership in the field of human resource management.

In the perspective of the stakeholders' theory, it is expected that
the organizational managers develop a decision-making process,
taking into consideration the interests of the linkedmembers of the
corporative sphere (Jensen, 2001; Matos and Silvestre, 2013; Jamali
et al., 2015; Silvestre, 2015). In this concept the manager contem-
plates a vision beyond of the maximization of shareholders' wealth,
aiming the interests of the individuals or the institution wellbeing,
which can aid the achievement of the organizational objectives
(Phillips et al., 2003), including workers linked to the company.
Therefore, companies need to create economic value through the
effectiveness of their operations in a sustainable manner and hu-
man resource management must develop policies and actions
focused on long-term survival and corporate success, contributing
to the workplace well-being and benefiting society (Bondarouk and
Brewster, 2016).

More specifically, it is also possible to link stakeholder theory
and sustainable management of human resources (J€arlstr€om et al.,
2016), based on four main reasons (Guerci et al., 2013):

a) effective management requires stakeholder involvement and
the human resource management system needs to develop a
stakeholder driven mindset. This characteristic, besides
making this management process more coherent with the
organizational context, can represent its legitimacy in the
corporate scope;

b) In convergence, the process of human resource management
must broaden its performance beyond the economic objec-
tives of shareholders. In this sense, the development of ac-
tions that focus on stakeholders improves the perception
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about the value that human resource management adds to
organizational success;

c) the stakeholder perspective assists in the development of a
differentiated view of the purely instrumental approach, in
which the understanding of organizational conflicts is based
only on the supposed antagonistic relations between em-
ployees and employers;

d) stakeholder orientation favors the adoption of ethical pro-
cesses for themanagement of human resources, fostering the
perception of procedural and distributive justice in the
organization.

Other sustainable leadership practices, such as training and
constant development, work relation improvements, employment
retention (avoid layoff), continuousness process of planning and
the appreciation of experiences and contribution from employees,
it is also emphasized aspects linked to the human resource sus-
tainable management (Avery and Bergsteiner, 2011).

The second category is called “Environmental Dimension” and it
represents 29.00% of the ECUs. It includes studies on the role of
human resource management in promoting the environmental
sustainability of organizations. This perspective is dealt within
studies by McCann and Holt (2010), Merriman and Sen (2012),
Longoni et al. (2014), Benn et al. (2015), Jabbour (2015), Rae et al.
(2015), O'Donohue and Torugsa (2016).

The majority of studies on environmental and sustainable
management of human resources have an empirical and, in many
cases, quantitative design. Consequently, some terms (data, survey,
results, search, evidence, limitation, empirical fact and findings)
were grouped in this category. Even though studies in this area are
already assessing the influence of human resource management
process on environmental sustainability in an organizational
context, some authors highlight further research opportunities in
the area (Jackson and Seo, 2010; Wagner, 2011).

According to Wagner (2015), in the past, organizations were not
concerned about environmental preservation, mainly due to poor
or lack of regulations. The creation of new and stricter rules
increased business costs. Given this context, companies developed
short term solutions, with little involvement of human resource
management once it was not clear how the area could effectively
contribute to environmental management actions. The environ-
mental approach of sustainability, integrated to the human
resource management, is called in this reading as Green Human
Resource Management. It is related in this dimension the practices
of the human resource management which favor in meeting the
needs of environmental sustainability (Wagner, 2013).

The factors linked to human resource management - as training,
development and reward system - are essential for a sustainable
management implementation (Jabbour et al., 2008; Lozano and
Huisingh, 2011). From the factors presented, it is conclusive that
the human resource management is important for the environ-
mental sustainability, once that this process disposes tools which
make possible to mobilize employees, promote coordinated actions
and promote changes in thework process and in the behavior of the
individuals (Dubois and Dubois, 2012).

Analysis of the results allowed the authors to identify a third
category that relates to the “tensions and paradoxes” (Economic
dimension) permeating sustainable human resource management.
Its terms emerge from studies that address the existing dualities in
the objectives of the process: Ehnert (2009a), Aust et al. (2015),
Peters and Lam (2015).

