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Abstract 

 

In a changing and increasingly complex labor market, affected by growing expectations in terms 

of sustainability, an aging and fragmented workforce and a worrying scarcity of skilled 

employees, Sustainable HRM has emerged as an approach to managing people inside firms. 

Through the adoption of Sustainable HRM practices organizations are in fact able to not simply 

comply with stakeholders expectations, but possibly exploit them as a strategic tool to gain 

competitiveness in face of changing markets. 

It therefore becomes relevant to analyze which practices in particular can influence 

attractiveness of employers and serve as a competitive advantage in talents’ attraction, from a 

Sustainable HRM point of view. Accordingly, the scope of this thesis is to conduct a survey, 

with the guide of what literature indicates as the most relevant practices and activities that firms 

apply relating to a sustainable management of the workforce, to analyze what are the 

preferences of individuals pertaining to these matters. So as to identify which are the factors 

that characterize an employer as appealing for the labor market. The methodology consisted in 

creating a framework of reference of practices drawing these from literature, differentiating 

between three bundle of practices firms adopt and apply in managing human resources: 

attraction, retaining and maintaining and developing. Further selecting among these practices 

and developing a survey to study the preferences of individuals among different dimensions of 

sustainability, specifically comparing social and environmental practices, different bundles (the 

attraction, maintenance or development ones) and different characteristics and values of 

individuals. Developing a study on what may affect such preferences and inquire whether 

Sustainable HRM can ultimately represent a tool for talents’ attraction by corporations. 
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Introduction 

 

Due to the importance of effectively managing people inside organizations becoming a 

central focus in the last decades, going more recently hand in hand with the growing relevance 

adopted by sustainability, a growing interest in Sustainable HRM has flourished (Zaugg et al., 

2001). With an intensification of the debate regarding sustainability initiated by the Brundtland 

report (De Vos and Van der Heijden, 2017) and the forces affecting the war for talent acting as 

drivers towards a growing pressure for competitiveness among organizations in the attraction 

of a skilled workforce, different in fact were the factors that brought along a scrutiny in HR-

related sustainability. Overall looking to inquire through this paper what are the elements that 

drive individual choices, relating to Sustainable HRM. In more detail, which are those factors 

that can make companies attractive in face of the labour market? What are the activities and 

standards relating to Sustainable Human Resource Management, that companies can apply? 

Not only to comply with the regulations which are being imposed upon them by the government 

and legislators, but more in general to analyze what are the elements a firm can leverage on to 

build a competitive advantage in attracting talent. This becomes particularly relevant in what 

can be defined as an aging and increasingly fragmented labor market, where skilled employees 

are scarce and difficult to attract and later retain. 

The current analysis will thus focus on the recall of the role of sustainability and CSR 

not only as a reaction to external pressures, but rather as a strategic tool for firms to gain 

competitiveness in face of changing markets, through the recognition of the strategic value they 

can bring. Focusing then on the the role of HRM and its relevance in the pursuit of CSR goals 

inside of companies, with the emergence of Sustainable HRM as a crucial topic for companies. 

What we are although going to analyze is what can characterize those companies that can be 

considered appealing in face of the workforce, through a detailed analysis of which sustainable 

practices and activities attract workers. This will be done through the adoption of a Triple 

Bottom Line approach that takes into consideration different dimensions of sustainability, in 

the creation of a more-comprehensive framework literature has failed to investigate that also 

distinguishes, departing from literature’s suggestions, activities adopted for the attraction, 

motivation and lastly the development of talent.  

Chapter 1 will be focused on developing an understanding on Sustainable Development 

and the critical role played by firms in it. Together with exploring some of the numerous factors 

which contributed to the evolution of the issue, looking into the role played by sustainability 
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expanded to Human Resource Management. Especially  focusing in the last part of the chapter 

on the ‘war for talent’ which is affecting organizations and the workforce, making it 

increasingly difficult for firms to acquire the skilled talent they need.  

Chapter 2 centers in turn on the development of HRM in literature and the emergence 

of Sustainable HRM: building a theoretical overview of Sustainable HRM development. 

Departing in this way from a Strategic HRM perspective, which represented the mainstream 

thinking in the last decades and has as its focus the contribution of Human Resource 

Management to fiancial results and the returns provided to shareholders. Moving towards to a 

broader context of HRM in a light of sustainability, pursuing positive outcomes in all three 

aspects of the Triple Bottom Line (Kramar,2022 and Stankevičiūtė and Savanevičienė, 2018), 

not with the mere and unique objective of maximizing shareholders’ returns anymore.  

At this point, having analyzed the theoric basis underlying our research topic, we are 

able to move on to developing a framework of practices that can allows us to confront individual 

preferences, to then be able to develop our empyrical analysis in Chapter 4. Chapter 3 consists 

exactly in this: building a framework of reference to develop tour survey. Attaining from 

available literature and distinguishing among different bundles of practices. Extrapolating from 

this analysis the final output for the practices of Sustainable HRM to be presented to 

respondents and investigated in the questionnaire. 

Chapter 4 finally consists in the empyrical part of the present work, studying the 

attitudes of individuals towards Sustainable HRM practices. After having developed the 

research questions to inquire, with the support of existing research, a questionnaire was in fact 

developed to serve as the basis of our study, followed by the analysis of the data obtained from 

it. The latter consisted first on an initial presentation of descriptive statistics obtained from the 

sample, to contribute to the initial research questions posed regarding the general attitudes on 

the issue. This was followed by the creation of a regression model to analyze the relevant factors 

influencing individuals’ perception (or rather organizational attraction) and active interest (or 

job pursuit intention) towards a firm adopting different Sustainable HRM practices. While a 

cluster analysis was lastly developed to investigate the existance of different subgroups among 

individuals which may  take contrasting stances towards such practices, in function of their 

preferences on Sustainable HRM. 

The study concludes in Chapter 5 to report all relevant results obtained and the possible 

limitations affecting the present work. 
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Chapter 1. The Relevance of Sustainability 

Sustainability is a relevant subject in nowadays’ environment and has become a matter 

in which companies have increasingly started to focus at the core of their strategic objectives. 

For this reason, before conducting our analysis, delving into Sustainability inside of firms and, 

more particularly, to be able to investigate which Sustainable Human Resource Management 

practices may contribute to attract individuals to organizations, it is important to first understand 

why talking about sustainability is significant. What this chapter wishes to do is in fact 

developing an analysis of what made sustainability and Sustainable Development a stringent 

focus and a target for countries and organizations worldwide.  

In its first section the present chapter concentrates on the beginning steps of Sustainable 

Development, highlighting the role of the Brundtland Report in gaining conscience on the need 

to adopt a development model that may take into consideration the incumbent environmental 

challenges and threats affecting our World. The focus will then move on to the relevant role 

organizations play into the issue of sustainability and what are those factors and trends that 

contribute to make it such a pressing matter for firms. Starting in fact from the adoption of 

Sustainable Development Goals by the U.N., the focus will expand to the importance played 

by the evolution of stakeholders’ and legislators’ understanding of corporate responsibility, 

which has evolved from mere economic ends to broader and more inclusive social and 

environmental issues. All this has been although accompanied by a parallel yet voluntary push 

towards integrated reporting that has been affecting firms. The adoption of sustainable practices 

and strategies starts in fact to be seen not only as a mere compliance to external expectations, 

but as a tool for organizations to gain an additional advantage. The section (1.1) concludes 

therefore, in support of such argumentation, with an overview of the potential benefits for listed 

and non-listed companies which may result from turning towards sustainable efforts. 

All of this plays in accordance with the overall intent of this thesis: to analyze 

sustainability not only in light of  the constraints and obligations imposed to firms by multiple 

and complementary factors. But rather to perceive it as an opportunity and a tool to exploit to 

gain a competitive advantage. In light of all afore-mentioned aspects, the second part of this 

chapter (section 1.2) stems from this concept, spreading in this way the topic to analyze the 

relevance of sustainability in Human Resource Management. With HRM gaining relevance, a 

sustainable approach to it becomes in fact inevitably discussed. And, with Sustainable HRM 

emerging as a new approach to people-management (Stankevičiūtė and Savanevičienė, 2018), 
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firms are being forced to start looking at HRM in lights of sustainability, trying to pursue 

positive outcomes in light of a Triple Bottom line approach (Kramar, 2022). 

In the last part of the chapter (1.3) the relevance played into the topic by the ‘war for 

talent’ (Chambers et al., 1998) eventually becomes central. Analyzing its characteristics, from 

its origins to the trends that have been adding fuel to the fire, and the importance played by 

talent in organizational competitive advantage. Highlighting the significance of being able to 

attract, and maintain through time, a skilled workforce that has been affecting corporations in 

the last decades and which justify the present study. The discussion at last aims towards an 

analysis of how the expectations of the young and future workforce play into it, making light 

in this way into the role of sustainability and Sustainable HRM practices as a leverage for firms 

to pursue. Making us understand the relevance of adopting Sustainable HRM and how a focus 

of corporations on sustainability can contribute in their efforts to win this strenuous war that 

has relentlessly been affecting the labour market. 

1.1 An Introduction to Sustainability Relevance inside of Firms 

The term “Sustainable Development” was first popularized in 1987 by the World 

Commission on Economic Development (WCED) in the now most-known Brundtland Report, 

which was the precursor in highlighting the stringent need humanity was facing to adopt an 

improved development model. Popularizing in fact the concept of Sustainable Development 

(SD), the Report wanted to promote how crucial it is to foster a model of growth that may allow 

humankind to satisfy the needs of current generations without, in the meantime, having to 

compromise the possibility of future generations to satisfy their own (Brundtland, 1987). The 

World is in fact facing stringent critical issues, which have not stopped from aggravating since 

the Report was first issued, due to the growth path mankind has been following. Over the last 

decades we have indeed been assisting to the challenges imposed by Climate Change, such as 

the degradation of our planet’s living conditions, a decreasing availability of raw materials for 

mankind and a global footprint which has become increasingly worrying (Du Pisani, 2006).  

For all these reasons, Sustainable Development advocates for an urgent need of adopting an 

integrated approach which may allow us to conjugate economic growth with the issues imposed 

by Climate Change. Providing in this way a framework of reference that jointly takes into 

consideration environmental concerns and economic development strategies.11 In this scenario, 

ever since the 20th century, sustainability has therefore relentlessly been transforming further 

 
1 https://www.un.org/en/academic-impact/sustainability 

https://www.un.org/en/academic-impact/sustainability
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into both a focus and a target for countries and organizations worldwide, in this common effort 

to try and conjugate economic development with the climate crisis our planet is facing. 

Building from this, the adoption in 2015 of the United Nations’ Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) more recently accompanied and fueled the issue. Addressing the 

challenges humanity needs to face, in fact, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development has 

been serving as a guideline for world-wide economies and economic entities towards the path 

of Sustainable Development (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). The Goals, set out 

through measurable targets, demand greater worldwide cooperation and are meant to guide 

governments’ decisions in facing the challenges brought by the insurance of an environmental, 

social, and economical Sustainable Development (Choi et al., 2016 in Gusmão Caiado et al., 

2019). The enforcement of the SDGs, making such need for an evolution towards a sustainable 

path an incrementally pressing issue for firms, has thus been playing in support of a Triple 

Bottom Line concept that also spread to corporations. Encouraging (or rather forcing) in this 

way firms to focus on “not just [..] the economic value that they add, but also on the 

environmental and social value that they add – or destroy” (Elkington, 2004 in Henriques and 

Richardson, 2004 p.3). The rampant and in parallel debate of the relevance of sustainability of 

firms has been in fact soaring, recognizing these as crucial entities that do play a “pivotal role” 

(Nicolò et al., 2023 p.829) in the contribution to Sustainable Development. Thus, to be able to 

move towards a development which is truly sustainable, in which “environmental, social, and 

economic concerns must be integrated throughout decision making processes” (Emas, 2015 p.3) 

firms act as crucial contributors.  

But the factors which over the last decades have at once contributed to make 

progressively tangible the relevance of organizational sustainability have been multiple and 

complementary. What we have been witnessing over the last decades are thus different and 

interdependent trends that added on to the perception of a sense of urgency: an urgency for a 

shift of firms towards the adoption of sustainable business strategies2 and practices. And the 

main underlying factor which heavily affected the issue can especially be found in how all 

different groups of enterprises’ stakeholders have become subject to growing direct and indirect 

expectations. Expectations which were brought, according to Hirsig et al. (2014), by the recent 

changes that have been affecting the global business environment, an increased consciousness 

relating to sustainability and the current trends towards sustainable investments. The perception 

of the responsibilities organizations play into the broader society has been in fact transforming 

 
2 https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/what-is-the-triple-bottom-line 

https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/what-is-the-triple-bottom-line
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from being limited to the mere end of generating profits, towards a more inclusive and broad 

set of responsibilities for the firms: the generation of shared value (Latapí Agudelo et al., 2019).  

Concurrently being influenced and accompanied by such increasing stakeholders’ pressure on 

the matter, another of these trends is then represented by the current wave of requests directed 

to firms coming from lawmakers. In a push from the latter towards the adoption of corporate 

non-financial reporting, this has thereof increasingly been legislated and made mandatory for 

firms all over the World. With the issuing of the first Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 

guidelines in 2000 and the first draft of the Integrated Reporting Framework (IRF) in 2003, we 

have indeed been witnessing proofs of increased requests from legislators, which are now 

demanding companies to disclose information that does not merely concern financial outcomes 

anymore, but which also relates to environmental and social issues. This, together with an 

increased subsequent legislative attention put on Corporate Social Responsibility (Leyens, 2018 

and Lin, 2020) as “the responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on society” (CEE, 2011 

p.2), has then clearly been leading to a resulting shift of firms towards mandatory sustainable 

efforts. So, with ever-increasing external expectations for firms to be more socially responsible 

in their operations, through Corporate Social Responsibility organizations have actively been 

taking responsibility for the impacts they generate on the environment and society, aligning in 

this way their strategies with sustainability goals. Fostering thus the shift of organizations 

towards sustainable efforts and entailing for the management of enterprises a broadening of 

focus in the aim for a good performance, which should be looked at and achieved 

simultaneously at three different levels. Going back once again to the importance of adopting a 

sustainable path which supports (in a Triple Bottom Line concept) the economic, social and 

environmental performances of a firm, which taken together represent the three pillars of 

sustainability (ILO, 2007 in Ehnert et al., 2014), that become concurrently relevant for 

organizations. 

On the flip side of the coin, these pending expectations of stakeholders also translated 

from firms into voluntary internal pushes towards the adoption of integrated reporting, in a form 

that may actually provide insight to both internal and external stakeholders on the economic, 

social and environmental impact of an organization (Crous et al, 2022), even beyond what is 

mandated for them. Specifically because these efforts towards the adoption of sustainable 

strategies and practices, in turn, can be seen as not only mere compliances, but rather as tools 

which can bring additional tangible advantages for firms. And all these potential benefits firms 

may face thanks to the adoption of sustainable strategies and practices are important to analyze, 

and will be summed up in Table 1. 
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In fact, although sustainability practices tend to be more commonly adopted by large companies 

rather than SMEs (82% of big Italian enterprises compared to 36% of small ones, according to 

ISTAT, 2023a), reported performance benefits for sustainability-oriented firms are many, even 

for smaller companies. Not only firms that present high ratings for CSR and environmental, 

social, and governance (ESG) factors report lower costs of debt and equity and tend to 

outperform the market in the medium and long term (Deutsche Bank, 2012); they are also 

characterized by 3.7 times higher average operating margins compared to lower ESG 

performers (Accenture, 2020) and tend to “score 2.6x higher on total shareholder return (TSR) 

than medium performers” (Accenture, 2021 p.5). Sustainability practices can therefore be 

accountable for better financial performances, even in terms of stock market returns, with 

highly-sustainable companies significantly outperforming low sustainability companies over 

the long term (Eccles et al., 2014). The advantages of adopting sustainable practices are 

although not limited to the present: in a recent IBM’s study (2022), most executives were 

reported to also agree on the fact that sustainability investments will induce better business 

results in the next 5 years. While investors believe that ESG programs will be contributing more 

shareholder value in five years than today (Mckinsey, 2020). All of this eventually signaling 

how stakeholders expect companies to place importance on sustainability, actually reward those 

that do and anticipate to continue rewarding them in the medium and long term. 

But the benefits stemming from the adoption of sustainability practices are, as said, not limited 

to listed companies: they also have been reported for SMEs. For SMEs developing 

sustainability strategies in fact, according to SDA Bocconi School of Management’s 

Sustainability Lab survey (2022), among those questioned almost 8 out of 10 report improved 

employees’ satisfaction levels, while 7 out of 10 also disclose improved customer satisfaction. 

On top of that “64% [claim having] increased operational efficiency, 60% to have gained 

market share, or obtained access to new markets (54%) and developed/acquired/consolidated 

their competitive advantage (50%)”, have “access to better insurance conditions (47%), and 

better credit conditions (43%)” (p.19). On a broader concept, all firms with high levels of 

sustainability also show increased workers’ productivity (+10,2%) compared to those which do 

not adopt sustainability practices, with “a sustainability premium” that seems to increase in 

parallel with the environmental and social sustainability levels of the firm (ISTAT, 2019 p.53). 
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Table 1. Benefits related to the adoption of sustainable strategies and practices for organizations. 

All these data reveal therefore not only the existence of a positive relationship between 

sustainable practices and levels of productivity (expressed in terms of value added per worker), 

but also that most firms adopting sustainable practices can enjoy a series of benefits in terms of 

performance, whether these may be organizational, reputational, economic or competitive 

(SDA Bocconi, 2022). This adds on to all the advantages the adoption of sustainable strategies 

can bring for firms, not merely in compliance to external expectations anymore, but also given 

the tangible benefits these can bring. Which translates in the opportunity to adopt the related 

practices also due to an active choice on the matter: to grasp their competitive potential. 

Listed 

companies 

o Highly-sustainable companies appear to significantly outperform low-sustainability firms 

in terms of stock market returns over the long term. (Eccles et al., 2014)  

o High ratings for CSR and ESG factors are related to lower cost of debt and equity.  

