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Abstract: Green practices promoted in terms of people management, and which embody a Green Human Resources Management, are 

important tools for establishing a workforce which understands, values and practices green initiatives, which in turn will enable the 

organizations to attain their sustainability objectives. Workers also need to perceive that their organizations are concerned with and 

values sustainability, a phenomenon known as the organisational rationale for sustainability, and when they experience a close 

psychological connection with the organization, workers adopt its organizational objectives and targets for themselves, showing higher 

levels of organizational identification and work engagement. This paper analyses which factors most influence levels of work 

engagement in an organizational framework of pro-sustainability actions and concerns. Based on a sample of 275 workers from 

different organizations, economic sectors and occupations, the results show that implementing HRM green practices, especially in 

recruitment and selection and compensation (and, to a lesser extent, training), and reinforcing organizational identification are stronger 

determinants of greater work engagement than the perception that workers have of the importance which their organization attaches to 

sustainability. 
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1. Introduction   

Sustainability has increasingly become one of the 

main strategic orientations of organizations, based on a 

triad of economic, social and environmental objectives 

which are difficult to manage and keep in balance. 

Organizations reflect societal and stakeholder concerns, 

attempting to make appropriate use of resources and to 

safeguard long-term competitive advantage [1]. To this 
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end, they depend on those who work in them and on a 

necessary alignment of the organization’s 

sustainability objectives and the values, attitudes and 

behaviours of their employees. Green practices which 

may be promoted in terms of people management, and 

which embody a Green Human Resources 

Management (Green HRM), are important tools for 

establishing a workforce which understands, values 

and practices green initiatives, which in turn will 

enable the organizations to attain their sustainability 

objectives [2]. Green recruitment and selection, green 

training and green compensation are practices which 

have been studied closely. Environmental 

sustainability objectives are more easily reached if 

selection focuses on candidates who already have 

environmental values, sensitivities and beliefs; if they 

are given training to develop skills and abilities in this 

domain; and if they are rewarded, in monetary or other 

form, for their pro-environmental behaviour. 
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As important as, or perhaps even more important 

than effective action and practices in favour of 

sustainability, is the organisational rationale for 

sustainability (ORS) [3] or, in other words, the way 

workers perceive the way their organization is 

concerned with and values sustainability. Workers 

must understand and believe that their organizations 

place sustainability first and foremost, because this 

perception has a greater impact on their adoption of 

pro-sustainability behaviours than their personal values 

[3]. Correspondingly, when workers perceive that the 

internal and external image of their organization 

projects sustainability as a key strategic guideline, and 

that it supports pro-environmental initiatives, they tend 

to identify more closely with the organization [4, 5]. In 

experiencing a close psychological connection with the 

organization, workers adopt its organizational 

objectives and targets for themselves. This predisposes 

them to higher levels of work engagement [6]. Engaged 

workers show energy, enthusiasm, effort and 

concentration, reflected in subsequently higher levels 

of individual and organizational performance [7]. 

Despite the recent growth of the international 

literature in this domain and its significant practical 

implications, organizations still face a number of 

challenges to “green” management of people and 

achieving the purposes of sustainability. The aim of 

this study is to analyse the effect of certain green HRM 

practices (recruitment and selection, training and 

compensation), the perceived organisational rationale 

for sustainability and organizational identification (OI) 

on employees’ work engagement (WE). This paper, 

which has an organizational (green HRM practices) 

and perceptive-individual (ORS and OI) focus, 

analyses how these factors interact and influence work 

engagement. Using quantitative methodology, this 

exploratory research seeks to contribute to a better 

understanding of what factors determine work 

engagement in a framework of an organizational 

strategy of environmental sustainability.  

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Sustainability and Green Human Resources 

Practices  

When an organization incorporates sustainability 

into its mission, values and strategy this implies that its 

employees should subscribe and become involved with 

measures associated with it [8]. Human resource 

management, through a set of practices, policies and 

initiatives, to which the prefix “green” is commonly 

added, may contribute significantly to achieving 

organizations’ sustainability objectives, given that they 

incentivize, promote and develop awareness and 

ecological behaviour among employees. The green 

practices which have been studied most in the literature 

are green recruitment and selection, green training and 

green compensation.  