According to Ehnert (2009b), the dilemmas of corporate sus-
tainability are: financial growth and social and environmental
sustainability; short-term and long-term vision; importance of
shareholders as compared to other stakeholders; and ethical
dilemmas.
Therefore, dualities and dilemmas are constant elements in the

life of a human resources professional: on one hand, human
resourcemanagement needs to promote the efficiency of processes,
reduce costs and increase business profitability in the short term;
on the other, it needs to invest in the development of human ca-
pacity and provide sustainability for the organization in the long
term (Kramar, 2014).

In this context, tensions arise from the duality between pro-
ductivity goals (linked to the economic dimension of sustainability)
and humanwell-being (Zink, 2013). Moreover, from the perspective
of human resource management, such paradox highlights the
tensions between the performance targets set for the workforce
and their personal objectives, inserting, in this context, the orga-
nizational goals (Aust et al., 2015).

This duality is also highlighted by Wilkinson et al. (2001). Ac-
cording to those authors duality emerges when the question is how
employers can balance the interests of stakeholders and, at the
same time, preserve a sustainable work environment for em-
ployees. They believe the organization should focus simultaneously
on the results of sustainable human resources, aiming at profit-
ability and the company's survival, and meet the needs and aspi-
rations of employees in relation to work. Aust et al. (2015) points
out, such issues are challenges to the establishment of policies and
human resource management practices.

Finally, the fourth category referred to as “social dimension”
included the perspective of corporate social responsibility
emphasized by Aggerholm et al. (2011); Yang et al. (2013), for
example. Corporate social responsibility can be considered a sub-
field of organizational sustainability (Marrewijk, 2003; Weber,
2008). Therefore, companies should focus on economic sustain-
ability, while avoiding harmful externalities to society or environ-
ment (Yang et al., 2013).

One of the objectives of corporate social responsibility is to
voluntarily integrate social, environmental and economic strategies
established by the organization (Sanchez-Hernandez and Gallardo-
V�azquez, 2013). Therefore, the principles of corporate social re-
sponsibility are embedded in sustainability and some studies
consider such concepts as synonyms (De Prins et al., 2014).

The relationship between sustainability and human resource
management is an innovative approach in the field of management
studies. Being a fairly new perspective (Dao et al., 2011; Ehnert and
Harry, 2012; Mak et al., 2014), sustainable human resource man-
agement still requires deepening into its concepts and practices, in
order to reduce inconsistencies found in the literature (De Prins
et al., 2014). Furthermore, research on the subject are still
evolving (Ehnert and Harry, 2012) and comprising predominantly
conceptual and exploratory studies (Ehnert et al., 2016).
4. Discussion: a proposed model on SHRM

Studies on Sustainable HRM can be analyzed in a perspective
timeline (Ehnert and Harry, 2012). First definitions of Sustainable
HRM focussed on sustainable work systems considering their
economic, social and environmental dimensions (Müller-Christ and
Remer, 1999; Gollan, 2000; Zaugg et al., 2001). A second wave of
studies included studies linked to systematically, sustainability and
human resource management, including research on the exter-
nalities of human resource strategies and the impacts of downsiz-
ing, for example. The last wave includes interdisciplinary studies
that emphasize a broader understanding of the role of HRM to-
wards a social debate of sustainability (Cohen et al., 2012;
Mariappanadar, 2012; Kramar, 2014; Ehnert et al., 2016).

From the several categories and the evolution of studies which
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address the human resource sustainable management, a concep-
tual multiplicity about the theme is identified. On the other hand,
there is convergence in the studies, in the meaning of knowing the
importance of the human and social aspects for the sustainability of
the companies (Kramar, 2014). The reading on the subject also
emphasizes two distinct and complementary approaches: the hu-
man resource management supporting organizational sustainabil-
ity and sustainability practices from the human resource
management (Cohen et al., 2012; Ehnert et al., 2013; Guerci and
Pedrini, 2014).

The first approach highlights the role of human resource man-
agement in supporting business sustainability (Cleveland et al.,
2015) adopting practices that could influence individuals and
groups in developing attitudes and behaviors consistent with a
sustainable approach (Avery and Bergsteiner, 2010; Cohen et al.,
2012; Parkes and Borland, 2012). Although there is comprehen-
sion on the importance of the sustainable organizational develop-
ment, the process of defining sustainable strategies are not always
clear. In this occurrence is possible to emphasize the crucial role of
the human resource management, taking into consideration that
the definition of the sustainable strategies requires involvement
from several organizational areas (Jabbour and Santos, 2008).