(Deutsche Bank, 2012) 

o Higher ESG performers show:  

▪ 3.7 times higher average operating margins compared to lower ESG performers. 

(Accenture, 2020) 

▪ 2.6x higher Total Shareholder Return (TSR) compared to medium performers.  

(Accenture, 2021) 

o ESG programs’ contribution to shareholder value will be higher in 5 years than today, 

according to investors. (Mckinsey, 2020) 

o Executives agree sustainability investments will contribute to create improved business 

results in the next 5 years. (IMB, 2022) 

SMEs o Within firms adopting sustainable strategies and practices:  

▪ 8 out of 10 report better employees’ satisfaction levels (SDA Bocconi, 2022) 

▪ 7 out of 10 report improved customer satisfaction. (SDA Bocconi, 2022) 

▪ 64% report increased operational efficiency, 60% to have gained market share, 54% to 

have obtained access to new markets and 50% to have developed, acquired or 

consolidated their competitive advantage. (SDA Bocconi, 2022) 

▪ 47% report benefits on access to improved insurance conditions and 43% better credit 

conditions. (SDA Bocconi, 2022) 

o Highly-sustainable firms show a 10,2% increase in workers’ productivity compared to 

companies that don’t adopt sustainability practices. (ISTAT, 2019) 
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1.2 Sustainability as a competitive advantage, spreading to HRM 

Corporate Sustainable Development initiatives have therefore, as analyzed, become 

business imperatives and addressing climate concerns has become a pressing issue for 

organizations, affecting all industries. In this light, businesses are indeed actively trying to 

capture the value created by this push for sustainability, which can deliver greater prosperity 

for firms, while also designing organizations to last.3 The focus of this thesis is in fact that it is 

necessary to point out how sustainability must not only be seen as a tool to provide new 

solutions, making economic systems and organizations more viable in the long term and less 

impacting on society and its well-being (Ehnert et al., 2014). It is relevant to be reminded that 

sustainability can be looked at as an overall concept that can allow firms to gain a competitive 

advantage in face of changing markets (Schnietz and Epstein, 2005; Wahba, 2008).  

As it has been thoroughly looked into (see, for example Hart, 1997 and Porter and Kramer, 

2006), also Corporate Social Responsibility can represent a powerful source of competitive 

advantage and innovation for organizations, and should not merely be perceived as a tool of 

compliance with stakeholders’ expectations. Precisely for these reasons, most businesses “have 

recognized the importance of CSR either as a reaction from pressures from its stakeholders and 

the civil society [but also] based on the recognition of the strategic value of CSR” (Hirsig et al., 

2014 p.137). Accordingly, the notion of sustainability is attracting increasing interest in the 

fields of organizations, which are focusing on Corporate Sustainability as a complex and multi-

faceted construct that covers environmental, social and economical organizational outcomes 

(Hahn and Figge, 2011). And the attention on the matter more recently spread to Human 

Resource Management (Ehnert, 2006; Ehnert and Harry, 2012).  

With the topic of Human Resource Management becoming increasingly important and 

analyzed in the last decade (Ehnert et al., 2014), the relevance of sustainability in HRM, tied to 

themes of CSR, is consequently soaring as a “new approach to people management with the 

focus on long-term human resource development, regeneration, and renewal” (Stankevičiūtė 

and Savanevičienė, 2018 p. 1). Firms are thus starting to also look into a broader context of 

HRM in light of sustainability, pursuing positive outcomes in all three aspects of the Triple 

Bottom Line (Kramar, 2022). With a sustainable approach to HRM developing (in line with the 

broader concept of sustainability) not only due to the increasing discussion the Brundtland 

Report brought - in highlighting the need of a future development which may take into account 

sustainability and the reducing resources our planet is facing - or to all the afore-mentioned 

 
3 https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/climate-change-sustainability 

https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/climate-change-sustainability
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aspects, but also given global limits are increasingly impacting the restrictions businesses must 

face (Ehnert and Harry, 2012). Encouraging in this way firms to have a proactive role in the 

control of their impacts (especially in the long term) on the natural, social and human 

environment they affect (Ehnert et al., 2014), and making it relevant for companies to integrate 

sustainable practices and principles into their management of Human Resources. Also due to 

the significant role HR functions play inside of organizations in the communication, 

implementation and promotion of CSR goals through sustainable HRM practices (Jang and 

Ardichvili, 2020). With all this leading to a broader understanding and acknowledgement of the 

role of HRM in making organizations not only economically and socially but also ecologically 

sustainable and responsible.  

But what makes Sustainable HRM so relevant in nowadays working environments is an 

important topic to look into, to understand more deeply why the issue has become central in 

recent Human Resources literature. One focal point that underlies its relevance, and is 

particularly important to delve into, is what has been referred to as the ‘war for talent’, which 

is affecting firms and their strategies. The trends, mutations and challenges the global market 

is facing from both the part of employees and employers are in fact different and numerous. In 

this, the relevance of sustainability extended to HRM practices, has particularly arisen due to 

the present conditions firms need to face.  

1.3 The War For Talent – A Crucial Contributor to the Issue  

Different are the factors which have been feeding the soil of what has been identified as 

an increasingly harsh war for talent. Not only are we facing a shortage of labour resources, a 

scarceness (or lack thereof) of competent and committed people available and a coinciding 

increasingly competitive and diverse labour market (Ehnert, 2009); all these are also 

accompanied by an “increased demand for skilled employees” from organizations (Backes-

Gellner, 2004 p.218). In this, skilled employees have always been important for the competitive 

advantage of firms, but have become even more so in the last decades.  

The discussion of the “war for talent” companies are facing was first brought to light in 

1998 by McKinsey & Company, which in their Report started the debate on the fact that “better 

talent is worth fighting for” (Chambers et al., 1998 p. 45). In their study, the management-

consulting world-renowned firm cried out the compelling need organizations faced of availing 

of superior talent. Especially in what was, and still is today, a multicultural and technologically 

advancing World, where job mobility is constantly increasing and switching employer is made 



SUSTAINABLE HRM: ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES TO ATTRACT EMPLOYEES IN THE WAR FOR TALENT 

 

15 

 

easier, becomes then crucial to avail of “more sophisticated talent” (p.47). Yet, the difficulties 

companies were actually instead having (at the turn of the millennium) in attracting and 

retaining such individuals turned into what was described as an actual ‘war’ for it, due to a 

market characterized by increasingly complex economic demands. Mckinsey were therefore at 

the time among the first making clear, in an almost prophetic manner, how “Superior talent 

[would] be tomorrow’s prime source of competitive advantage” (p.48), pointing out in this how 

the power of creating and constantly refining a superior employee value proposition played an 

essential role in this war for talent which was affecting employers. But the issue has not stopped 

being relevant since.  

Beechler and Woodward (2009) and Ehnert (2006) did not fail to point out how different 

are in fact the factors still contributing to the creation of a fast-changing and complex global 

environment for companies, which are intensely trying to attract, retain and motivate, while 

also developing talents. As a matter of fact, with an increase in the retirement age and a decrease 

of younger workforce availability, brought by increased lifespans, lower birth rates and 

consistently high rates of youth unemployment, especially in Developed Countries (Truxillo 

and Fraccaroli, 2013), the market is forced to face an ageing workforce. Such demographic 

forces consequently create a dramatic shift in the age distribution of the population and result 

in elders remaining in the workforce for longer (Beechler and Woodward, 2009). Changes are 

then also brought by globalization and the consequent reduction of barriers, thanks to a decrease 

in legal and regulatory obstacles. This, resulting in the economic integration and increased 

competition among countries the last decades have been witnessing, has also had a profound 

impact on the labour supply and talent war (Beechler and Woodwar, 2009). On top of this, with 

a working environment characterized by “more knowledge intensive contents of work, rapid 

technological changes, constant innovations, and more flexible workplaces and time schedules” 

(De Vos and Van der Heijden, 2017 p.42), globalization and ongoing technological innovation 

have been fostering another pending issue: the need for substituting unskilled labour with 

skilled labour resources. And yet, both advanced and developing economies are facing 

shortfalls in the amounts of educated and skilled workers needed. Anticipating in fact in its 

study a relevant labour shortage of college-educated workers for the future, Mckinsey (2017) 

predicts companies will to not be able to fill one each ten roles needed, and less likely to fill it 

with skilled-enough employees, or “top talent” (p.1). On top of this, a more diverse workforce, 

with a high variety of cultural backgrounds and an increased presence of women make any one-

size-fits-all approach “ineffective in terms of meeting the real needs” of the multiplicity of 

categories of employees (Darcy et al., 2012 p.1) which compose the labor market. And all these, 
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together with higher stress levels and the general strains put on employees are just some of the 

issues companies are facing. So not only the issue has not stopped being relevant but, according 

also to Ehnert (2009), such demographic developments, the internationalization and 

globalization, taken together with the scarce quality that is afflicting some educational systems 

have instead actually been exacerbating the war for talent. We are in presence of an ever 

increasing demand for skilled labour, while its supply has been steadily decreasing and has been 

characterized by a scarcity of highly qualified employees (Dupont et al., 2013), making the 

issue very real still nowadays. 

In light of all these trends and looking then at recent data elaborated by different 

organizations, it appears clear that sustainability can be used as a leverage for firms in an effort 

to win the war for talent affecting the labor market. As a matter of fact, employees' expectations 

are now departing from mere financial compensation, which is not the factor most influencing 

today’s talent market anymore (IBM Institute for Business Value, 2021a). Talents are rather 

deeply attracted to firms with a strong stance on sustainability “for reasons such as aligned 

values, pride in the organization they work for, and a feeling of being cared for” (Chapman CG, 

2022). Confirmed by the fact that 3 out of 4 employees report to be more likely to apply for a 

job with companies engaged in sustainability and many actually specifically state to look for 

such organizations when changing jobs (Stepstone, 2023). Almost half of the full potential 

workforce is then willing to accept a lower salary to work for a company they believe to be 

either socially or environmentally sustainable (IBM Institute for Business Value, 2021b).  

This shift is even clearer in younger generations, with many Gen Zs and millennials making 

career decisions based on personal values, often turning down employers' offers which do not 

align with them. With the majority of Gen Zs (55%) and Millennials (54%) stating to research 

the environmental impact and policies of an employer before accepting a job from them 

(Deloitte, 2023), employers are actively recognizing such issues and understand how crucial 

the adoption of ethical and sustainable practices are in the attraction of younger talents. In fact, 

whilst 49% of Gen Z refuses to work for a firm which is not making proactive efforts to be 

more sustainable, 42% would not even be willing to accept a job for a company whose values 

on environmental and social issues do not align with theirs (Randstad, 2023)! Younger 

generations are thus increasingly unwilling to give up on their ideals and are at the same time 

empowered by skills shortages to look for jobs that also offer non-financial sources of 

fulfillment, with the desire to contribute to society driving job satisfaction (Global Energy 

Talent Index Report, 2023). Meanwhile, those who are happy with their employers’ societal 
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and environmental impacts and their efforts to create a diverse and inclusive culture, are more 

likely to want to stay with their employer in the long term (Deloitte, 2022).  

This makes us realize how currently relevant the adoption of Sustainable HRM inside 

of firms is, and how companies that are focused on sustainability and social responsibility can  

“attract purpose-driven employees” (IBM Institute for Business Value 2021a, p.7), given 

sustainability concerns are shown to actively impact workforce’s (and especially youngsters’) 

decision-making and retention. With individuals desiring to constitute part of an inclusive and 

diverse workplace, which commits to environmental and social sustainability practices that 

align with their values, firms are starting to realize its relevance in such a harsh war for talent. 

Organizations are thus increasingly understanding sustainability’s worth not only relating to 

competitiveness and reputation, but also as a “leverage” to the end of attracting, retaining and 

developing workforce (SHRM, 2011): with the crucial role the HR function entails. 

But, what are we referring to when we talk about Sustainable HRM? And what are the 

implications that adopting HRM practices tied to sustainability notions can bring? It is essential 

to develop an understanding of the development of Human Resource Management in literature 

and more particularly where the notion of Sustainable HRM developed and stemmed from, 

which will be the focus of the upcoming chapter. Clarifying in this way firstly its main 

differences with previously-developed notions of HRM, to have a clearer view of what this 

concept implies for organizations. Building at last a deeper awareness of which are the 

practices, pointed out by previous authors, companies are adopting and which will be further 

investigated later on in our analysis. 
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Chapter 2. Sustainable HRM Development in Literature. 

Before analyzing individuals’ preferences among different practices that relate to 

Sustainable HRM, it is important to gain some knowledge on why it is relevant to talk about 

Human Resource Management, developing an understanding of how literature ended up with 

the concepts that this analysis is based upon. 

The first part of Chapter 2 (section 2.1) consists in getting in this way a basic timeframe 

for the knowledge of HRM development. From its birth as an academic discipline and its 

definition (in what can be defined as a more ‘modern’ and inclusive conception), towards the 

analysis of its relevance. The latter will be done especially presenting the resource-based view 

of the firm (through the theories of Barney, 1991 and McMahan, 1992), highlighting how the 

very same was crucial in explaining the workforce’s role in granting a competitive advantage 

for organizations (Wright et al., 2001). 

From such conceptualization departs the second section of the chapter (2.2), which will explain 

how those of Strategic HRM were the principles that dominated literature of Human Resource 

Management in the last decades. After pointing out its features, the chapter moves on in fact to 

its purposes and, consequently, its lacks in what is an ever changing business environment. 

What is then represented by the third and last part of this chapter (2.3) will move on in 

explaining how the lacks that affect the Strategic HRM approach could be obviated, overruling 

it as a dominant approach. What was in fact able to emerge as a succeeding state in the tradition 

of HRM thinking was exactly the Sustainable model. Sustainable HRM departs in this way 

from Strategic HRM as a new approach to people management (Kramar, 2022), creating HRM 

systems “that simultaneously help a firm achieve its environmental, social and economic goals” 

(Taylor and Lewis, 2014 p.297).  

The present chapter allows us to finally have, as the basis of our upcoming analysis, a 

theoretical overview of what led to the development and spread of Sustainable HRM practices 

in organizational and academic settings. 

2.1 The Relevance of Human Resource Management for Entities 

To develop an understanding of the topic, it is first important to acknowledge what 

Human Resource Management is. According to Kaufman (2007) even though its existence “as 

a generic activity involving the management of other people’s labor in production” can be 

attributed to the entirety of human history (p. 24), the birth of Human Resource functions inside 

organizations is quite more recent and first stems from the late 19th century, with the rise of 
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modern industry. Even so, Human Resource Management as an academic discipline only started 

affirming some time later and more specifically from the mid-20th century, when the 

distinguished works of McGregor (1960) and Strauss and Sayles (1960), among many others, 

were able to deeply influence this field of study. The authors played in fact a big role in the 

recognition of HRM’s relevance, highlighting the need organizations faced to develop an 

approach in the management of their human resources that was strategic and may have taken 

into account both individual and organizational goals. So, at the time, the importance of human 

resources as crucial assets for firms, with the potential to give companies “a competitive 

advantage in the global marketplace” (Taylor et al., 1996 p.979) started to be acknowledged.  

Yet, to keep it in a more recent perspective and give it a definition, Human Resource 

Management has recently been more specifically defined by Kramar (2014) that expanded the 

issue from its initial, rather simplistic definitions to a more inclusive and clearly-defined 

concept. Kramar, in fact, departing from earlier constructs of HRM that identified it with the 

practices adopted by firms in the management of their employees (see, for example Boxall and 

Purcell, 2008), rather indicated it as a “broad term [referring] to the activities associated with 

the management of the people who do the work of organisations” (Kramar, 2014 p.1075). The 

range of individuals considered, which firms must manage and look after as the recipient of 

their HRM practices and activities, becomes in this way extended beyond those covered by 

contracts of employment with the organization. The modern concept rather includes thereof 

many distinctive figures which are still relevant for firms’ success, such as subcontractors, 

consultants, suppliers and different individuals who simultaneously come into the picture and 

are tied to the organization, even if through non-employment contracts (Kramar, 2014). Careers 

management becomes in this way applicable to all those “individuals being part of the 

workforce, with peripheral and external workers being no exception, and regardless of the type 

of contract they have” (De Vos and Van der Heijden, 2017 p.47).  

In conclusion, the “management of work and people towards [its] desired ends”, according to 

the definition of HRM by Boxall et al. (2007, p.7), is for any organization both an inevitable 

and a fundamental activity, which has always existed but started to receive attention in literature 

only in the last decades. 

What served as a focal point of reference in explaining the role of people, and therefore 

this essentiality of Human Resource Management, in granting a competitive advantage 

sustained in time for organizations was the resource-based view of the firm. Such theory started 

to be looked into, fostering the attention towards HRM by researchers and served as a point of 
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reference for the development of Strategic Human Resource Management, which is appointed 

by many as the predecessor of Sustainable HRM (for e.g. in De Prins et al., 2014; Kramar, 

2022; Stankevičiūtė and Savanevičienė, 2018). 

A focal contributor to these developments was Barney (1991) who, in his conceptualization of 

the resource-based theory, pointed out how firms can achieve a competitive advantage and 

maintain it in time (creating therefore a sustained advantage) through the implementation of 

value-creating strategies that are both not being implemented by other competitors and difficult 

to duplicate. The resource-based view asserts therefore that the resources a company avails, or 

is “endowed” (p.116) of, do hold the potential of sustained competitive advantages. But this 

can happen only if such resources the company possesses and is able to exploit are valuable, 

rare, non-substitutable, and inimitable. Only then these can be strategic, allowing such 

realization of a sustained competitive advantage. Wright and McMahan (1992, in App et al., 

2012), expanding this conceptualization and moving into our focus of interest, argued therefore 

how human resources can have the potential to be sources of such sustained competitive 

advantage. So, given HRM practices are not easily transferable (because they are firm specific 

and adapted to the circumstances of an organization) these could not be copied, preventing a 

firm from losing the competitive advantage which may derive from them (Wright et al., 2001). 