Green Recruitment and Selection. To ensure a good 

fit or alignment of the organization’s prescribed 

sustainability objectives and the values, perceptions 

and interests of employees, recruitment policy and 

organizational selection must be defined so as to attract 

and select candidates who have environmental skills, 

attitudes and sensitivities, and are predisposed to take 

part in pro-environmental initiatives and support the 

firm’s plans for sustainability [1]. Among various 

possible strategies it is fundamentally important that 

job descriptions and specifications, as well as selection 

interview scripts and group dynamics, cover 

environmental aspects [9], and that full advantage is 

taken of technology to ensure that the whole procedure 

(e.g., posting of vacancies, online tests) takes place 

without using paper [10-12]. The literature shows that 

an organization which has green employer credentials 

and a green image and reputation is powerful in terms 

of attracting the best talents [13-15]. 

Green Training. Training is a key component in the 

success of an organization’s sustainability plans, in that 

it provides information on the organization’s green 

policies, procedures and initiatives; contributes to 

higher employee engagement levels in implementing 
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pro-environmental practices, such as the adoption of 

recycling and energy efficiency; and helps to develop 

employees’ ecological awareness, encouraging them to 

identify problems and their corresponding solutions in 

these domains [16-19]. Existing studies show 

contradictory results as to the effect of green training 

on performance and pursuit of environmental targets, 

some of them positive [20-22], others neutral [17]. In 

order for the training to have the desired effect, it has to 

be prepared, designed and applied on the basis of, 

amongst other things, a correct analysis of needs, an 

assessment of employees’ readiness to learn in this way 

and an appropriate transfer of knowledge to the job 

function and place of employment [9, 23]. 

Green Compensation. Including green targets in 

reward systems helps to encourage and reinforce 

pro-environmental behaviours and alignment with the 

organization’s ecological aims and initiatives [16, 19, 

20, 23]. To this end, it is imperative that employee 

environmental performance appraisal be based on 

objective, known, equitable and fair criteria [24] and 

that organizations acknowledge green behaviour by 

rewarding it [25]. Rewards may be monetary (e.g., 

prizes or incentives to buy hybrid cars or bicycles) or 

non-monetary (based on recognition in the form of a 

premium for excellence or a step up the 

promotion/career progression ladder) [10, 11, 16]. 

Previous studies show that it is rare for monetary 

rewards to be given to lower levels of the hierarchy (at 

most, there is non-monetary recognition), but this trend 

is reversed for senior managers, who receive financial 

rewards [9, 10, 16, 24]. 

2.2 Organizational Rationale for Sustainability, 

Organizational Identification and Work Engagement 

The way workers perceive and interpret their 

organization’s commitment to sustainability is called 

the organisational rationale for sustainability [3]. 

These perceptions are built on the strategy outlined by 

the company itself (through its mission statement, 

policies and practices) and in organizational culture 

and communication (values, beliefs) [4]. Before acting, 

workers make a judgment not only on whether 

sustainability seems to be a priority for the organization, 

but also on the organization’s own justification for the 

importance of sustainability [3]. The rationales 

associated with arguments in favour of a 

pro-sustainability orientation may be based on moral 

and eco-centric reasons (environmental conservation is 

an end in itself) or organizational reasons (business 

priorities, reputation, economising on resources). In 

this way of seeing things, workers’ perceptions of how 

organizations value sustainability, whether for moral or 

business reasons, are stronger determinants of 

organizational identification and for organizational 

civic behaviours in favour of the environment than the 

organization’s actions. Other studies have also found 

that there is a positive effect on workers who are aware 

of their organization’s efforts to be socially responsible, 

particularly as far as their commitment and work 

engagement are concerned [3, 4, 26, 27]. 

When employees see that their organization has an 

integrated, prioritized and coherent sustainability 

strategy, that the organization’s internal and external 

image reflects this posture, and that they will be 

supported when putting forward environmental 

initiatives, they tend to identify with their organization 

[4, 5]. A worker’s level of organizational identification 

(OI) is strongly related to his or her connection to the 

organization’s values, beliefs and targets. OI is defined 

in relation to the sense of unity with the organization, 

given that the individual’s self-concept contains the 

same attributes which he believes define the 

organization [28]. Workers thus see the organization as 

part of themselves, and its successes and failures are 

therefore lived as if they were their own [29]. The 

literature argues that OI is positively related to work 

engagement [6, 30, 31]. When an individual feels a 

strong psychological tie to his organization, he 

internalizes organizational aims and targets, and that 

reinforces his predisposition to higher levels of work 

engagement [31]. 
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Work engagement (WE) is a positive, active state of 

mind in relation to work and has three aspects: vigour, 

dedication and absorption [32]. Vigour is a high level 

of energy and a willingness to devote extra effort to 

work and to be mentally resilient when faced with 

difficulties; dedication is pride in and enthusiasm for 

one’s work; and absorption reflects one’s level of 

concentration and focus on the work [33]. In overall 

terms, this is a persistent psychological state involving 

energetic connection, commitment, enthusiasm, effort 

and concentration [32, 34]. Earlier studies have found 

empirical evidence that work engagement is positively 

associated with individual and organizational 

performance, given that engaged workers tend to be 

more creative and productive [7, 35-38]. 