Considering the results described in the previous section, a
theoretical model on SHRM was built from the grounded theory
process (Fig. 4). The model presents: (i) leadership as a promoter of
sustainable development and as a key factor for achieving stake-
holders' expectations; (ii) the practices that connect human re-
sources management in supporting organizational sustainability
and the sustainability concept presented in human resources
management practices; (iii) the key stakeholders emerged in this
context, especially corporate employees.

The model synthesizes how human resource management can
contribute to business sustainability through some practices, such
as: the talent attraction due to the organization's commitment to
sustainability; the training and programs for knowledge acquisition
and development of abilities that contribute to the goals of orga-
nizational sustainability; the inclusion of sustainability goals in
evaluation and compensation practices; the creation of an organi-
zational climate that fosters the development of sustainability
practices; organizational support to promote behaviors aimed at
corporate sustainability; the management of organizational di-
versity and; internal communication to reinforce the importance of
corporate sustainability (Jabbour and Santos, 2008; Cohen et al.,
2012; Yang et al., 2013). Considering these arguments, the
Fig. 4. Sustainable human resource management model.
following proposition is presented:

Proposition 1. - Practices of sustainable human resource manage-
ment has a positive impact on environmental, social and economic
performance of organizations.

For the second approach, sustainability principles could be
incorporated into human resource management practices (Taylor
et al., 2012; Ehnert et al., 2013; Guerci and Pedrini, 2014). One of
the pioneer studies, that covers sustainability vision of the human
resource management, was elaborated by Gollan (2000). For the
author, organizational sustainability must be based on acknowl-
edgment, recognition and the promotion of the professionals' ca-
pabilities. In case these matters are not contemplated, there is a
great tendency of losing talents by the company. Hence, the human
dimension of sustainability is important considering that em-
ployees tend to leave the company in search of balance, personal
realization and happiness, in case they feel harmed by the orga-
nizational practices or by the impossibility to integrate work with
personal life (Au and Ahmed, 2014).

From the perspective of the human resource sustainable man-
agement, the managers have the opportunity to improve work
relationship. In this sense some assumptions can be emphasized
(Gollan, 2000):

a) the company ought to promote the organizational learning
and constantly develop the career of their employees,
emphasizing it even during crisis, the importance of per-
manent qualification of employees;

b) the company ought to include activities of participation and
involvement for the employees, aiming to value their
capacity;

c) the company needs to develop practices which enables bal-
ance between the personal and professional lives of the
employees, through controlling and flexibilizing the daily
working hours;

d) the corporation needs to adjust the infrastructures and work
systematics within the individual, organizational and social
levels, providing the sustainability of long term tactics for
professionals with higher or lower qualification;

e) lastly, from these human resource sustainable management
practices and recognizing the needs of the employees, it is
expected that there will be improvement in satisfaction and
commitment at work, leading to a gain in productivity and
profit for the business.

The human resource management practices are based in three
principles (Ehnert, 2009b). The first one is related to the ability of
the organization to attract and maintain talents and to be consid-
ered as a company where professionals would desire to work for,
that means to become an attractive company comparing to the
other competitors. In this line, the organization needs to develop
practices that aim: (i) to provide an attractive and challenging work
environment; (ii) to promote cultural and gender diversity and
equal opportunities; (iii) to encourage the corporate reputation as
socially responsible and trustworthy; (iv) to sponsor the work-life
balance; and (v) to develop appropriate rewards practices
(Ehnert, 2009b; Hirsig et al., 2013, J€arlstr€om et al., 2016).

The second principle emerges from the necessity of a healthy
and motivated workforce. Therefore, the company must develop
actions to promote the health and safety at the workplace, reduc-
tion and prevention of stress, adequate workforce adjustment for
activities to be performed, designing ergonomic work conditions
enabling the wellbeing of the employees and favoring the balance
between the work and personal lives of the individuals (Gollan,
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2000; Ehnert, 2009b; Hirsig et al., 2013; J€arlstr€om et al., 2016).
Lastly, investment in the qualification of the employees, aiming
current and future scenarios, presenting sustainable human
resource management as the third principle. For the achievement
of this goal companies develop actions in education and long-term
learning, training programs and development of personnel and the
individual, group and management levels, programs for profes-
sional qualification or internship, talents management and
sequence of internal programs, tutoring and mentoring actions and
activities which promote employability for the employees (Gollan,
2000; Boudreau and Ramstad, 2005; Ehnert, 2009b; Hirsig et al.,
2013).