Consequently, the “growing acceptance of internal resources as sources of competitive 

advantage” was able to bring legitimacy to the important strategic role which people play in 

firm’s success (Wright et al., 2001 p.701). Also Lado an Wilson (1994), applying the resource-

based theory of the firm to HRM, added in fact to the theory suggesting how human resource 

systems can actually contribute to a sustained competitive advantage. In this way “facilitating 

the development of competencies that are firm specific, produce complex social relationships, 

are embedded in a firm's history and culture, and generate tacit organizational knowledge" 

(Lado and Wilson, 1994 p. 699).  

Departing from these concepts, Taylor et al. (1996) identified the role of “human 

organization [..] as a key differentiator between corporate winners and losers” in the 21st 

century (Taylor et al., 1996 p.980), endorsing its relevance as a critical factor to manage by 

organizations. We can therefore understand why HRM is relevant in the achievement of a 

sustained competitive advantage, that can allow organizations to emerge. But, notwithstanding 

such affirmations, we are reminded that to reach such conditions “employees must be both 

highly skilled and motivated - that is, [it is essential to dispose of] a high-quality workforce” 

(App et al., 2012 p.264) and it is essential for HRM competencies to “be constantly developed 

and converted into competitive advantages” (Zaugg and Thom, 2002). It has therefore been 
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made extensivly clear and established by literature how the HRM function and its activities 

may represent a factor that can allow an organization to outperform its competitors. One that is 

important to analyze and monitor. 

Understanding in this way the relevance of internal factors of firms, and in particular 

Human Resources, for a company’s success (Ehnert, 2009) and recognizing the importance of 

people-management, we are able to understand how “an increasing strategic importance is 

placed on human resource management” (Zaugg et al., 2001 p. 9). Departing from such bases, 

Strategic HRM (SHRM) started therefore to develop in the 1970s and 80s, also as a reaction to 

an “increasingly turbulent and fast-changing, uncertain environment”, which was at that time 

bringing uncertainty to global markets (Kramar, 2014 p. 1069).  

2.2 Mainstream Thinking and the Strategic Model to HRM. 

The principles of Strategic HRM (SHRM) were what dominated HRM literature during 

the last decades, more particularly from the 1980s, representing the mainstream thinking in the 

discipline (De Prins et al., 2014 p.267). SHRM emerged in fact adopting as a focus all those 

HR strategies which companies adopt and design, trying to “measure their impact on the 

performance” (Boxall et al., 2007 p.3). 

What first marked the cornerstone for the development of Strategic HRM was Walker’s 

(1978) suggestion for the need to create a link among a firm’s business strategy and human 

resource planning. This was more certainly defined by Devanna, Fombrum and Tichy (1981), 

whose article contributed the foundation of this subfield of HRM, deeply exploring the 

relationship among organizational strategy and HRM (Wright et al., 2001; Allen and Wright, 

2007). What started indeed to be pointed out was how managerial attentions should be 

concerned with HRM, departing from seeing it as a mere administrative function and being 

instead conscious of its competitive potential and its role in the achievement of organizational 

success (Beer et al., 1984). Such starting points led as a consequence to the creation of the 

subfield of SHRM that is, according to Wright et al. (2001, p.701), not only devoted to 

“exploring HR’s role in supporting business strategy”, but simultaneously concerned with 

creating firm-specific HRM practices that are adapted to the circumstances of an organization. 

Through its objective the ending scope becomes in this way to create practices that are not 

easily-transferable nor copyable, retaining from the point of view of organizations the 

competitive advantage their workforce may represent.  
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In short, SHRM wants to study the role of Human Resource Management activities 

(through their alignment with organizational goals) in contributing to business effectiveness 

and to the improvement of organizational performance (Schuler and Jackson, 2005). Thus, the 

unfolding of SHRM established field-of-research brought scholars and organizations to study 

the link between HRM and its potential positive contributions to the financial performance and 

productivity inside the firm. But at first, and then for a long time, such essentiality of HRM 

strategies for organizational success was simply seen in one optic: in terms of the potential 

financial returns that HRM practices could contribute to create. The positive impact on the 

productivity, turnover and overall financial performance of an organization these could bring 

was for long studied and is in fact currently undeniable (see for example Huselid, 1995; Arthur, 

1994 and Lee et al., 2017). But, this model, that has also been described as the Michigan (or 

Hard) Model to HRM, is characterized by an unique focus: the need to “ apply best practices 

in selection, appraisal, rewards, and HR development to increase shareholder value”, which is 

appointed as the “one and only purpose of the organization” (Fombrun et al., 1984 in Aust et 

al., 2020 p.2). This implies therefore that Strategic HRM thinking merely focuses on the 

positive contributions the Human Resource Systems can have on the productivity and financial 

performance of the firm, for the mere purpose of maximizing shareholders’ returns (Beer et al., 

2015). Defining then outcomes “mainly  in  terms  of  economic value (productivity and 

efficiency)”, while neglecting the well-being of employees and society (Beer et al., 2015 p.427) 

and leaving out environmental concerns. 

So, adopting as its main focus HRM’s contribution on organizational financial outcomes 

(Kramar, 2014), the model fails in this way to take into account the numerous and broader 

concerns of different stakeholders and the paradoxes and tensions which addressing these 

concerns may cause (Ehnert, 2009; Kramar, 2014). Foresaking the consideration of societal and 

environmental outcomes, and rather focusing on economic organizational outcomes in 

assessing the effectiveness of an HRM system (Beer et al., 2015), this conceptualization does 

not match anymore what are the expectations coming from the external as well as internal 

environment of firms. So, in a context in which in the last three decades Strategic Human 

Resource Management has been able to emerge as a dominant approach to HRM (Kramar, 

2014) and  “mainstream HRM has been strongly identified with strategic HRM thinking” (De 

Prins et al., 2014 p.263) more recently a newer, more sustainable approach to Sustainable HRM 

appeared, seeming now to be affirming (Ehnert and Harry, 2012), representing a succeeding 

stage in such tradition of thought. 
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2.3 Evolving Towards a Sustainable Approach. 

On top of other sustainable efforts, Sustainable Human Resource Management has 

undeniably become an emerging topic for companies, given external pressures are (as said) 

increasingly pushing organizations to incorporate sustainability as a core value into their 

corporate policies and strategies. Stretching in this way the scope of Strategic HRM, in order 

to encompass sustainability issues, we are presented with the implicit assumption that the 

sustainable approach will represent the “next, complementary stage in the tradition of HRM 

thinking” (De Prins et al., 2014 p.267).  

Although there being no consensual and clear definition of sustainable HRM (Wikhamn, 

2019; Fei and Wang, 2022), it being a very recent topic of analysis, according to Kramar (2022) 

Sustainable HRM departs from the goal of SHRM, towards new and more comprehensive goals. 

First, the focus of the Strategic HRM concept concentrated in fact on adopting and planning 

HRM practices and activities to increase organizations’ “economic efficiency and effectiveness 

and contributing to financial success through planned HRM activities” (Wright and McMahan, 

1992 in App et al., 2012). But whilst it did link in an explicit manner “people-management 

policies and practices to the achievement of organisational outcomes and performances” 

(Kramar, 2014 p.1069), this was only done, as specified, concentrating on a financial 

perspective: with the ending scope of maximizing shareholders’ value. On the other hand, the 

more recent Sustainable HRM approach seeks instead to achieve a far more complex goal: 

managing people to achieve positive financial, social, and ecological outcomes simultaneously, 

both in the long and the short term. Recognizing in this way the achievement of positive 

outcomes as ‘ends’ in themselves, not just ‘means’ to financial ends (De Prins et al., 2014; 

Kramar, 2022). Therefore moving towards an approach that “explicitly recognises the 

legitimacy of organisational practices, particularly HRM practices, in furthering a wider range 

of outcomes, not merely financial” anymore (Kramar, 2014 p.1070): taking into consideration 

the environment in which the business operates. Recognizing the existence and relevance of a 

multiple range of stakeholders and the necessity to take into consideration the 

multidimensionality of organizational outcomes (Aust et al., 2020; Beer et al., 2015).  

So, while Strategic HRM designs practices to further organizational strategy and economic 

outcomes, this focus was expanded through the adoption of Sustainable HRM practices. 

Developing a framework to manage people “in the achievement of positive outcomes in the 

three aspects of the triple bottom line (TBL)” (Kramar, 2022 p.150). This, as we know, is 

especially relevant given the challenges the workforce market is facing and the hot topics of 

environmental matters, working-life quality and the well-being of workers which have become 
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more and more a central focus in HRM literature, developing a great interest in the adoption of 

multi-stakeholder perspectives and the need to take into consideration environmental and social 

contextual factors (De Vos and Van der Heijden, 2017). 

With such circumstances, the conditions underlying HRM strategy and decision-making 

have been impacted, motivating the need for increasingly sustainable-centric HR practices and 

strategies (Ehnert, 2009). Influencing in this way the HR functions and the strategies adopted 

by firms in the attraction, motivation and development of talent. But, in a context in which 

younger generations and the future workforce is demanding and expecting tangible sustainable 

efforts from the organizations they belong to (or may look into as future employers), 

understanding which Sustainable HRM practices may make a company appealing for the 

market becomes relevant. The scope of our analysis consists, in fact, in understanding to what 

extent being socially and environmentally responsible in managing employees may represent a 

competitive advantage in talents’ attraction and what are the activities that seem to particularly 

influence such attractiveness towards an employer, from a Sustainable HRM point of view. 

Contributing in this way to the gap that for our present knowledge affects existing literature. 
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Chapter 3. Creating a Comprehensive Framework of Reference. 

We have therefore explored the theoretical background justifying the unfolding of 

sustainability matters, both in organizational and literary contexts. This makes us understand 

how the adoption of different Sustainable HRM practices by firms may not only contribute to 

reach sustainable goals posed by authorities, in line with the expectations of stakeholders, but 

could also grant an additional advantage in attracting and later retaining human capital 

resources, making a company more competitive in the labor market. This is especially relevant 

in changing economies, in which different trends are affecting the market contexts and it 

therefore becomes crucial for organizations to attract and retain highly qualified and skilled 

employees, to be able to endure a competitive advantage. The establishment of an employer 

brand based on a sustainable management of the workforce represents “an important tool for 

attracting and retaining high-quality workers” (App et al., 2012 p.263). Sustainable HRM may 

consequently offer the possibility for companies to differentiate themselves in such an 

increasingly complex labor market: enhancing their attractiveness as employers. But what 

specifically, within Sustainable HRM, is attractive for individuals? 

With the adoption of Sustainable HRM, scholars have been advocating for a model that 

“better reflects how organizations are currently changing and developing toward more 

multistakeholder perspectives” (Aust et al., 2020 p.2). What has been defined by Bush (2020, 

p.1) as “the most common conceptualization of Sustainable HRM” contemplates in fact an 

emphasis on the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), which allows in this way to consider “the impacts 

of HRM on a broader range of outcomes, including financial, environmental, and human and 

social outcomes” (Lu et al., 2023 p.331). This implies having to respectively integrate 

economic, social and environmental goals into organizational operations and planning. In this 

way, the development of an approach which may provide win-win-win strategies and solutions 

is favoured, through developing practices that may benefit all these dimensions, which may still 

nonetheless be in conflict and paradoxal (Enhert, 2009 and Bush, 2020). Yet, what has been 

presented so far by literature is lacking compliance with such requirements, and some issues 

need to be obviated. In the first section (3.1) it will be first analyzed what still needs to be made, 

drawing from authors’ suggestions to create a point of reference which may differ to what has 

been proposed in research so far. Later in section 3.2 a first distinction among practices is made 

thanks to Ehnert’s work (2009). Practices will be in fact differentiated in three initial bundles, 

according to their ending scope of adoption: that of attracting and retaining talent, that of 

motivating and maintaining it and, lastly, practices adopted to develop and invest in the skills 

of the workforce. To lastly draw in the final part from many different sources and authors that 
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can allow us to create a comprehensive set of practices, which may represent some of the most 

commonly-adopted practices of Sustainable HRM, resulting in the framework proposed in 

section 3.1.3. This will represent the main basis for our analysis: our developed and finished set 

of reference. Building up in this way to the creation of a comprehensive set of practices which 

differentiates among the dimensions of sustainability and the objective they serve to. 

3.1 Posed Issues of Existing Literature: Where to Depart From 

It has been made clear that sustainability involves three different aspects to it, which are 

coexisting and intertwined (see, for example Ehnert et al., 2014 and Kramar, 2022). As cited, 

the outcomes to be achieved are in fact simultaneously financial, so on the economical side, 

social (human) and ecological. Despite this conceptualization, literature tends instead to be 

“inconsistent” (De Prins et al., 2014 p.263) and discriminates in its analyses among these three 

different aspects, often concentrating in only one between the social and ecological dimensions, 

rather than building an omnicomprehensive view of the practices adopted by firms. Rather in 

contrast to the TBL model, most authors have thereof been omitting to explore sustainability 

dimensions in their entirety. With different and “competing concepts” emerging (Ehnert and 

Harry, 2012 p.228), different Sustainable HRM types have in fact come up in literature, each 

emphasizing a different range of  outcomes (Aust  et  al., 2020; Kramar, 2014). The two main 

approaches to refer to are Socially Responsible HRM and Green HRM, which fragment 

Sustainable HRM into different types. 

The first example of this fragmentation, referred to as ‘Socially Responsible HRM’, 

serves according to Lu et al. (2023) the aim of creating social value through “socially-

responsible HR behavior, policies,and practices” (p.333), enhancing what is the organizational 

influence on the people that compose the organization. Looking at the people inside the firm, 

such as employees, executives and management, but also those outside of it (not only 

customers, suppliers and subcontractors but the overall community) in the consideration of 

health, safety and quality matters (Scouarnec, 2005). This first limiting typology of Sustainable 

HRM concentrates on following sustainable purposes that relate to the social dimension while 

still serving the economic purpose - as the main ending scope is that of trying to minimize the 

negative impacts of firms (Dyllick and Muff, 2016). Such approach involves in fact the 

implementation of Socially Responsible HRM activities with the purpose of minimizing 

negative impacts on the business and reducing business risks. This is realized by adopting 

organizational “approaches and activities aimed at socially responsible and economically 

appropriate recruitment and selection, development, deployment, and release of employees” 
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(Aust et al., 2020 p. 217). Yet, in all this, the environmental dimension is clearly left out of 

focus.  

The second main type of Sustainable HRM presented in literature is then the Green 

approach to Sustainable HRM, also known as ‘Green Human Resource Managament’ (GHRM), 

which represents the other face of the coin. GHRM  research has been defined as “the HRM 

aspects of environmental management [which] expands the scope of [Strategic HRM] to 

incorporate sustainability issues” (Renwick et al., 2013 p.1). GHRM is factually mainly 

concerned with promoting the environmental dimension of sustainability in organizations. 

According to Amjad et al. (2021, p.4) GHRM utilizes in fact HRM strategies “to promote the 

sustainable utilization of assets within an organization in order to achieve the goal of 

environmental sustainability”, through the adoption of corporate practices and approaches 

which react to individuals and executives’ concerns. Even this concept is expected in its focus 

to serve an economic purpose, through the reduction of the carbon footprint of an organization 

and the contribution to its green credentials as a response to stakeholders’ and regulatory needs 

and expectations (Aust et al., 2020; Lu et al., 2023). But again, the sustainability goal leaves 

out one aspect: the social dimension. 

Factually, both these typologies of sustainable practices have been recognized as 

successful for the attraction of talent. First, with socially responsible behaviours and attitudes 

promoting workers' well-being and fostering a positive working environments, Socially 

Responsible HRM “can help attract talent, […] reinforce staff loyalty and […] motivate 

employees” (Lefkowitz, 2006 in Dupont et al.,2013). While GHRM, on the other side, has been 

described as a good strategy for talent retention, with an attachment of the firm to the natural 

environment having a high likelihood of differentiating the organization in the labor market, 

offering a competitive edge to the firm (Kivinda et al., 2021). Yet, what we want to explore is 

instead the third type of Sustainable HRM literature refers to: Triple Bottom Line HRM (TBL-

HRM). In a context which departs from exclusively implementing Socially Responsible HRM 

activities or merely being concerned with environmental issues related to Human Resource 

Management, but rather building up from an omnicomprehensive TBL-HRM viewpoint. 

What the concept of Triple Bottom Line HRM implies is a simultaneous focus on all 

three the “presumed economic, environmental and social purposes of HRM” (Aust et al., 2020 

p.4). While also understanding new approaches are emerging, such as Common Good HRM – 

to serve the common-good through the development of an outside-in perspective rather than 

simply looking after TBL models (Aust et al., 2020) – the scope of this analysis is clear. What 
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is crucial here is to create an understanding of which are the practices which can be attributed 

to TBL-HRM, establishing in this way a more accurate picture of their existence. A sustainable 

organization has been factually defined as “an enterprise that simultaneously contributes 

economic, social and environmental benefits — known as the ‘Triple Bottom Line’ — to 

society, while also ensuring its own long-term sustainability as an organization” (SHRM, 2011 

p.1) and nonetheless often literature has been shown to focus on either one of these, not building 

an omnicomprehensive review of these three different concepts. So being able to create a 

distinction in between these dimensions of sustainability and confront them, creating an 

understanding on which may be most effective in attracting employees, remains to this date still 

fairly unexplored. 

To support such argumentation, different were the suggestions from literature which 

also stemmed as the propeller of our analysis. These further highlight the need we are facing, 

generally recognized by authors, to distinguish among Sustainable HRM practices, individuals’ 

preferences relating to them and the mediating role personal characteristics (and more 

specifically individual values) play into it. Fei and Wang (2022, p.198) suggest in fact that 

“future studies should examine sustainable HRM as a bundle of practices [and] studying it as 

such will reveal the precise effects of sustainable HRM strategies and practices”. Diaz-Carrion 

et al. (2018) add that, in this, “future research could include the perception of the employees 

regarding the implementation of sustainable HRM systems as the direct receivers of such 

policies and practices” (p.138). Additionally, Lis shows in her study regarding Corporate Social 

Responsibility (2012) that not all its dimensions have the same relevance but may vary in 

importance, suggesting, just in line with our intents, to investigate if the perception of different 

CSR-dimensions may vary “through individual personal characteristics” (p.290). The author 

then later on encourages again future studies to analyze whether “personal characteristics 

moderate the perception of the dimensions of CSR”, influencing in this way employer choice 

(Lis, 2018 p.112).  