Based on the theoretical framework, we propose the 

following research hypotheses: 

H1. Green HRM practices are positively related to 

work engagement. 

H2. The perception of organizational rationale for 

sustainability is positively related to work engagement. 

H3. Organizational identification is positively 

related to job engagement. 

3. Method 

This research is based on a sample of 275 workers in 

different organizations, economic sectors and 

occupations. Our sampling procedure was based on 

non-probability and convenience sampling. In 

summary, 57.5% of the sample consists of women and 

42.5% of men, aged 19-63 years with an average of 31 

years. The average literacy of all of the respondents is 

16.3 (measured in number of years of school). In terms 

of tenure in the organisation, 35% have less than a 

year’s tenure, 44% have been in the organisation for 

more than a year but less than 4 years, and 21% have 

more than 4 year’s tenure. 50.5% of the total sample 

are supervisors. Of the respondents, 43.3% work in 

hotels and food retail, with the remaining working in 

service companies. The data obtained were analysed 

using SPSS Amos software, version 24, based on the 

theoretical model and assumptions defined in the 

literature. 
 

 
Fig. 1  Theoretical Model. 

GRS = green recruitment and selection; GT = green training; GC = green compensation; ORS = Organizational rationale for 

sustainability; GHRM = green human resources management practices; OI = organizational identification; WE = work engagement. 
 

3.1 Measures 

The scales used to test the constructs under analysis 

were selected from the existing literature and adapted 

to the Portuguese language. All the scales revealed 

robust psychometric properties (with Cronbach’s alpha 

above 0.7). Participants expressed disagreement/ 

agreement with the statements using a five-point Likert 

scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 

Green Human Resource Management Practices 

(Green HRM practices) has 11 items, was adapted from 

Guerci et al. (2016) and includes the following 

dimensions: green recruitment and selection (GRS) (2 

items; α = 0.814), green training (GT) (4 items; α = 

0.896) and green compensation (GC) (5 items; α = 

0.912). Examples of the statements are: “My 

organization has environmental training programs for 

employees”, “In my organization, job descriptions 
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include environmental responsibilities” and “My 

company has variable compensation based on 

environmental performance”. 

The organizational rationale for sustainability (ORS) 

was tested based on a shorter version by Tosti-Kharas 

et al. (2017), whose original formulation comprises 

personal and organizational rationales, based in moral 

or business reasons. This study only tests the 

organizational rationale and the business reasons. The 

scale consists of 4 items (α = 0.740), such as: “My 

organization believes that good environmental 

practices will contribute to its success in the long run” 

and “My organization believes that a good reputation 

for environmental sustainability will appeal to our 

customers and clients”. 

Organisational Identification was measured through 

6 items (α = 0.817), as elaborated by Mael and 

Ashforth (1992). Examples of items are: “When I talk 

about my organization, I usually say ‘we’ rather than 

‘they’” or “When someone praises my organization it 

feels like a personal compliment”. 

Work Engagement (WE) (α = 0.845) was measured 

using the well-known Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 

(UWES). Vigour was assessed in 6 items, examples of 

which are: “At my work, I feel bursting with energy” 

and “When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to 

work”; dedication includes 5 items and examples are: 

“I am enthusiastic about my job” and “My job inspires 

me”; absorption was measured through 6 items, such as 

“I feel happy when I am working intensely” and “When 

I am working, I forget everything else around me”. 

4. Results and Discussion 

The adjusted model is shown in Fig. 2 and 

adjustment quality is present in the “fit” results 

(Cmin/DF = 3.701; CFI = 0.728; RMSEA = 0.099; TLI 

= 0.705). The results in Fig. 2 indicate that green HRM 

practices (which include green hiring, green training 

and green compensation) are those which most 

contribute to work engagement, confirming hypothesis 

1. The most significant practices are green recruitment 

and selection (GRS) (β = .94) and green compensation 

(GC) (β = .90). As the literature attests, organizations 

have to recognize green employee behaviours and 

initiatives, through financial and symbolic rewards, 

and thus render their pro-sustainability objectives 

effective [25]. In the same way, alignment of 

candidates’ environmental values and concerns with 

the purposes of the organization, through green 

selection and recruitment, help to achieve better results 

in implementing an environmental sustainability 

agenda [10]. Green training (GT) (β = .80), however, 

seems to be less significant when compared with the 

other two practices. As was explained in the literature 

review, the results in connection with the impact of 

training are ambiguous, in some cases showing positive 

effects and in others a neutral effect [17, 20-22]. For 

this research, the lesser impact of training may reflect 

the average age of the sample and its reduced seniority, 

thus lining up by default with the ideas of Guerci et al. 