The arguments presented suggest that sustainable management
of human resources is characterized by multidimensionality
(Ehnert, 2009b; Guerci and Pedrini, 2014; J€arlstr€om et al., 2016) and
the following research proposition is suggested:

Proposition 2. - The sustainability of the human resource man-
agement process focuses on attracting, maintaining and developing
professionals.

Although the literature presents these two conceptual ap-
proaches, it is possible to distinguish some integration between the
two perspectives for human resource management benefits from
sustainability and assists in its implementation (Guerci and Pedrini,
2014). Mohrman and Shani (2011) support such interpretation.
According to them, organizational sustainability depends on the
workforce understanding the company's new objectives and
mission. In addition, human resource management practices are a
vital sign to professionals believe in the organization's commit-
ment to sustainability.

In addition, it should be emphasized that this association can be
strengthened by the performance of organizational managers
through the vision of sustainable leadership, which establishes
shared values that impact workers' ethical conduct and improve
stakeholder relations (McCann and Sweet, 2014). The under-
standing of these relationships is strengthened through stake-
holder theory, considering that this view advocates that
organizational managers make decisions focussing on individuals'
and institutions' well-being, beyond the domain of shareholders
(Cohen et al., 2012). In convergence, it is proposed that:

Proposition 3. - Sustainable leadership has a positive impact on
sustainable human resources management and organizational
sustainability.

In summary, the SHRM model points out that human resource
management enables the promotion of social welfare, considering
that individuals and organizations can work together, in a recip-
rocal and sustainable manner, seeking long-term benefits. This
research also found evidence that this process only occurs when
the leadership establishes share values which influence ethical
manner of the employees and better their relationship with the
stakeholders.
5. Conclusions

In conclusion, beyond the triple bottom line concept, leadership
plays a very important role in sustainable human resource man-
agement. A formal and clear leadership definition is, in fact, the
most important element for the implementation of sustainability
principles in human resource management. As the number of
studies increases, we could expect some convergences among these
issues.

The analyses of these studies allowed the authors to recognize
the resistance in the simultaneous exploration of sustainability and
its relationship with human resource management. Parallel
research focussing on the concept of “Green HRM” (Green Human
Resource Management) and surveying the relationship between
human resource management and the environmental dimension of
sustainability have been identified.

In addition, human resource management practices should
focus on the needs of employees and their families and go beyond
the mere fulfillment of legal regulations. This would include
training and development opportunities, career management, de-
mocracy in the workplace and employees' participation. It should
also focus on social responsibility initiatives, observing the in-
terests of internal and external participants and striving for short
term efficiency and long-term sustainability.

In this point, some questions could be raised: What are the
drivers and the barriers to SHRM considering sustainable business
models? How to monetize non-financial values generated by
SHRM? How to articulate SHRM with the interests of different
stakeholders, in order to provide the benefits of sustainable man-
agement beyond the boundaries of the company?

From the contemplated research analysis in the present study, it
was noted the importance of the integration between the practices
from human resource management and the organization sustain-
ability. In this sense it is suggested the development of future
studies that evaluate how the action from human resource sus-
tainable management impacts the psychological and social well-
being of the individuals and in the behavior of the professionals in
terms of satisfaction and commitment with the company. This
suggestion comes from the argument in which these following
factors enable gain of opportunities for the organizations, once that
satisfied and committed professionals tend to promote a profitable,
productive and the performance growth in business. Therefore, a
satisfactory economic performance, favors the investments in the
social e including human resources - and environmental aspects
and consequently, the cooperative sustainability.

In sum, the organizational sustainability directed to the human
resourcemanagement, can be presented as amediator factor or as a
final objective. As a means, the politics and practices of the human
resource management aid in the development of the mentality and
actions so that the corporative sustainability can be reached. As an
end, the principles of sustainability can be incorporated in the
human resource management practices, which will provide long
term physical, social and economic wellbeing for the employees.

The present study expects to make theoretical and practical
contributions to HRM studies. Firstly, it analyzed the dimensions of
sustainable human resource management, obtaining an integrative
perspective. Secondly, it provided a panoramic assessment of
available research, allowing the authors to identify gaps of
knowledge and, consequently, new topics to be investigated.
Finally, it can offer to companies and stakeholders a perspective
beyond the triple bottom line concept: the inclusion of the sus-
tainable leadership for human resource management.
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