Departing therefore from the suggestions made by different authors, the current analysis 

wants to contribute to this existing gap in literature. This results in trying and identify all 

different HRM practices of sustainability which companies put in place, using as a point of 

attention how these may impact organizational attractiveness for individuals. Departing then 

from such perceptions to develop an anaslyis on how the individual values or characteristics 

(such as age, gender and education) may mediate such preferences. Creating a term of 

comparison among the social and the environmental dimensions of sustainability . 
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3.2 An Initial Distinction: Attraction, Motivation and Development Practices 

To create therefore a frame of reference in our analysis it becomes relevant to 

understand, through the exploration of available literature, which are the existing practices of 

Sustainable HRM organizations adopt. While previous research already identifies general 

characteristics of Sustainable HRM, and its divergence from Strategic HRM (e.g. Kramar, 

2014; Kramar, 2022; Nilipour Tabatabaei et al., 2017; Diaz-Carrion et al., 2018), what it lacks 

is exactly what we want to investigate: which are the specific main practices companies can 

adopt, subdividing them first and foremost in different bundles to analyze separately.  

Being in its early stage of development (Ehnert and Harry, 2012), literature on Sustainable 

HRM presents in fact scarce evidence on which are the relevant practices companies adopt in 

the application of the concept of Sustainable HRM. And when it does, as said, it seems to only 

study them marginally, failing to present a comprehensive set of activities. Some studies try in 

fact to identify the Green HRM practices (e.g.: Dumont et al., 2017 and Renwick et al., 2013) 

while other simply focus on Corporate Social Responsibility applications (such as Ehnert et al., 

2015 and Diaz-Carrion et al., 2018). Yet many miss to put together all relevant dimensions of 

sustainability, in an effort to create some comparability among these. What we will therefore 

attempt, through the review of those few resources available to draw from, is to create a fairly-

comprehensive list of all the activities that can be appointed as Sustainable HRM practices. To 

create such comparability in our analysis. 

The first objective is that of creating a set of reference to distinguish the practices 

analyzed in groups, other than our main subdivision between different dimensions of 

sustainability, but also according to the scope they serve to the organization. Different are the 

distinctions made in pre-existing literature to try and summarize among different HRM 

sustainable practices, creating “bundles” which have been depicted in ways that are different, 

although close in substance (see for e.g. Aust et al., 2020; Diaz-Carrion et al., 2018; Ehnert, 

2009; Ehnert and Harry, 2012; Genari and Macke, 2022; Stankeviciute and Savaneviciene, 

2018). Selecting among these, the most recurrent and appropriate for our analysis seemed that 

of Ehnert’s work (2009). Through the reference and revision of it we can summarize in fact all 

different HRM sustainable practices subdividing them in three main bundles that differ 

(distinguishing among the activities) in terms of ending scope of adoption. These three 

subgroups can be observed in Table 2 and respectively relate to activities put in place by 

organizations to either (1) attract and retain, (2) maintain and motivate and, lastly, (3) develop 

and invest in the skills of their workforce.  
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Given in fact Sustainable HRM integrates sustainability principles into the management 

of Human Resources inside organizations, it does so by implementing different practices. The 

three categories presented by the author represent in this way the main objectives linked to 

Sustainable HRM which companies pursue, illustrating the “key internal drivers why 

companies link the idea of sustainability to HRM” (Ehnert, 2009 p. 228).  Ehnert (2009, p.236) 

categorizes in fact HR-related sustainability activities into the following three main objectives. 

The first category represents a bundle of activities that companies adopt to attract highly skilled 

talents, in an attempt to win the war for talent in an increasingly competitive environment, 

becoming in this way an employer of choice for talents in the global market. But analyzing the 

factors that affect the workforce gains relevance to develop an employer brand that not only 

can serve as a tool to attract future employees and workforce, but also in retaining existing ones. 

This is in fact the end of those HR activities, linked to sustainability, that compose the second 

bundle and are adopted for the end of maintaining inside the organization a motivated and 

healthy workforce, which in turn puts relevance on employees’ wellbeing and motivation. The 

third and last recognized category of Sustainable HRM activities represents instead those 

activities adopted by the organizations that focus on investing in talent development and 

training employees. May these be the current or future workforce, this bundle includes all those 

activities that may develop their knowledge and transform them into long-term assets, allowing 

them to grow and bring innovation and ameliorating solutions inside the firm. In her work 

though, Ehnert seems to focus on her analysis on those HRM practices which can almost 

exclusively be linked to only one of the three dimensions Sustainability is made of: the social 

one. The author, in her thorough review of which are the most relevant practices adopted by 

companies in terms of Sustainable HRM, seems instead to almost completely leave out the 

environmental aspects tied to it. 

Table 2. Differentiating HRM practices according to Ehnert's work (2009). 

Adding this to the aforementioned suggestions from existing literature, and departing 

from this first distinction summarized in Table 2, we can build on the first scope of this analysis: 

to create a set of comparable practices among the different dimensions of sustainability. 

Bundle Scope of adoption 

1. Attract and retain talent Being recognized as an employer of choice by the actual and 

potential employees. 

2. Maintain and motivate talent Creating a healthy and productive workforce that is able and willing 

to perform. 

3. Develop and invest in talent’s skills Investing in talent-development and in training employees (current 

and future). 
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3.3 A Resulting Comprehensive Framework of Sustainable HRM Practices 

The first intent is therefore to build a comprehensive framework containing the main 

practices companies adopt that have been appointed by literature as practices of Sustainable 

Human Resource Management. Creating in this way a set of comparable activities put in place 

by firms in the sustainable management of their Human Resources. Once identified the main 

three sets of activities, or bundles, each practice may relate to (such as the attraction, evaluation 

and compensation, and the development of talent) it is relevant to make a distinction among the 

three dimensions of sustainability: the environmental, the social and the economic. This can 

further reduce the intent each of the practices follows and the scope each activity can be further 

distinguished into. Adopting in this way a Triple Bottom Line approach which doesn’t, for 

instance, fail to leave out the social dimension to focus on the ecological one, or on the contrary 

concentrating on the environmental dimension excluding the socially-responsible activities 

company adopt. Differentiating among the different dimensions of sustainability, to later test 

their relevance in influencing organizational attractiveness in the eyes of individuals .To 

investigate through literature how the activities relating to HR management can be declined 

among these three complementary aspects. What becomes of interest is therefore to be able to 

define a-priori a series of activities which relate to the sustainable management of human 

resources, relating exclusively to one of the three dimensions: economical, social or ecological.  

Such first intent has purposely not been reached through scrutinizing single 

organizations’ core values through in-loco inquiries, that would very much limit our scope of 

analysis and not allow to project the results obtained to any other organization. Every firm 

applies in fact unique and irreplicable standards and values, given its individuality and in light 

of its own needs and goals. For this, practices that firms display in their sustainability reports 

seem diverse among different countries and between organizations themselves, even if a certain 

degree of homogenization is present (Diaz-Carrion et al., 2018). Given this diversification the 

best possible approach to adopt becomes drawing from both existing literature and 

sustainability reports of the most sustainable corporations according to the Corporate Knight’s 

Global 100 Index (2022). Making it possible in this way to build a set of practices applied by 

firms that can relate to different dimensions of Sustainability in HRM, to create more general 

terms of comparison. 

First, for the development of an exhaustive set of practices that relate to the 

environmental dimension of Sustainable HRM, research on Green HRM and the related 

practices developed were used, selecting among the most relevant and recurring in literature. 
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In fact, given as previously pointed out Green HRM can be defined as those HRM activities 

that "enhance positive environmental outcomes" (Kramar, 2014), especially helpful in the 

definition of the measures of the environmental dimension of HRM was the work of Dumont, 

Shen and Deng (2017). The authors, empirically testing the influence of the environmental 

dimensions of HRM on the people inside organizations, developed in fact some quite exaustive 

measures for Green HRM. Another main point of analysis, was then the work by Renwick et 

al., 2013, which were among the main contributors in creating an exhaustive set of practices 

adopted in GHRM, accompanied by many others that can be found in the final output. 

For the practices that instead refer to the Social dimension of Sustainable HRM the 

contribution of many other additional authors was looked into. One of these is Ehnert (2015), 

that analyzing corporate sustainability reports of Forbes’ top 250 global companies, in her paper 

summarizes and creates an index table on “how companies [that adhere to the GRI reporting 

guidelines] acknowledge Sustainable HRM” (p.2). Another crucial contributor was Diaz-

Carrion et al. (2018) who, through a Delphi study, tried and developed a measurement scale for 

Corporate Social Responsibility relating to the HRM field. But many others were the authors 

which have been providing examples of practices that companies adopt which can be appointed 

as Sustainable Human Resource Management activities, even trying to provide more complete 

sets that included all dimensions, such as the cases of Hronova and Spacek (2021) and Stahl et 

al. (2020), that although very much still mainly focus on the social side. Thanks to all these 

points of references, and some additional marginal contributions, enough evidence is collected 

to have a complete overview of what are the practices that relate to the environmental dimension 

and the social one, identifying in each bundle a fair amount of exemplifications. 

Yet, having identified the practices related to two of the three main dimensions which 

compose sustainability, thanks to previous literature contribution, what is missing is the 

economic one. The issue is in fact the “lack of attention to the economic dimension of 

sustainability, which to date has not been studied” (Choi and Ng, 2011). Even if different 

authors developed the matter and pointed out how the economic dimension of sustainability 

“constitutes [in] a firm’s capability to generate economic value from their operations and 

improve financial performance” (Nandan and Jyoti, 2020 p.114 in Vanka et al., 2020) and 

“implies meeting the economic needs of the population, producing a maximum output in order 

to achieve a high standard of living within the constraints of the existing capital” (Iniesta-

Bonillo et al., 2016). However, such critical point is reinforced by Choi and Ng (2011) who 

assert how for the economic sustainability dimension there is “no comparable study to follow” 
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(p.275). The authors, which used as a point of reference the reinterpretation of Dyllick and 

Hockerts' work (2002) made in fact clear how the economic dimension of sustainability is 

deeply intertwined with the other two through the concepts of eco-efficiency and socio-

efficiency, which are deeply interdependent with the social and environmental dimensions of 

sustainability. Not leaving space for it to be investigated separately as a bundle of practices to 

distinguish in the present study. In support of this argument, it is useful to appoint to literature 

again. Some examples of Sustainability practices which relate to the economic dimensions have 

been summarized by Jepsen and Grob in their paper (2015, p.170-173). These involve, for 

example, the inclusion of statements inside job descriptions on how employee will be held 

responsible of environmental impacts. Or again seeking people with “skills in sustainable 

knowledge and practices[…], provide telecommuting, work-from-home and other mobile or 

non-office-based work design options [and] provide access to sustainability champions in the 

organization”. Other examples from Stahl et al. (2020, p.7) include then to “invest in social 

capital as a source of innovation and sustained advantage” and creating “long-term triple bottom 

line-based incentives in managerial compensation plans”, together with pursuing long-term 

sustainable performances and avoiding short-termism. Yet, as it can be noticed, such practices 

cannot be distinguished from the environmental and social dimension in a study that wishes to 

investigate what dimension appears to especially appeal to the labor market. 

So what is relevant is to create a comparison among those  practices that are identifiable 

and relatable to either one of the dimensions, understanding what may be individuals’ 

preferences related to different bundles. This resulted in the development of a set of practices 

that tries to be as comprehensive as possible and additionally splits activities which relate to 

different dimensions of sustainability into the afore-mentioned bundles based on Ehnert’s work 

(see Table 2). To create therefore, inferring from these, a set of practices and policies which 

companies put in place to present to the respondents. Table 3,4 and 5 thus, drawing from the 

existing literature, represent this distinction to give a clearer image of what these practices are. 

Having develop a framework of reference for our data analysis, the further step becomes 

to apply it to investigate our research questions: analyzing wether different practices of 

Sustainable HRM could serve as a strategic tool for companies to adopt in the war for talent 

that has been affecting them. Is a dimension of sustainability, distinguishing between the social 

and environmental practices, preferred over the other? Do individual values and characteristics 

of the person (either value or background-related) bring people to prefer certain practices over 

others? And in what way?  
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Table 3. Sustainable HRM  Practices to Attract and  Retain Talent. 
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Table 4. Sustainable HRM Practices to Motivate and Maintain the Workforce. 
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Table 5. Sustainable HRM Practices to Develop and Invest in Employees’ Skills. 
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Chapter 4. Methodology 

To study Sustainable HRM’s potential to contribute to organizational competitive 

advantage in the war for talent different were the questions investigated, presented in section 

4.1. We’ll therefore be developing a questionnaire (section 4.2) to analyze what may be 

individuals’ preferences on these matters. This was based on the framework developed in 

Chapter 3, that presents an overview of some of the practices organizations adopt in the effort 

to integrate sustainability into the management of their HR (Tables 3, 4 and 5).  In the final part 

of this work different empyrical analyses were then adopted to infer the intended research 

questions in section 4.3, allowing us to analyze what are the preferences of individuals on these 

matters, to identify which are the factors that could be relevant in characterizing an employer 

as appealing for the labor market. Understanding in this way what are the leverages that can be 

used by firms to not only improve their performance, but increase perceived attractiveness for 

all stakeholders which look into it. Drawing at last the results from the data analyzed in section 

4.4 and present at last all observed limitations and suggestions for further research. 

4. 1 Theoretical Backgrounds and Purpose of the Research 

As introduced, the current study aims to determine the relative perceived importance of 

different practices of sustainability relating to workforce management. As its final intent this 

thesis wants therefore to contribute to existing knowledge of Sustainable HRM, a field of study 

which is still in its infancy, in different ways.  

Given theoretical reasons and empirical evidence support, the present work proposes 

that social and environmental Sustainable HRM practices, individually, may foster 

attractiveness from individuals towards an organization. Understanding in this way wether 

Sustainable HRM represents a potential tool to attract talent, contributing to differentiate the 

firm in the labor market. We will therefore be veryfing if such conceptualization may be true 

through an analysis of our respondents’ inputs and inquiring what seem to be individuals 

attitudes towards sustainable practices of HRM. Identifying wether different Sustainable HRM 

practices and dimensions may seem to particularly influence individuals’ attraction towards an 

organization that puts them in place, analyzing in this way Sustainable HRM’s potential to 

differentiate firms in the labor market. Similar studies were conducted, in our knowledge, 

regarding practices of sustainability which strictly related to Corporate Social Responsibility 

(Backhaus et al., 2002) or general social and ecological policies, analyzing their role and 

relevance in job applicants’ attraction to an organization (e.g. Aiman-Smith et al., 2001). A 

number of studies also explore the effect of CSR adoption compared to other factors (such as 
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financial compensations, location or the intellectual challenge a certain job may offer) when 

selecting and looking at an employer (e.g. Lis, 2018). But while existing research investigates 

different dimensions and broadly defined practices of CSR, studying their influence on 

organizational attractiveness (Evans and Davis, 2011; Gully et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2014; Lis, 

2012), it fails to explore the practices of sustainable management of the workforce in particular. 

Or, while invoking for its need in theory, fail to investigate it empirically (such is the case of 

Rank and Palframan, 2021). Consequentially, further research is needed to obviate for this lack. 

And given we can observe a gap in trying to consider how different practices of Sustainable 

HRM may influence individuals’ consideration of an organization which adopts them, it is of 

relevance to provide deeper insights on the following question: what are the effects on 

organizational attractiveness if different Sustainable HRM practices are compared? The first 

main research question of the present study consistently follows:  

Q1: Do people seem to exhibit neat preferences among practices that relate to either 

one dimension of sustainability over the other?  

The desired output of the work consists in fact in understanding which among the 

dimensions of sustainability is preferable with respect to the others. Do the socially-sustainable 

efforts put in place by corporations seem to generally be more capable of drawing individuals 

compared to environmentally-responsible HRM activities? Or does it rather appear to be the 

contrary? The objective becomes in this way to analyze the preferences of individuals to try 

and infer wether Sustainable HRM appears to be an effective tool in talents attraction. To 

understand what is considered relevant in the labour market and wether some dimension may 

be seen as more appealing for the workforce (both potential and present) when facing 

organizations.  

The first scope the first initial inquiry desires to reach is therefore to understand why 

individuals may choose one company or another based on HRM strategies these put in place. 

Investigating in this way wether Sustainable HRM practices can contribute in considering a 

firm particularly attractive and induce individuals’ willingness to put an effort to be able to 

work for an organization that puts in place certain sustainable practices over others.  

The second main objective to face is then to investigate wether organizational 

attractiveness may be influenced by different characteristics of individuals. It is in fact relevant 

to monitor Human Resource Management practices not only in managerial terms, to create a 

general understanding of which among them may be considered more attractive, but also  to 
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shed light into which factors related to individuals may weight in into their preferences.  

Analyzing how individual characteristics seem to drive such preferences becomes relevant in 

understanding how different individuals may be attracted by an organization depending on the 

messages and hints the very same firm sends out to the public, and what is considered relevant 

in attracting them. Stufying wether individual characteristics may drive people towards a 

company or another, or on the other hand being able to understand which individuals may be 

more leaning towards an appreciation and proud in the sustainable activities a firm may put in 

place. This constitutes the focus of our second research question: 

Q2: What background characteristics and values of individuals influence attitudes 

towards Sustainable HRM practices?  