[1], given that young people are naturally “formatted” 

in favour of green practices in the management of 

human resources. 
 

 
Fig. 2  Final model. 

*p =.000 

GRS = green recruitment and selection; GT = green training; GC = green compensation; ORS = Organizational rationale for 

sustainability; GHRM = green human resources management practices; OI = organizational identification; WE = work engagement. 
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Hypothesis 2 is rejected, given that the influence of 

ORS on WE is not only the weakest of the three, but is 

actually negative. This is a surprising result, in that it 

seems to run counter to the existing literature on this 

topic [3, 4]. The rejection of this hypothesis should 

perhaps be seen in a context where interviewees work 

in organizations which in truth do not have an 

organizational rationale for sustainability, or in which 

the business model does not require a clear 

sustainability orientation. Hypothesis 3, which relates 

OI to WE, is proven and provides theoretical support 

for the quality of this research, given that it behaves as 

expected and in a way which is amply supported by the 

literature, including research work which is not “green”. 

It should be noted that demographic variables, used for 

control purposes, have not had any demonstrable effect 

on results. 

5. Conclusion 

The aim of this research work was to analyse which 

factors most influence levels of work engagement in an 

organizational framework of pro-sustainability actions 

and concerns. The results obtained show that 

implementing HRM green practices, especially in 

recruitment and selection and compensation (and, to a 

lesser extent, training), and reinforcing organizational 

identification are stronger determinants of greater work 

engagement than the perception that workers have of 

the importance which their organization attaches to 

sustainability.  

To interpret these results correctly it is necessary to 

place them in the context of the average age of the 

sample, which was made up mostly of millennials. 

Amongst other characteristics, this generation is often 

associated with greater awareness of environmental 

values [39] and a greater need for immediate and 

constant feedback [40]. In order to achieve 

sustainability, in particular in its environmental aspect, 

organizations must redouble their efforts to attract 

candidates whose environmental values and concerns 

are in line with their own (millennials already possess 

these values, making green training redundant), and 

provide effective feedback mechanisms. This may 

involve compensation and benefits schemes which 

incentivize, recognize and reinforce employees’ green 

behaviours and initiatives. 

Contrary to what the literature argues, the results of 

this research fail to confirm the relevance of ORS. 

There are two possible reasons for this discrepancy. On 

the one hand, interviewees may not see how important 

sustainability is for their organization because the 

organization is unable to convey that image internally. 

It does not suffice for sustainability to be written into 

the mission statement or the in-house magazine; an 

effective internal communication strategy is required. 

On the other hand, ORS in this research was checked 

only for business reasons and not for moral reasons (in 

other words, for the value of nature as an end in itself 

and not as a means to an end). Even though one of the 

motivations for firms to adopt pro-sustainability values 

is the expectation that they will obtain direct financial 

benefit from doing so, we may rightly assume that 

millennial interviewees would be more favourably 

impressed if their organizations valued the 

environment of and for itself, regardless of the 

economic benefits they might derive from it. 

This research makes two main contributions to the 

field. In the academic context, it puts the topic of green 

HRM on the map of the Portuguese literature, where 

this focus has hitherto been practically non-existent. 

Portugal is, however, a unique context for examining 

the issue of environmental sustainability in 

organizations, given that environmental concerns, 

which are embodied in legislation and formal 

associations, are a relatively recent phenomenon here 

when compared to countries of northern Europe, and 

are externally driven [41]. In terms of its implications 

for management, this research points above all to the 

need for firms to implement a green human resources 

management system, as well as strategies for 

organizational identification which better reflect 
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pro-sustainability organizational values, with positive 

effects on employee work engagement. 

This research is limited by its exploratory nature and 

its dependence on a particular context, which prevents 

generalization of its conclusions. Future research may 

explore the impact of other green HRM practices (such 

as performance appraisal) in work engagement and 

include the moral aspect in surveying the perceived 

organisational rationale for sustainability.  
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