 It is in fact expected that certain personal characteristics may come into play with 

individuals’ preferences among sustainable practices. Several variables like gender, age, race, 

education and work experience have been shown to influence organizational attraction towards 

different organizations, given certain aspects of the firm (Evans and Davis, 2011; Greening and 

Turban, 2000; Judge and Bretz, 1992; Judge and Cable, 1997; Lis, 2012; Ng and Burke, 2005; 

Wang and Juslin, 2011). May these be their gender, age, ethnicity or education, or the deep 

impact expected to be played by individuals’ values. But, given the absence of extensive sources 

in literature to support the expected differences among individuals’ preferences, the creation of 

different hypothesis to prove may be hard to sustain. The present analysis will instead be 

concentrated on the creation of a model. A model which wants to try and understand whether 

the preference over certain practices seem to actually be linked to different values or 

characteristics of the individuals, making an organization more attractive for them, and more 

appealing in the search for a job: in accordance with the P-O fit theories. 

To add on the topic, it has been made extensivly clear in literature that values are critical 

motivators of behaviors and attitudes (Schwartz, 2012) and serve as guiding principles in lives 

of individuals (Schwartz and Bardi, 2001). Values do in fact influence individuals' perceptions 

and direct people's decisions and behaviors (Gandal et al., 2005). What is of interest 

investigating is therefore not only the background characteristics of people, but whether there 

also exists any correlation between individual values orientations and preferences towards 

different aspects of sustainability, in line of Rank and Palframan’s work (2021). The authors, 

in their work, examine in fact the extent to which personal value orientations may predict 

internal CSR preferences, leading thereof later to increased sustainable employee behavior. 

Also Gully et al. (2013) adopted this approach in relating Socially and Environmentally 
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Responsibility (SER) efforts of firms and the role played by these on recruitment initiatives, 

studying how values of individuals may influence organizational attraction. Consequently, 

these points of reference can translate into our search to investigate in this way the existence of 

a relationship between different personal values and the preferences towards different practices. 

Strong foundations for such inquiry are especially provided by the Person-Organization fit (P-

O fit), Attraction-Selection-Attrition (ASA), Social-Identity and Signaling theories. These 

serve to develop our understanding on the matter and inquire how differences among 

individuals may draw them towards organizations which develop certain practices and put them 

at the core of their values.  

For a deeper understanding of the role played by individual values in preferences it is 

useful to refer to different and complementary psychological theories, and the most known is 

probably the Person-Organization fit theory (P-O fit). According to Kristof (1996) P-O fit 

concerns the “compatibility between people and the organizations in which they work” (p.1) 

and is influenced by the “congruence between individual and organizational values” (p.5).   

Developing this theorization, Cable and Judge’s studies (1996) established in fact in their 

findings that people have preferences to work in organizations that reflect their personal values 

and, consequently, different individual values may predict that they may be attracted to 

organizations with certain characteristics over others (Judge and Cable, 1997). Given “value 

congruence is positively related to affective outcomes and evaluations”, this represents an 

important player on job choices of individuals, and on whether these may decide to become 

part of a certain organization and later remain in it (Meglino and Ravlin, 1998 p. 384). 

Also the Attraction-Selection-Attrition (ASA) framework (according to Schneider et al., 1995) 

adds on to the P-O fit theory, asserting that organizations attract and select individuals with 

goals similar to that of their own. What especially is of importance for us in the ASA model is 

especially the first A, which relates to the Attraction paradigm. This “concerns the fact that 

people’s preferences for particular organizations are based upon an implicit estimate of their 

own personal characteristics and the attributes of [the] organization” (Schneider et al., 1995 

p.749). Individuals choose to enter in this way in companies that will allow them to reach their 

personal goals, drawing inferences from such alignment in values. And whether an individual 

finds an organization attractive depends  on the person’s perceived value congruence with it. 

To further explain the phenomenon on how such congruence among individual and 

organizational values do influence organizational attraction for seekers, two are the main 
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psychological theories that have been referred to: respectively, the Social-Identity theory  

(Tajfel and Turner, 1986) and the Signaling theory (Rynes, 1991 in Highhouse et al., 2007).  

The Social-Identity theory contributes in fact to the issue asserting that “people identify with 

organizations as a means of expressing themselves and acquiring social approval” and “joining 

a particular organization is a concrete, public expression of a person's values and abilities” 

(Highhouse et al., 2007 p.136-143). Organizational attraction for individuals is determined 

therefore not merely by instrumental attributes of the job, but also by the symbolic meanings 

that people attribute to belonging to a certain organization (Lievens and Highhouse, 2003). So, 

according to Cable and Turban (2001), candidates and job seekers with congruent values to that 

of an organization can be more attracted to it compared to applicants whose values result 

incongruent, due to a lack of fit. This is given by the fact, as suggested by the authors, that 

people are motivated in the maintainance or increase of their self-esteem, and people's jobs and, 

consequently, employers are an important part of their self concept and identity. 

The Signaling theory further builds up the issue. According to Jones et al. (2014, p.385) “job 

seekers often have little information about recruiting organizations, so they rely on signals that 

they receive from whatever information they do have to make inferences about working 

conditions and other organizational characteristics”. This means that these signals individuals 

receive, inform them and influence their perception of value fit with the organization. 

Consequently in this way organizational practices and activities send job seekers signals about 

the values of the very same organization, according to which individuals infer their own fit with 

the firm. The signal they catch affects in this way individuals choices and attitudes, influencing 

their attraction towards an entity with which they perceive the greatest fit. 

So, according also to Judge and Bretz (1992, p.262) organizational values have an effect 

on individuals' decision to accept a given job offer, which will depend on what is emphasized 

by the organization in question. A certain value orientation of individuals makes them more 

likely to accept a job in an organization with which they may feel an alignment in values and 

they may be driven to “seek jobs where their values fit the organizational environment”. Yet, 

while asserting these concepts, the authors were specifically investigating such correlations 

regarding individuals work values. Accordingly, also De Cooman et al. (2007 and 2009) and 

Dumont et al. (2017) test the P-O fit paradigm in relation to the work values of individuals. The 

literature provides us in fact with many examples of research put in place to investigate the 

relation between CSR preferences linked to organizational attraction and individual values 

(Evans and Davis, 2011; Rank and Palframan,2021; Wang and Juslin, 2011; Zhang et al., 2019). 

What we want instead to investigate is whether some of the values of individuals, in which 



SUSTAINABLE HRM: ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES TO ATTRACT EMPLOYEES IN THE WAR FOR TALENT 

 

43 

 

these can be generally distinguished and that must not only refer to working environments, may 

attract them to an organization which adopts Sustainable HRM practices, or more generally if 

these may tend to make them prefer certain sustainable practices over others. Also infering from 

Evans and Davis (2001), Wang and Juslin (2011) and Rank and Palframan (2021)’s works 

which all try and investigate the relationship between personal values orientiation and such 

preferences among individuals over sustainability adoption by corporations. The literature 

provides us in fact with many examples of research put in place to investigate the relation 

between CSR preferences linked to organizational attraction and individual values (Evans and 

Davis, 2011; Rank and Palframan,2021; Wang and Juslin, 2011; Zhang et al., 2019).  In Evans 

and Davis (2011) it was empirically tested how individuals with higher other-regarding value 

orientations - so with higher concern towards others – tend to show higher attraction towards 

organizations that put in place socially-responsible practices, given “CSR reflects a concern for 

interests beyond one’s personal interest” (p.461). But this was not investigated more 

specifically reguarding the practices adopted in the management of their workforce by 

organizations. The intent of this work is to apply these concepts to investigate Sustainable HRM 

adoption and its perception among individuals. This can allow us therefore to study if certain 

dimensions may be more attractive for individuals who relate more strongly to some values 

over others, and wether values play a role in encouraging the interest towards an organization 

and people’s desire to work for it. 

Finally, it becomes then of relevance to investigate, as the final intent of the analysis, 

wether individuals can be divided into subgroups, each representing a different attitude towards 

Sustainable HRM practices. Also analysing along wether certain types of people tend to prefer 

or to be attracted to certain dimensions of sustainability over others. This can be useful for 

organizations to create an understanding on how certain sustainability practices may be 

particularly important for a certain typology of individual. Building in this way an awareness 

that, trough the implementation of certain practices, diverse types of individuals may be drawn 

towards the firm.  

In conclusion, it is possible to generally expect that certain characteristics of individuals 

may bring them to distinct preferences. For this reason, a model was created to test wether the 

preference on certain practices may be tied to certain aspects of individuals.  
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4.2 Research Design: Questionnaire Development 

A self-completion questionnaire was employed to collect data. The instruments that 

guided our research and inquiry, presented to participants, were combined in four distinct 

groups, each representing a different section of the questionnaire. A Likert-type response scale 

was adopted for all study variables which didn’t require an open answer or represented a 

multiple choice question. The 5-point Likert scale measured agreement, varing from  

1= Strongly Disagree to the maximum level of 5= Strongly Agree (according to Likert, 1932). 

For an overall view of the questionnaire’s composition see Scheme 1 (Annex A). 

Section 1. Education on Sustainability Matters 

The first questions introduced to respondents at the opening of the questionnaire served 

to assess the level of knowledge of individuals relating to sustainability topics. Given in fact 

the perception of sustainable activities put in place by organizations can be impacted by the 

level of education of respondents on sustainability matters (Evans and Davis, 2011), it becomes 

relevant to understand how this variable may be related to individuals’ preferences.  

Such inquiry, comprising 3 different questions, could serve to infer on the basis of these 

responses (on wether individuals consider themselves updated and aware regarding 

Sustainability issues) if there may be any impact on individuals’ preferences relating to 

Sustainable HRM.  

EDS1 (Question 1) wanted to investigate if individuals had obtained pregressed 

education on sustainability (through courses and seminaires). Then understanding wether the 

person considered themselves overall knowledgeable on sustainability issues (Question 2, 

EDS2), and more particularly, had some prerequisite knowledge on Sustainable HRM practices 

(Question 3, EDS3). So the first two questions were asked to understand the general level of 

knowledge on sustainability issues of respondents, while the third one was also added to infer 

wether these were updated on Sustainable HRM topics (presenting some examples to better 

clarify what they were asked).  

The questions on EDS were put at the beginning particularly to acclimate respondents 

with the subjects treated inside the questionnaire, while also more specifically to understand 

their pregressed knowledge on Sustainable HRM, before being presented with quite a 

comprehensive overview of such practices that may have impacted their self-reported 

understanding on the topic. Investigating thereof the education of individuals on sustainability 

before being influenced, as said, by all the concepts presented and investigated. 



SUSTAINABLE HRM: ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES TO ATTRACT EMPLOYEES IN THE WAR FOR TALENT 

 

45 

 

Questionnaire Section 2.1. Sustainable HRM Practices 

The first really consistent part of the work constituted primarly on creating a full-bodied 

set of practices which represent Sustainable HRM. Drawing from existing literature and 

reviewing the practices pointed out by it, these were split more clearly in practices that belonged 

to the social dimensions and others that pertained to the environmental one, as explained in 

Chapter 3 and can be seen in Tables 3, 4 and 5. After having analyzed which practices were the 

most relevant to investigate (mostly in terms of comparability) selecting and revising them to 

generalize them in an ideal organization respondents should envision, the final ouput of 

practices to investigate can be observed in Table 20 in Annex A. Opposing practices that are 

comparable but pertain to different dimensions (either social or environmental) were selected.  

For each one of the bundles Attract, Maintain and Develop, four practices were drawn 

out to be presented to respondents: of these, two relating to environmental and the other two to 

social practices. So two practices were selected for each “section”, representing one among the 

objectives of “attract”, “motivate” or “develop” the talent, and referring to either social or 

environmental dimensions. For a total of 3 x 2 x 2= 12 items. Given 3(attract, motivate and 

develop)* 2(practices per each section)*2(social or environmental dimension)=12 practices. 

Creating in this way a possible comparison to juxtapose and be able to confront indiivual 

preferences, to study which bundle may be considered the most attractive for respondents. 

After having selected the different practices of sustainability to include in the analysis, 

the subsequent matter to face was how respondents should have been introduced to them, to be 

able to analyze their preferences related to these. So as said, in line with the final intent of the 

study: understanding wether the adoption of certain practices may contribute to make a 

company more attractive in the labor market. An initial consideration pointed to the creation of 

a policy-capturing study. Given in fact the suggestions contributed by literature which refer to 

policy-capturing as a way to avoid studying in an overly-simplicistic manner how different 

elements may impacts organizational attractiveness (Lis, 2018). Being individuals’  decisions 

on job choices have a complex nature, policy-capturing can in fact obviate to the problem, 

proposing examples of realistic trade-off decisions about jobs offered to individuals in job 

choice situations (Karren and Barringer, 2002). On top of that, policy-capturing is a technique 

which may mitigate socially desirable responding, so being less susceptible to  people feeling 

the pressure for “faking good” and responding to questionnaires according to what they 

perceived as a more socially-desirable manner (Tomassetti et al., 2016; Karren and Barringer, 

2002). The potential of adopting the policy-capturing tecnique, asking individuals to rate a 
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relevantly high number of vignettes which compared high/low levels of sustainability in the 

HRM practices adopted by an ideal organization, was althoguh hindered in the present study. 

Given, as also specified by Karren and Barringer (2002), these studies typically involve students 

or managers which are more likely to commit to answering to a relatively demanding and long 

process, being committed to the questions asked, as directly involved in the 

process.Respondents should read numerous described scenatios (from a minimum of 40-45 to 

a maximum of 80-90 according to Cooksey, 1996) and to be effective such designs do require 

“enough scenarios and cues to yield stable estimates, but not so many so that respondents get 

bored or fatigued” (Aiman-Smith et al., 2001 p.227). Such task was considered too demanding 

to be proposed to random respondents in voluntary surveys, and is in fact usually proposed to 

classes of students, in in-class environments which could grant their commitment to the process 

(see, for e.g., Turban and Keon, 1993; Cable and Judge, 1994; Cable and Graham, 2000; Lis, 

2012; Aiman-Smith et al., 2001). The task was believed to be too demanding and a turnoff for 

participants. Given also the length of the survey could be a critical factor to avoid elevated reate 

of abandonment, it was necessary to turn to other options.  

So, just as in Backhaus et al. (2002) and Judge and Bretz (1992), participants were asked to use 

a 5-point Likert-type scale to indicate the importance of each practice analyzed on 

organizational attractiveness: which has nevertheless been recognized as the “most widely used 

method to collect close-ended self-report responses in the social sciences” (Tomassetti et al., 

2016 p.263). Respondents were therefore presented with a set of practices companies may put 

in place, and organization attractiveness was assessed in two different ways.  

Questionnaire Section 2.2. Dependent variables 

Accordingly, the dependent variable to investigate, as explained throughout the analysis, 

was the level of organizational attractiveness percieved by individuals, in a company that puts 

in place different Sustainable HRM practices.  Two different items were proposed to 

respondents to assess the  organizational attractiveness, through a 5-point Likert agreement 

response scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). For the dependent 

variable the definition of Turban and Keon (1993) adapted by Lis, 2018 and Greening and 

Turban (2000) was adopted. Not the overall construct was resumed but  rather two elements 

which composed it, measuring two different intentions with reference to the different practices. 

The dependent variable organizational attractiveness was in fact divided in two components to 

be investigated separately: Organizational Attractiveness (OA) and Work Effort (WE). 
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According to Aiman-Smith et al. (2001), it is in fact relevant to point out that recruits' general 

attraction to a firm may not directly relate to actively seeking a job in an organization. The 

authors call out the need to differentiate organizational attractiveness and job pursuit intention 

as two distinct concepts. While Organizational Attractiveness is described “as an attitude or 

expressed general positive affect toward an organization” Job Pursuit Intentions represent on 

the other hand the willingness “to take action to find out more information about an 

organization, to contact the organization” (Aiman- Smith et al. 2001, p.221). In this way two 

different variables were adopted to be measured, and operationalized according to two different 

formulations provided for in literature (Greening and Turban, 2000). The first expression 

referred to general Organizational Attractiveness (OA), investigated through the sentence “I 

would be attracted to an organization with these characteristics”. While the second was 

represented by Job Pursuit Intention, or more precisely Work Effort (WE) “I would exert a a 

great deal of effort to work for this company” purposely selected for being strongly worded and 

representing the actual intention for the individual to actively pursue a position with a certain 

employer (or “Work Effort”). 

The two attitudes were therefore investigated for each among the 12 practices selected, 

creating in this way four different dependent variables that constitute the core of the work. This 

is due to a distinction made among the two attitudes and on wether the practice proposed related 

to the environmental dimension or the social one. The four dependent variables are: 

organizational attraction related to social practices (Social_OA), organizational attraction tied 

to environmental practices (Envir_OA), work effort related to social practices (Social_WE) and 

work effort tied to environmental ones (Envir_WE).   

Questionnaire Section 3. Individual Values: Adopting Schwartz’s Human Values Scale 

Personal values were then analyzed. What was used to create a scale of values to be 

investigated inside the survey and later serving in our data analysis is a revision of Schwartz’s 

Value Survey (2007). The author of reference was in fact among the first to create a systematic 

approach to individuals’ value recognition and empirical validation (Schwartz, 1992 in 

Schwartz and Bardi, 2001) and with the desire of constructing a theory of basic human values 

that may also be applied cross-culturally, he was able to develop and empirically validate a 

scale of values of individuals (Sandy et al., 2016). The well-known theorization of Schwartz 

(1992, p.1) includes a scale of 10 main basic human values, also described as “ten 

motivationally distinct value types […] likely to be recognized within and across cultures and 

used to form value priorities”. Exstensively applied in literature, not excluding Sustainable 



SUSTAINABLE HRM: ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES TO ATTRACT EMPLOYEES IN THE WAR FOR TALENT 

 

48 

 

HRM research (e.g. Wang and Juslin, 2011; Rank and Palframan, 2021; Gonzalez-Rodriguez 

et al., 2015), these elements are summarized in Table 6.  

Table 6. Types of Values in terms of Defining Goals. From Schwartz et al. (2001) 

VALUE DEFINING GOAL 

Benevolence 
Preservation and enhancement of the welfare of people with 

whom one is in frequent personal contact. 

Universalism 
Understanding, appreciation, tolerance and protection for the 

welfare of all people and for nature 

Self-Direction Independent thought and action-choosing, creating, exploring 

Stimulation Excitement, novelty, and challenge in life.   

Hedonism Pleasure and sensuous gratification for oneself. 

Achievement 
Personal success through demonstrating competence 

according to social standards. 

Power 
Social status and prestige, control or dominance over people 

and resources. 

Security 
Safety, harmony and stability of society, of relationships, and 

of self. 

Conformity 
Restraint of actions, inclinations, and impulses likely to upset 

or harm others and violate social expectations or norms. 

Tradition 
Respect, commitment and acceptance of the customs and 

ideas that traditional culture or religion provide the self. 

The 10 broad values individuated by Schwartz are organized on a circular motivational 

continuum so that values closer together in the circle are conceptually more closely related and 

in alignment (Schwartz, 2006), giving rise to the circular structure observable in Figure 1.  

Conflicts and similarities among these 10 basic values identified by Schwartz addittionaly 

create an integrated structure of values that can be partitioned in four wider categories, that 

Schwartz (1992) identifies as Higher-Order Values (HOVs), observable in the figure.  

These are, respectively, Conservation, Openness to Change, Self-Enhancement, and Self-

Transcendence, representing “the poles of two 

dimensions” (Rudnev et al., 2018 p.1166).  

As it can in fact be noticed in Figure 1, two 

orthogonal dimensions exist, including each 

two higher-order values to juxtapose and study.  

 

Figure 1.  Schwartz's Dimension of Values and  

the 4 Higher-Order Values. From Schwartz., 2012. 
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According to Schwartz (2006) Conservation (Security, Conformity and Tradition) and 

Openness to Change (Stimulation and Self-Direction) values are put in contrast, capturing in 

this way the conflict that exists for individuals between values that emphasize preservation and 

resistance to change and values which emphasize independence and readiness to change on the 

other hand. Whilst the second orthogonal dimension puts in contrast Self-transcendence and 

Self-enhancement values, expressing in this way a contrast among those values that emphasize 

personal interests and success and values that focus on concern for others’ well-being and 

altruism. Lastly “the basic value Hedonism is not clearly assigned to one of the 4 higher-order 

values”, since it shares elements of both openness and self-enhancement (Lechner et al., 2022 

p.6).             

Other measures were analyzed such as the Big Five personality traits (which are 

respectively neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness) also utilized by Judge and Cable (1997) but, consisting of 60 different items, 

this model was considered too extensive and demanding for respondents to evaluate. Personal 

values were consequentially analyzed instead through the items identified by Schwartz (2003) 

in the PVQ, through its 21 items rielaborated as shown in Annex A, later rielaborated and 

summarized in the four Higher-Order values identified by Schwartz (1992), serving as the point 

of reference in our data analysis. 

Questionnaire Section 4. Demographics 

The last section of the questionnaire consisted then in different questions regarding 

demographic data of respondents. These variables were included given the suggestion 

according to past research on their relevance in job choice and organizational attractiveness 

(Greening and Turban, 2000; Judge and Bretz, 1992; Judge and Cable, 1997), and especially 

given the objectives of the present analysis, more particularly research questions (Q) 3 and 6. 

In the questionnaire such variables were put last instead than first to allow respondents to be 

more concentrated and less fatigued in the beginning and central part of the questionnaire, 

which were the most crucial and concentration-demanding topics. Respondents in this way 

could respond more quickly to the last section and not be tempted to leave the survey. To 

support such argumentat, results showed in fact no respondents leaving after completing section 

3 without also responding to all questions of section 4. 
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With regards to demographic questions, respondents were required to report on: 

• Level of Education. 

• Work experience (2 items) 

• Age 

• Gender 

• Ethnicity 

The ordinal variable for level of education was considered especially useful later on to 

be able to investigate wether individuals’ preferences may depend on instruction levels, 

providing therefore the possibility to analyze wether highly-instructed people would show 

greater appreciation for an organization that puts in place sustainable practices.  

The professional experience of individuals was instead respectively investigated through two 

different questions. The first being a categorical variable, expressed as “Have you ever had any 

work experience?” to which respondents had the possibility to only choose between “Yes” or 

“No”. While the second non-mandatory question stated: “If yes, how many years (accumulated) 

have you worked?”, that constituted a continuous variable given respondents needed to provide 

the number of working years in the available cell. Also the age variable was expressed as a 

continuous variable, through which it would be useful to investigate wether there seem to exist 

any relation between years of age and attention to sustainability matters, or if the variable does 

not seem to influence individuals’ preferences regarding Sustainable HRM instead. Lastly, 

gender and ethnicity categorical variables were included into the set of questions (while still 

providing for respondents the option to not specify what they identified with) with the 

expectation to provide similar contributions. This is due to the difficulty both women, non-

binary persons and individuals that do identify in a minority are facing on the job, brought by 

discrimination and disequality in treatment, pay and compensation and career-advancement 

opportunities. Facing such disadvantages in the labour market4, non-caucasian and non-male 

individuals may be expected to take a stronger stance and be particularly attracted for 

organizations which provide socially-sustainable opportunities of non-discrimination and 

equal-opportunism. This seem in fact to be confirmed by Ng and Burke’s work (2005) which 

found women and  ethnic minorities do seem to rate diversity management as important when 

accepting job offers. 

  

 
4 https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/375.pdf 
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4.3 Data Analysis 

4.3.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Data collection and procedures 

The subsequent stage of the work consisted on the elaboration and launch of the 

questionnaire, which was electronically developed and updated on the Survey Monkey 

platform. From there, the survey was distributed on different platforms to reach the maximum 

number of responses possible. The survey was created in two, equivalent versions to dispose of 

a bigger potential platform, resulting thereof in a bigger amount of individuals reached, the 

possibility was provided to respondents to choose between two different languages. The 

questionnaire was in fact designed in English, translated in Italian and then consistency of 

meanings among the two was analyzed to make sure of their equivalence in the two versions, 

assuring no ambiguities were present. It was then made sure that all questions were 

understandable, concise and simple even for individuals not acquainted with the topics treated. 

Different opinions were consulted on the understandability and clearness of the questions 

presented, on top of assessing wether the time indicated to complete the questionnaire by the 

platform Survey Monkey (of approximately 7 minutes) was reasonable. After estimating no 

problems seemed to emerge in the completion of the questionnaire, and having revised some of 

the italian terms for improved clarity, its link was sent and responses collected. The link to the 

questions was distributed with a snowball sampling technique (also known as network or chain 

sampling) through the personal relations of the researcher. The questionnaires was also 

uploaded online, and through a diverse range of websites and reaching different platforms, to 

try and reach the highest number possible of respondents over a 3 weeks period of collection 

timeframe between September and October 2023. Full anonmity was also assured to 

participants in the initial indications to encourage full honesty (which was asked from 

respondents, assuring the inexistance of “right or wrong answers”). The data collection phase 

was then followed by the analysis of all collected responses. 

Sample 

The responses to the questionnaire were analyzed with IBM© SPSS©_28. Initial returned 

responses were 150, but after an initial data-cleaning process 22 participants were elimated due 

to having left the questionnaire before filling out all the data or having taken incredibly low 

response time (less than 1 or 2 min), leaving a total of 128 valid responses (N=128), a 85,33% 

of the initial amount. The option of replacing the missing values through the medium of nearby 
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points method was in fact discarded, given all missing responses showed that respondents exited 

at half questionnaire: data were missing for the entire sections 3 and 4, which constituted more 

than 15% of the data, leading to also exclude all partially incomplete questionnaires (according 

to Lu et al., 2023). 

The median time respondents required to complete the questionnaire was 07 minutes and 51 

seconds. 

All informations regarding the demographical characteristics of the sample can be found 

in Annex B. Among the 128 participants returning the survey complete a majority were females 

(66,4%), 32,8% males and 0,8% identified as “other” (1 individual). The Mean age was 26,64 

years (SD= 6,115), with a minimum age of 18 years old and a maximum of 52 years, 

representing therefore quite a young sample. The vast majority of the sample identified their 

ethnicity as white/caucasian (76,6%, 98 people), while the remaining 23,4% were split into 

other racial groups. 11,7% of respondents were asian/pacific islanders, 3,1% of multiple 

ethnicity (or pertaining to other unspecified groups), 1,6% black and 1,6% hispanic. While a 

5,5% of the sample preferred not to specify their ethnic group of belonging. Most of the 

respondents had a Bachelor’s Degree (37,5%) or a Master’s (32%), while only the 21,1% had 

an high school diploma and none of respondents only attended middle school. 89,1% of 

respondents had pregressed work experience and only 10,9% did not. Among those who had 

any work experience the Mean accumulated working years were 5,881 (SD= 6,2970), with a 

minimum experience of 2 months and a maximum of 30 years among individuals. 

Relating to the descriptive statistics of the sample, it shows thereof a relevance of female 

participation, as expected according to literature. In fact Smith’s (2008) contribution lead us to 

expect a significant relationship between response rate and gender, given the feminine gender 

is generally more receptive and active in surveys presented in online platforms. This (according 

to the author)  will have to be considered in our analysis of data, not implying these may be free 

of gender biases. Also, the diversity among participants is quite limitating, with an ethnicity 

background mainly consistent of white individuals. An additional interesting point to infer and 

consider in the elaboration of data is the high general level of education among respondents. 

With only 21,1% of the sample having obtained only an High School diploma this may affect 

our results towards more educated responses, not representing exactly the average preferences 

of individuals. In Italy, in fact, among individuals between 25-64 years of age those who 

achieved tertiary education (any diploma or degree obtained over high-school diplomas) 

represent the 20,3% of the population, while the european average is 34,3% (ISTAT,2023b). 
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Among the present respondents this percentage sharply peaks instead at the 78,9%, which will 

have to be considered in our analysis. 

Sustainability education. 

To better interpret our results and draw some inferences from it, after having presented 

the general descriptive statistics of the sample, it was investigated wether high levels of 

education in Sustainable topics were shown among respondents. Exploring if individuals had 

obtained pregressed education on sustainability issues through courses and seminaires (EDS1), 

considered themselves overall knowledgeable on sustainability topics (EDS2) and, more 

particularly, if they had some prerequisite knowledge on Sustainable HRM practices (EDS3). 

As we can notice in Table 7 below, among the sample, respondents generally considered 

themselves more aware on practices of Sustainability in the workplace (EDS3), with a majority 

agreeing to the question (63,3%). This also applies, even if at a lower level, in the grade of 

informance relating to sustainability issues in general (53,9% agreeing to being up to date on 

the topic, EDS2). But, as we can observe, this tendency differs in the first question, in which 

the majority of individuals are neutral or discord on having attended any courses or seminaires 

on sustainability (EDS1). As we can observe in fact, in EDS1 the median and mean of responses 

deviates from the other two. This, on one hand, may simply mean that individuals learn about 

sustainability and practices of sustainability in the workplace not through courses or activities 

put in place by schools, universities or other entities, but more likely are in touch with the issues 

through social medias or other means of communication, not having had any istitutionalized 

formation on the topic. Yet, on the other, it may instead represent a symptom of a distortion in 

the responses due to a social desirability bias which may influence respondents. In fact, given 

individuals may be concerned on their self-presentation, which depends on the answers 

provided, these may tend to over-report socially desirable knowledge and activities relating to 

themselves (Krumpal, 2013). Stating to be updated on sustainable topics (both general, EDS2, 

and relating to HRM, EDS3) to provide what is percieved as a socially-desirable response. 

Both of these views taken together can lead us to consider that individuals may retain a 

superficial and non-academic knowledge relating to sustainable topics, and state to consider 

themselves updated on the issues, but actually lack any formal education on it.  
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Table 7. Sample Levels of Education on Sustainability matters 

Note: R= Agreement scale;  

S.A.=Strongly Agree; A= Agree; N = Neither Agree nor Disagree; D= Disagree; S.D.= Strongly Disagree. 

Sustainable HRM 

To analyze the results central to our research questions, the first thing was to observe 

responses relating to Sustainable HRM practices and its different dimensions. Having presented 

to respondents a list of activites that firms can put in place, identified by literature as pertaining 

to Sustainable HRM, these were in fact asked to state their attitudes toward each presented 

practice. To understand wether the themes seem relevant for individuals the mean and S.D. of 

responses could serve as a relevant point of analysis, discarding the option for any cases in 

which the resulting mean among respondents showed figures lower than 3. The descriptive 

statistics relating to this section can contribute in the research question Q1. Inferring in fact 

from the data it can be both analyzed what seems to be the general attitudes of individuals 

relating to practices of Sustainable HRM (Q1), and wether individuals show any clear pattern 

of preferences among different dimensions of sustainability. So, in our case, analyzing 

preferences between the social and environmental dimensions  of sustainability. 

 A summary of the responses to the different practices’ perception is provided in Table 

8 and 9, in which are included the Means and Standard Deviation of the responses, represented 

through two different matrix schemes. According in fact to the selected practices, the 

preferences of individuals were both investigated singularly (enumerating the figures for all the 

single practices) and two by two, according to the bundle they relate to (Attract and retain, A, 

Motivate and Maintain, M or Invest and Skills-Develop, D). It was distinguished wether the 

responses referred to the organizational attraction (OA) induced by the practice, or to the 

 

EDS1 “I attended some 

courses/seminaires on 

sustainability in the past” 

EDS2 “I consider  

myself up to date with 

sustainability issues” 

EDS3 “I am up to speed with 

practices of sustainability in the 

workplace” 

R Freq. 
Percentage 

(%) 

Cumul.

Perc. Freq. 
Percentage 

(%) 
Cumul. 

Perc. 
Freq. 

Percentage 

(%) 
Cumul. 

Perc. 

5= S.A. 17 13,3% 13,3% 15 11,7% 11,7% 16 12,5% 12,5% 

4= A 39 30,5% 43,8% 54 42,2% 53,9% 65 50,8% 63,3% 

3= N. 19 14,8% 58,6% 44 34,4% 88,3% 24 18,8% 82,0% 

2= D. 35 27,3% 85,9% 13 10,2% 98,4% 19 14,8% 96,9% 

1= S.D. 18 14,1% 100% 2 1,6% 100% 4 3,1% 100% 

Total 128 100%  128 100%  128 100%  

Median 3,00 4,00 4,00 

Mean 3,02 3,52 3,55 

S.D. (σ) 1,298 ,0887 0,995 
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intention to put effort to be able to work for a company that puts in place such activities (WE), 

for which the reason of two separate tables. Table 8 relates in this way to OA and Table 9 to 

WE. For a more detailed analysis Annex C provides the response rates at a more molecular 

level for each distinguished practice. 

 

WORK EFFORT: JOB PURSUIT INTENTION (WE) 

Social 

Practices 

(P_S) 

Attract and Retain  

(P_S_A) Mean= 3,92 

(SD= ,745) 

P_S_A1 Mean= 4,00 (SD=0,860) 

P_S_A2 Mean= 3,84 (SD=0,791) 

Mantain and 

Motivate 

(P_S_M) 

Mean= 4,30 

(SD= ,668) 

P_S_M1 Mean= 4,03 (SD= 0,860) 

P_S_M2 Mean= 4,57 (SD= ,781) 

Develop and Skills-

Investing 

(P_S_D) 

Mean=  4,21 

(SD= ,623) 

P_S_D1 Mean=  4,02 (SD= ,736) 

P_S_D2 Mean= 4,41 (SD= ,704) 

Environmental 

Practices 

(P_E) 

Attract and Retain 

(P_E_A) Mean= 3,89 

(SD= ,771) 

P_E_A1 Mean= 3,80 (SD= ,852) 

P_E_A2 Mean= 3,98 (SD= ,837) 

Mantain and 

Motivate 

(P_E_M) 

Mean= 3,90 

(SD= ,746) 

P_E_M1 Mean= 3,82 (SD= ,926) 

P_E_M2 Mean=  3,98 (SD= ,778) 

Develop and Skills-

Investing 

(P_E_D) 

Mean= 3,89 

(SD= ,758) 

P_E_D1 Mean= 3,88 (SD= 0,851) 

P_E_D2 Mean= 3,91 (SD= ,798) 

Table 9. Work Effort Values Related to Different Practices of Sustainable HRM 

ORGANIZATIONAL ATTRACTION (OA) 

Social 

Practices 

(P_S) 

Attract and Retain 

talent 

(P_S_A) 

Mean= 4,20 

(SD=,686) 

P_S_A1 Mean= 4,34 (SD= ,827) 

P_S_A2 Mean= 4,06 (SD= ,761) 

Mantain and Motivate 

(P_S_M) Mean= 4,38 

(SD= ,640) 

P_S_M1 Mean= 4,13 (SD= ,813) 

P_S_M2 Mean= 4,63 (SD= ,732) 

Develop and Skills-

Investing 

(P_S_D) 

Mean= 4,32 

(SD= ,611) 

P_S_D1 Mean= 4,18 (SD= ,736) 

P_S_D2 Mean= 4,46 (SD= ,698) 

Environmental 

Practices 

(P_E) 

Attract and Retain 

talent 

(P_E_A) 

Mean= 4,04 

(SD=,751) 

P_E_A1 Mean= 3,88 (SD= ,860) 

P_E_A2 Mean= 4,20 (SD= ,784) 

Mantain and Motivate 

(P_E_M) Mean=  3,98 

(SD= ,716) 

P_E_M1 Mean= 3,88 (SD= ,980) 

P_E_M2 Mean= 4,09 (SD= ,814) 

Develop and Skills-

Investing 

(P_E_D) 

Mean= 4,03 

(SD= ,746)  

P_E_D1 Mean= 3,98 (SD= ,874) 

P_E_D2 Mean= 4,08 (SD= ,770) 

Table 8. Organizational Attraction Values Related to Different Practices of Sustainable HRM 
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As we can see, at a singular-practice level, individuals generally report consistently high 

levels of attraction (OA) for firms that adopt both social and environmental pratices of 

sustainability (Table 8), which also translates, even if less considerably, in a reported job pursuit 

intention (WE) brought by the activities (Table 9). The adoption of Sustainable HRM practices 

seems therefore to influence organizational attraction for individuals, which also reflects 

(though to a lesser extent) to the efforts these state to be willing to put to be able to work with 

an organization that implements different socially and ecologically sustainable practices in the 

management of its workforce. Overall Standard Deviations results display quite an 

homogeneous dispersion measure within the sample (with all Coefficient of Variation below 

0,25), which means respondents seem to quite conform in terms of attitudes with regards to the 

issues. 

Comparing among the two dimensions the practices may relate to, we can notice how 

results for social practices are all consistenly above the indifferent level of 3 (Not agree nor 

disagree) for the sample, but the appeal of sustainability only translates partly to the 

environmental dimension. It can in fact be noticed how results for the Environmental 

dimensions appear consistently lower compared to the interest shown towards socially-

sustainable activities. With results visibly dropping relating to job pursuit intention (WE) 

related to environmentally concious practices, compared at least to social activities’ impact on 

individuals willigness to put any active effort to be part of an organization that adopts them. 

However, the descriptive statistics for the sample seem to still also show for this dimension 

mean values above the indifference level. So again, despite this decrease, the majority of 

individuals in the sample seem to be pretty clearly non-indifferent and positively impacted by 

such activities. 

Delving into the datas more specifically, variables related to each one of the three 

bundles (respectively the attraction, the motivation and the development bundle) were created, 

for both the social and environmental dimensions. This was done computing the mean between 

the statements which related to each of the six sections, and which results can still be observed 

in Table 8 and 9. Among social activities, the bundles reported to influence organizational 

attractiveness (OA) the most were, in this order, practices adopted to motivate and maintain the 

workforce (Mean= 4,38; SD= ,640) then those to develop it (Mean= 3,89; SD=,686) and lastly, 

quite surprisingly, those activities related to a socially-concious attraction of individuals to the 

organization (Mean= 4,20; SD= ,758).  
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Relating instead to the environmental dimension of Sustainable HRM, the practices adopted to 

attract individuals were those seeming to make the organization most attractive (Mean= 4,04; 

SD=,751), while activities to develop an environmentally-concious workforce are the second 

bundle in relevance to influence organizational attractiveness (Mean= 4,03; SD= ,716). Lastly, 

the activities that serve to motivate individuals in the pursue of sustainable ecological goals 

seem then to be the least appealing (Mean=  3,98; SD= ,746). 

To distinguish then different bundles according to the extent in which these may bring 

individuals to exert an effort to work for an organization, even in this case the social dimension 

seem to have the strongest impact. In fact, respondents agree to its influence, but more so 

relating to the practices adopted to motivate and mantain the workforce (Mean= 4,30 SD= 

,668)). Also the activites of investment and skill-developing organizations adopt regarding its 

workforce are impacting (Mean= 4,21; SD= ,623), while again a little less those to hire and 

attract new labor (Mean= 3,92; SD= ,745). For the environmental dimensions individuals seem 

instead to take weaker stances and demostrate some appeal, but not with really outstanding 

results. Those practices relating to the environmental dimensions adopted to motivate and 

compensate the workforce seem in fact the most impacting for the efforts they may induce 

individuals to put to work for an organization that adopts them (Mean= 3,90 (SD= ,746)). But 

the results no not differ particularly from those environmental HRM activites put in place to 

attract the workforce, that show very similar potential (Mean= 3,89; SD= ,771), as do the 

practices of investing in the workforce which relate to the environmental dimension  (Mean= 

3,89; SD= ,758). 

Having overviewed the descriptive statistics relating to the core section of the 

questionnaire, understanding what differences exist among practices investigated, it is then 

necessary to enlarge our focus of interest, to contribute to our research questions more clearly. 

Taking organizational attractiveness (OA) and the effort put to belong to an organization (WE) 

relating to different Sustainable HRM practices as our dependent variables, it is in fact useful 

to more generally observe the results of individuals’ agreement to OA and WE induced by 

Social practices of HRM compared to Environmental ones. 

Calculating the mean of the responses to all the six social practices identified in the present 

work (two related to attraction, two were practices adopted to motivate and maintain employees 

by firms and the other two to develop the workforce), we identified a variable to summarize 

how individuals agreed to the statement “I would be attracted to an organization with these 

characteristics” and then to the phrase “I would exert a great deal of effort to work for this 

company”. The process was repeated for the environmental practices, uniting in this way all the 
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practices that relate to one dimension in one variable and all those belonging to the other in 

another, but still differentiating between organizational attractiveness (OA) and job effort 

(WE). The four different dependent variables of reference were therefore developed, which 

figures on the sample can be observed in Table 10 and 11. To summarize, a clearer distinction 

was made among: 

• Organizational attraction tied to social practices adopted by the firm (Social_OA) 

• Job pursuit intention tied to organizational adoption of social practices (Social_WE) 

• Organizational attraction tied to environmental practices (Envir_OA) 

• Job pursuit intention tied to organizational adoption of environmental practices (Envir_WE) 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 10. Socially-responsible HRM practices: influence on organizational attractiveness and job pursuit. 

 Envir_OA Envir_WE 

Mean 4,014 3,893 

Median 4,083 3,917 

St. Dev. (σ) 0,649 0,662 

N 128 128 

 
Table 11. Environmental Sustainable HRM practices: influence on organizational attractiveness and job pursuit.. 

As observable, the sample seem to exhibit two clear patterns. The first observation is 

that, as already foreseen in the previous and more detailed analysis, individuals seem to 

generally report stronger preferences towards socially-sustainable practices compared to green 

activities of Human Resouce Management. But the second pattern that also emerges shows that, 

although respondents appear to be appreciative in general towards the presented sustainable 

HRM activites put in place by organizations (with no mean resulting very close to the 

indifference level 3), this seem confirmed to not fully translate in an active pursuit for the firm. 

In fact, despite reporting high agreement levels to considering an organization attractive (OA) 

if this put in place sustainable practices, we can notice how the work effort (WE) individuals 

would be willing to exert to be able to work for such an organization is lower for both the social 

and environmental dimensions.   

 Social_OA Social_WE 

Mean 4,299 4,143 

Median 4,333 4,167 

St. Dev. (σ) 0,517 0,547 

N 128 128 
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To be able to use the scales created summarizing all practices in four dependent 

variables, applying thereof inferential statistics, the last step was to test validity and reliability 

of the scales developed. The related reliability and validity tests were performed on the scales 

adopted that compose the four dependent variables (which separately includes six items each) 

and results can be observable in Table 12. The component matrix was in fact studied for 

validity, through the principal component analysis, testing data from each set of measures to be 

able to reduce the number of dimensions on the data set5 and reconducing all questions related 

to Sustainable HRM practices into the four dependent variables: Social_OA, Social_WE 

Envir_OA and Envir_WE.  As we can see from Table 12 all the coefficients of practices selected 

to build our dependent variables appear fairly above the limit of 0.5, thus not requiring for any 

to be removed: all items should be therefore retained to form the variable, confirming the 

validity of each component included in contributing to the measure tested.  A reliability analysis 

was therefore conducted and the reliability of the measures was tested, checking Cronbach’s 

Alpha for all four dependent variables. Resolving in this way to the need to check each of the 

four scales’ reliability, regarding therefore ervery dependent variable constructed, to determine 

its internal concistency through the Cronbach’s Alpha (Kivinda et al., 2021). For the four 

variables of analysis results yielded consistently high Cronbach’s α (all showing values above 

0.75), indicating satisfactingly high internal consistency of the scales.  

All 21 items composing the individual value variables were then used to create the 

composite variables representing the four Higher-Order dimensions of Schwartz, calculating 

the mean of the items that composed each one of them, creating juxtaposing variables, to 

investigate in our model how differences in these among respondents may contribute to their 

perception towards sustainable practices.  

 Reliability was also measured for Schwartz’s constructs (testing the reliability of the 

four individual higher-order values), that would be used investigate the existance of any 

significant relationship among invidual values and preferences regarding Sustainable HRM 

practices. The tests reported the values observable in Table 13. As stated in Lechner et al. (2022) 

such values, even if below 0.75, couldn still be considered acceptable given “the nature of the 

scales as heterogeneous higher-order constructs”. So, in line with the authors’s work the results 

were considered acceptable for Openness and Conservation (α≈ 0,6) and good for Self-

Transcendence and Self-Enhancement (α≈ 0,7). 

 
5 https://towardsdatascience.com/what-is-the-difference-between-pca-and-factor-analysis-5362ef6fa6f9 
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Having now tested wether the conditions held in place to apply inferential statistics on 

the variables developed, different were the analysis adopted, which could contribute to the 

remaining unexplored research questions. 

Table 12. Validity and Reliability Testing for the Developed Variables of Interest.. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                          a.Extraction method: Principal component analysis 

 

Table 13. Reliability Analysis for Schwartz's Constructs. 

 Reliability Statistics Validity Testing 

Variable Cronbach’s α N. of elements Component Matrixa 

Social_OA .764 6 S_H1_OA 0.693 

S_H2_OA 0.669 

S_M1_OA 0.630 

S_M2_OA 0.675 

S_D1_OA 0.749 

S_D2_OA 0.629 

Social_WE .777 6 S_H1_WE 0.772 

S_H2_WE 0.745 

S_M1_WE 0.559 

S_M2_WE 0.643 

S_D1_WE 0.711 

S_D2_WE 0.727 

Envir_OA .857 6 E_H1_OA 0.778 

E_H2_OA 0.802 

E_M1_OA 0.620 

E_M2_OA 0.842 

E_D1_OA 0.822 

E_D2_OA 0.766 

Envir_WE .876 6 E_H1_WE 0.818 

E_H2_WE 0.802 

E_M1_WE 0.675 

E_M2_WE 0.825 

E_D1_WE 0.798 

E_D2_WE 0.854 

Reliability Statistics  

Variables: 

High-order values 

Cronbach’s 

α 
Values included 

n. of 

items 

Self-transcendence 0,690 Benevolence and Universalism 5 

Self-enhancement 0,688 Personal Power and Achievement 4 

Openness 0,584 Self-direction, Stimulation and Hedonism 6 

Conservation 0,584 Tradition, Conformity and Security 6 
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4.3.2 Developing a Regression Model 

After a first analysis of the descriptive statistics of our data, it is relevant to understand 

wether the characteristic of individuals, and which one among these in particular, may influence 

their attitudes towards a firm that adopts Sustainable HRM practices, wether these be 

environmental or social. Investigating if there may exist any relevant relationship among the 

characteristics of an individual, or potential employee, and the degree to which this may be 

driven towards employers that integrate sustainable practices into the management of their 

human resources. Developing a model to understand how individual differences could influence 

the possibility a person may be particularly attracted towards an organization which adopts 

Sustainable HRM activities, or may be more willing to exert particular efforts for such a firm. 

Inferential statistics were adopted and a linear regression developed to study which dimensions 

seem to affect individuals preferences regarding sustainable practices estimate the coefficients 

of the independent variables assumed to better influence and predict results. The intent is to 

redicting in this way OA and WE values relating to the social and environmental practices based 

on different independent variables. These relationships will be tested regressing all four 

dependent variables with the independent ones of interest, but only after some adjustments and 

consideration are considered.  

Before starting the regression analysis to try and contribute to the research questions it 

was first verified wether the data was characterized by normality and homoschedasticity of 

residuals. In this way making sure the assumptions for the parametric test statistics were 

observed and non violated, validating the possibility to apply the linear regression model.6  

Not assuming any underlying distribution of our data, the further step was then to test for 

normality of residuals before running a multilinear regression, to be able to infer if errors in the 

data appeared random and indipendent of each other.7 The normal probability plot of the 

residuals of the regression models seemed to confirm the first assumption of normal distribution 

of error terms8, supported by both the graphs, as observable in Annex C, and the central limit 

theorem. The test for homoschedasticity to verify wether there existed any heteroscedasticity 

problems9 was then performed through the Breusch-Pagan test with the results observable in 

Annex C, confirming the nul hypotesis of  homoschedasticity. 

 
6 https://online.stat.psu.edu/stat501/book/export/html/910 
7 https://www.linkedin.com/advice/0/what-best-methods-assess-normality-residuals 
8  https://online.stat.psu.edu/stat501/lesson/4/4.6 
9 https://towardsdatascience.com/linear-regression-assumptions-why-is-it-important-af28438a44a1 

https://online.stat.psu.edu/stat501/lesson/4/4.6


SUSTAINABLE HRM: ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES TO ATTRACT EMPLOYEES IN THE WAR FOR TALENT 

 

62 

 

Table 14. Correlations and Descriptive statistics for the Independent Variables 
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After having performed all necessary tests, a  linear regression model was created to 

estimate how different characteristics of individuals may be relevant in their perception of 

Sustainable HRM practices and these were regressed on each among the four dependent 

variables. To study in this way wether there seemed to exist any link among the background or 

values of individual and their attitudes towards the adoption by corporations of sustainability 

activities in the management of the workforce (contributing in this way to research questions 

Q3 and Q4). All categorical variables were futher coded to binary variables (dummy variables 

0,1)10. Gender was assigned value 0 for males and 1 for female or others. The ethnicity variable 

was transformed in a dummy of value 0 if individuals were white and 1 for all other ethnic 

groups, to be able to confront any differences between caucasians and all individual pertaining 

to other ethnicities. A dummy for tertiary education also assumed value 1, assigning to lower 

educational levels (such as middle school and highschool) the value 0, obtaining in this way a 

binary variable to identify wether the individual had high levels of scholar education or not. 

Through the analysis of the correlation coefficients among independent variables (Table 14), it 

was noticed how years of work experience and age appeared heavily correlated (,82). Due to 

its high correlation to age the variable Years of Work was accordingly considered to not add 

additional information and for this reason was dropped from the model, with the variable Work 

Experience left to represent the professional characteristics within the sample. We can notice 

how the correlation among remaining independent variables, even if significant among some 

variables, do not appear worrying. 

For the creation of the regression model the independent variables to be tested were 

included in four different blocks, so all variables in one block were entered in a single step, to 

estimate wether their addiction could contribute in the prediction of the dependent variables.  

 
10 https://www.ibm.com/topics/linear-regression 

DEPENDENT VARIABLES: Social_OA, Social_WE, Envir_OA, Envir_OE 

1. Demographic variables Age (continuous variable) 

Gender (Male=0; Female or Other =1) 

Ethnic group (White=0; Non-White=1) 

Tertiary education (High and Middle School=0; Other=1) 

2. Work experience Work experience (categorical variable: Yes/No) 

3. Education on Sustainability EDS1: Attended courses/seminaires on sustainability 

EDS2: Up to date with sustainability issues 

EDS3: Up to date with practices of Sustainable HRM 

4. Higher Order Values  Conservation  

Openness to Change 

Self-Enhancement 

Self-Transcendence 
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The first block of variables included were the demographic characteristics, particularly 

the gender, age, ethnicity and instruction of respondents. Second the variables related to the 

level of educational knowledge on sustainability issues of individuals were united to the model, 

represented by the variables EDS1, EDS2 abd EDS3. The professional charachteristics 

represented the third block, most particularly only taking into consideration wether the 

individual stated to have any working experience (Work experience), while leaving out the 

variable Years of work due to its high correlation observed with the age of the individual, 

included in the first block. The last section included then the values of individuals, taking the 

mean average scores of all items that composed the four high-order values. Creating in this way 

four variables which represent individuals’ orientation, with Openness to Change opposing 

Conservation values and Self-Enhancement opposing Self-Transcendence values, according to 

Schwartz’s theory (1992).  

The regression procedures estimated the importance played by each independent 

variable in responding to questions about organizational attractiveness (OA) or job pursuit 

intentions (WE). Each column in Table 15 provides the regression results (coefficients and 

standard errors) for each one among the four dependent variables studied. Self transcendence 

values showed to be the most strongly predictor of individual attitudes across all dependent 

variables. For the social dimension of sustainability this was followed in relevance by work 

experience of individuals, openness to change values and awareness on sustainability issues 

(EDS2), which all seemed to contribute in predicting both organizational attractiveness and job 

pursuit intentions tied to social practices, even if only at a 0,1 confidence level.  

In contrast, for the environmental dimension EDS2 showed to be the second strongest 

predictors after self-trascendence values, at a 0,01 confidence level, for both organizational 

attractiveness and job pursuit intention tied to the adoption of environmental activities.  Always 

looking at the environmental practices, openness values seem to influence organizational 

attractiveness with a 5% significance, followed then by the dummy variable of ethnicity 

(although with a 1% significance). Jop pursuit intention linked to ecological practices, also 

influenced significantly by openness values showed instead difference in the coefficients of 

gender and work experience, both statistically significant in the prediction of the dependent 

variables.  



SUSTAINABLE HRM: ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES TO ATTRACT EMPLOYEES IN THE WAR FOR TALENT 

 

65 

 

 

Table 15. Regression Analysis for all Four Dependent Variables Related to Individuals Demographical Characteristics and 

Invidivdual Values. 
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The adjusted R2 for all four regression models do not show excessively brilliant 

measures of variance explained by the variables introduced. However, it is important to notice 

that Ozili (2022 p.5-9) explains how when dealing with social sciences, that “deal with human 

behaviour [which is subject to change] due to individual self-interest, group dynamics, feelings 

and other factors”. Accordingly, given the difficulty in predicting human behaviors and 

preferences this may make it difficult for a model to capture all factors predicting individuals 

behaviour. Consequentially, also lower R-squared can still be considered acceptable if at least 

“some of  the explanatory variables are statistically significant”. The regression model could 

still be considered a good one and should not be discarded only due to a low R2. Which validates 

our regression model.  

4.3.3 Cluster Analysis 

The last step of the process to study individuals’ attitudes towards organizational 

adoption of Sustainable HRM practices consisted then in applying a cluster analysis. This was 

done to investigate the existance among the workforce of grouping classes that may be similar 

in order of preferences, relating to different practices of sustainability. The cluster analysis can 

in fact be effective to explore wether the sample of respondents could be split into different 

groups, or “clusters”, which differentiate from each others based on certain characteristics. This 

can be useful to help firms in making better, informed decisions, serving as a guide in 

understanding wether the workforce landscape seem to be composed by different groups which 

are attracted to certain practices in particular. Assuming there may be different sub-groups 

which may be more oriented towards the social side rather than the green one, the intent for the 

creation of a cluster analysis was to group individuals in function of their preferences on the 

social compared to environmental dimensions of sustainability. Also investigating the existance 

of individuals which root strongly for sustainable causes and define themselves attracted to 

organizations which implement them, but would also be willing to put effort to be part of such 

companies, opposed instead to a possible set of individuals which are quite indifferent to it. 

After having aggregated the data in function of the answers and preferences, we will investigate 

how these clusters are characterized through a Post-Hoc analysis, possibly obtaining an 

expansed detail on some ideal profiles companies could concentrate on in function of the same 

practices the firm adopts. Who are the indiviudals who would appreciate sustainable activities 

more? And are these individuals only considering the firm attractive or would they actually be 

more willing to put in the work to be able to work for a similar firm? 
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Given the dimension of the sample was not extremely low (which could exclude the 

option to use K-means cluster analysis) neither too large (as to not make useful nor applicable 

hierarchical clustering), a dual approach was adopted. The clusters to identify were based on 

the four dependent variables treated in our models. This allows to confront attitudes regarding 

different dimensions of sustainability (either social and environmental) and further detailing the 

impacts of such practices on Organizational Attraction or Job Pursuit Intention. The distance 

among datapoints was first computed visually through Hierarchical clustering, understanding 

through the dendrogram what could be an appropriate number of clusters to determine. The 

selected cluster method was the Ward’s method, measured through squared euclidean distances. 

The Ward’s method is considered appropriate in the analysis of quantitative variables, 

performing cluster analyses based on variance rather than distances or associations among 

observations.11 This methodology to hierarchical clustering provides therefore clean 

information, visualized from the dendrogram. Obtaining a visual summary of the cluster 

solutions, at first an appearance of 5 different clusters (in the sample of n=128) was obtained, 

seeming to emerge from the graphical visualization of the dendrogram. Having now established 

the clusters to consider to provide to the database, the K-means clustering methodology was 

adopted at such point. This clustering method is in fact especially useful to partition a dataset 

into a predetermined number of groups. Testing in this way through a non-hierarchical appraoch 

wether clusters really differed in terms of preferences of Sustainable HRM practices, observing 

the difference in characteristics among them. In fact, the K-means cluster analysis can allow us 

to group items together based on scores across the different variables, with each cluster being 

represented by its centroid (that corrisponds to the mean of points assigned to the cluster)12.  

The results obtained from the initial partition of the dataset in 5 different groups and the 

componence of each group were examined. It was although observed from the results that, 

grouping all data in 5 different clusters through the K-means cluster analysis, two groups 

appeared to be quite reduced in terms of observations included. Together with one cluster 

containing 12 respondents and another only 8 among individuals, no neat distinction seemed to 

adittionally emerge across groups.  It was then proceeded to test (first verifying through the 

two-steps analysis wether the number of clusters would appear sufficient, which yielded 

optimistic results) the k-means cluster analysis through the definition of 4 clusters, reducing the 

number by one. This solution appeared to provide a better-distributed set of clusters, with the 

 
11 https://online.stat.psu.edu/stat505/lesson/14/14.7 
12 https://uc-r.github.io/kmeans_clustering 
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smallest sub-group containing at least 20 observations each (15,6% of the sample). The output 

can be observed in Table 16 which summarizes cluster centers for all four defined groups.            

Table 16. Differentation of Attitudes related to Sustainable HRM as a Result of Cluster Analysis. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The resulting cluster analysis differentiates therefore four typologies of individuals 

within the sample. It can be noticed how values are consitenly above the indifferent level of 3 

for the social dimension, even though as noticed in cluster 4 this does not apply to 

environmental sustainability. Factually, Cluster 4 exhibits lower figures across all variables 

confronted, while cluster 1 seems to exhibit consistenly high values for both organizational 

attractiveness and job pursuit intentions towards firms that adopt both social practices of 

sustainability and  environmental activities on the matter, with no discrimination among the 

two. Clusters 2, the most numerous among the four, show high levels of agreement relating to 

all variables, yet a stronger attitude towards the social dimension. Cluster 3, on the other hand 

show lower values across all variables, but still appear not indifferent, especially regarding 

sustainable practices. It can lastly be noted how for cluster 2 and 3 values differ among 

organizational attraction (OA) and job pursuit intention (WE) for both dimensions (social and 

environmental). Implying even if these two clusters show cluster centers that are at relatively 

high levels for organizational attraction, such attitudes to not necessarly translate (or at least 

not as much) in an active effort of pursuit for an organization that implemented Sustainable 

HRM practices.   

After having aggregated all datas in function of the responses of individuals relating to 

their preferences on different dimensions through the cluster analysis applied, it could be 

possible to narrow the focus. As said in fact, it becomes relevant to try and understand the 

internal characteristics of individuals that pertain to a cluster. Are certain aspects of the 

individual relevant to the extent in which this may be part of a certain cluster over another? 

 Final cluster centers 

 

Cluster 

1 2 3 4 

Social_OA 4,79 4,41 3,95 3,59 

Social_WE 4,75 4,23 3,63 3,50 

Envir_OA 4,75 4,09 3,77 2,93 

Envir_WE 4,74 3,91 3,51 2,96 

N. of cases in each cluster 30 58 20 20 

Agreement scale of originary variables ranging from 1= Strongly disagree to 5= Strongly agree 
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This analysis could be useful for organizations in understanding wether some ideal profiles 

exist, differentiating among people’s characteristics that may bring them to appreciate more or 

take more pride in being part of an organization that adopts more environmentally-consciuos 

practices of Sustainable HRM, or more socially-focused activities on the matter. On the other 

side, it is also relevant for organizations to understand wether other individuals may be 

indifferent to these.  

To investigate the impact of all different independent variables of our model on the 

probability of pertainance to a certain cluster, an ANOVA was run to analyse wether any group 

showed indication of differing from the other. An initial observation of the variables’ means 

and SD among clusters, and how these may differ can, also be observed in Table 17. A Post-

Hoc test was then performed through a One-way ANOVA, to determine wether there exists 

statistically significance on any difference in mean scores between different categories of 

individuals that belong to a cluster or another. According to Williams and Abdi (2010) if the 

results coming from such analysis should indicate an ANOVA F that was significant (showing 

therefore there exist a difference in the independent variables studied among clusters, but not 

specifying which among the tests may differ), least significant difference (LSD) test. The LSD 

was selected given it is considered as more powerful in comparison with other methods of post-

hoc comparison, due to the fact that “the α level for each comparison is not corrected for 

multiple comparisons” (Williams and Abdi, 2010 p.3). This methodology allows us therefore 

to compute wether there exists any significant difference between two means (or in our case of 

interest between two clusters) realting to the independent variable investigated.  

In Table 18 can be observed the results of all One-Way ANOVAs performed separately 

on the independent variables, considering as a factor the categorical variable of pertainance to 

the cluster (ranging from 1 to 4). It can be noticed that many of the variables do not show any 

significan differences among groups, except for EDS2 and the value of Self-transcendence, 

which show an undoubtable confidence level, whilst Openness still seem to display some 

between-group difference, even if only at a 10% confidence level. 

 

 

 

 



SUSTAINABLE HRM: ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES TO ATTRACT EMPLOYEES IN THE WAR FOR TALENT 

 

70 

 

Note: The mean difference is significant at the level:0,10* 0,05** 0,01*** <0,001**** 

 

Table 17. Descriptive Statistics (Mean and Standard Deviation) for Individual Clusters 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

  

 Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4 

Variable Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. 

Age 25,13 3,40 27,22 6,91 26,45 4,03 27,40 8,21 

Gendera ,73 ,45 ,64 ,49 ,60 ,50 ,75 ,44 

Ethnicityb ,17 ,38 ,26 ,44 ,20 ,41 ,30 ,47 

Tertiary Educationc ,40 ,498 ,43 ,499 ,25 ,44 ,55 ,51 

Work Experience ,87 ,346 ,86 ,35 ,95 ,22 ,95 ,22 

EDS1 3,20 1,45 3,03 1,26 3,15 1,23 2,55 1,23 

EDS2 4,07 ,79 3,38 ,86 3,50 ,69 3,15 ,99 

EDS3 3,67 1,12 3,45 1,03 3,55 ,95 3,65 ,75 

Conservation 3,32 ,51 3,31 ,58 3,37 ,46 3,28 ,57 

Openness 4,05 ,497 3,89 ,47 3,88 ,44 3,68 ,56 

Self-Enhancement 3,33 ,799 3,16 ,75 3,28 ,53 3,48 ,46 

Self-Transcendence 4,53 ,35 4,29 ,43 4,21 ,45 3,74 ,53 

N 30 58 20 20 

 Between Groups 

One-Way ANOVA F Sign. 

Age ,89 ,45 

Gender  ,60 ,61 

Ethnicity ,51 ,67 

Instruction 1,28 ,29 

Work experience ,69 ,56 

EDS1 1,14 ,34 

EDS2 6,10 <,001 

EDS3 ,40 ,75 

Conservation ,09 ,97 

Openness 2,40 ,07 

Self-enhancement 1,20 ,31 

Self-transcendence 13,72 <,001 

Table 18. One-Way ANOVA:  

Analyzing Individual Characteristics among Clusters   

Table 19. Post- Hoc Test: Multiple comparisons, LSD. Variable 
Cluster  

(I) 

Cluster  

(J) 

Mean Difference 

(I-J) 

EDS2 1 2 ,69**** 
  3 ,57** 

  4 ,92**** 

 2 3 -,12 

  4 ,23 

 3 4 ,35 

Openness 1 2 ,16 
 

 3 ,18 
 

 4 ,38*** 
 2 3 ,02 
 

 4 ,22* 
 3 4 ,20 

Self-Transcendence 1 2 ,24** 
 

 3 ,32*** 
 

 4 ,79**** 

 2 3 ,09 

  4 ,55**** 

 3 4 ,47**** 

CLUSTERS 

Cluster 1:  Overall enthusiasts 

Cluster 2: Socially-inclined individuals 

Cluster 3:  Attracted but skeptical 

Cluster 4:  Indifferents 

aGender: 0 = Male 1= Female or Others;  bEhnicity: 0= White/Caucasian, 1= Non-White,  
cTertiary instr.: 1=Associate’s Degree, Bachelor’s or Master’s Degree, 0= High school or Middle School 
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

The war for talent in the last decades has been affecting firms and the global market as 

a whole, together with all the challenges brought by the current conditions that are impacting 

job markets. We have been facing in fact a scarce availability of labour resources, especially 

competent ones, while on the other hand an increased demand for skilled employees is coming 

from firms (Backes-Gellner, 2004), in what has been defined as an increasingly competitive 

and diverse labour market (Ehnert, 2009). With this, talent has been recognized as a crucial 

factor in the competitive advantage of firms, just like has been the necessity of creating a 

superior value proposition from employers. In such an environment, Sustainability has been 

recognized as a potential leverage for firms to be adopted in an effort to win the war for talent 

that is affecting them. With employees' expectations departing from mere financial 

compensation (IBM Institute for Business Value, 2021a) talents have become significantly 

attracted to firms with a strong stance on sustainability, with similar concerns shown to actively 

impact workforce’s (and especially youngsters’) decision-making and retention. 

The focus of this thesis is therefore to point out that sustainability must not only be seen 

as a tool to provide new solutions, making economic systems and organizations more viable in 

the long term and less impacting on society and its well-being (Ehnert et al., 2014). In this line, 

the scope of the present analysis consists instead in understanding to what extent being socially 

and environmentally responsible in managing employees may also represent a competitive 

advantage in talents’ attraction. Analyzing therefore what are the activities that seem to 

particularly influence such attractiveness towards an employer, from a Sustainable HRM point 

of view. Contributing in this way to the gap that for our present knowledge affects existing 

literature, the first intent pursued was to develop, in function of existing research on Sustainable 

HRM, a set of practices which may represent the most relevant activities put in place by 

organizations in what can be defined as a Triple Bottom Line approach to Sustainable HRM. 

After having built a comprehensive framework that could identify and confront different 

Sustainable practices of HRM, these were employed to develop our instrument of analysis. Our 

research questions were in fact examined through the distribution of a questionnaire and the 

analysis of the sample obtained. 

The possibility was developed in this way of studying practices of sustainability that 

relate to Human Resource management to be able to identify wether these may influence 

individuals attraction towards an organization. This was done differentiating among two aspects 

of organizational attraction: wether individuals consider themselves attracted to a firm, or 
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Organizational Attractiveness (OA) and job pursuit intention, or rather the effort an individual 

would be willing to put to be able to become part of a certain organization, Work Effort (WE). 

Such attitudes were investigated across different activities companies put in place, may these 

relate to social or rather environmentally-sustainable efforts of HRM. This contributes to 

existing research which, despite investigating different dimensions that broadly relate to CSR 

and their influence on organizational attractiveness (Evans and Davis, 2011; Gully et al., 2013; 

Jones et al., 2014; Lis, 2012), fails to explore the practices of sustainable management of the 

workforce in particular. Although calling for the adoption of such approach (Rank And 

Palframan, 2021). It is especially relevant to understand not only what are individuals attitudes 

towards sustainable practices of HRM so wether Sustainable HRM can represent a tool to attract 

talent and differentiate firms in the labor market. What also contributes to existing research is 

the differentiation of practices of Sustainable Human Resource Management among those that 

relate to the environmental dimension of sustainability and those that pertain to social efforts. 

Such is the contribution  that the first research question (Q1) desires to obviate to, understanding 

wether there exist any clear preferences among difference dimensions in sustainability. In this 

way building a picture of what are the effects on organizational attractiveness when similar 

practices that relate to either one or the other dimension (social or ecological) are compared. 

The descriptive statistics developed in section 4.3.1 contributed to the first two 

questions. A first analysis of data seemed to show in fact how socially-sustainable activities 

report higher preferences from individuals, even though the potential of the environmental 

dimension of sustainability is not discarded by the results. Individuals showed to not be 

indifferent to any of the practices presented, displaying high scores on both the impact of the 

practices presented on Organizational Attraction and Work Effort. 

The data observed can contribute therefore to the research questions of interest. It can in fact 

be concluded that individuals observed do seem to report consistently high levels of attraction 

and positive attitudes towards organizational adoption of Sustainable practices of Human 

Resource Management. Due to the obtained results, Sustainable HRM can be considered to 

represent a powerful tool for organizations in the attraction of talent and the potential to 

differentiate a firm in the labour market, improving their appealing in face of potential 

applicants. Even if figures reveal that the adoption by an organization of Sustainable HRM 

practices also impact the efforts individuals would be willing to put to become a part of it, such 

attraction does not fully translates in active job pursuit intentions (WE) induced by an 

organization that adopts such practices. With what regards instead wether any preference of one 

dimension over the other seem to emerge when comparing practices that relate to social and 
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environmental aspects, a pattern seem to consistently appear among all bundles of practices. 

Individuals generally report higher results for both attraction and job pursuit intention when 

presented with social practices, even if it must be reminded that the environmental dimension 

do not report mean values which are below the indifference level of 3. This implies therefore 

that, contributing to Q1, although the social dimension of sustainability may result more 

appealing for individuals, the environmental dimension is still relevant for organizational 

attractiveness and its focus should not be discarded. However, we must be reminded that the 

sample in consideration is not to be considered free of some impartiality. In fact, we are dealing 

with a sample with a consistenly high representation of the female gender, educated individuals 

and with a reduced diversity in terms of ethnicity. Notwithstanding such issues, the level of 

agreement to Sustainable HRM is undeniably consistently high and connot be disregarded. 

In the second section of the data analysis, estimating the role played by individual 

background characteristics and values in influencing individual attitudes, the linear regression 

model contributed to further the second research question developed (Q2). Estimating the 

importance played by each independent variable on organizational attractiveness (OA) and job 

pursuit intentions (WE), related respectively to the adoption of social or environmental 

Sustainable practices of Human Resource Managment, which constituted the four dependent 

variables of interest.  

Analyzing the results, it can be first noticed how (in contrast with Ng and Burke’s work, 

2005) gender and ethnicity do not seem to significantly affect attraction towards an organization 

which implements socially-sustainable activites in HRM, nor it has any significant relation to 

implementing an effort (WE) to be part of such a firm. The fact of having a pregressed job 

experience seem on the other hand to demonstrate a negative effect on the appeal of 

sustainability (although non significantly with regards to Envir_OA). The disinterest towards 

organization which implement social or environmentally sustainable practies for those 

individuals that state to have pregressed working experience could be justified by two different, 

non mutually-exclusive justifications. The first one being that probably, among those with 

working experience, many could be currently employed, which could hinder the interests or 

consideration towards an external firm in general, lowering the level of agreement towards 

considering an organization in question attractive (OA) or consider it as worthy to put an effort 

to be a part of (WE). According in fact to Cable and Judge (1994) the level of job experience 

of an individual is expected to negatively influence the probability of pursuing an organization: 

this could also mean therefore hindered levels of both reporting to be attractive to an 

organization, or be willing to be working for it, explaining the negative significant coefficients. 
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On the other side, another possible explanation could be the disillusionment brought by 

antecedent working experiences, which may induce individuals to depart from ideals when 

considering an organization, or overall considering that an organization which put the described 

practices in place could be too far from the reality these live in. All opposite considerations 

hold for individuals with no pregressed professional experience. 

Another variable which appears consistent in its contribution to the model, even if at a 10% 

level of significance, is how individuals that considered themselves up to date with 

sustainability issues (EDS2) are shown to also respond positively to both environmental and 

social dimensions of Sustainable HRM. The results appear although much more significant at 

the ecological level, with coefficients that are consistently higher. Presumably, those who 

consider themselves as knowledgeable with regards to sustainability issues, given their level of 

instruction on the topic, may appreciate more an organization that puts in place sustainable 

practices, understanding the urgency of the issue. Yet, their knowledge on sustainability topics 

may be limited to the ecological dimension, impacting in this way more consistently how these 

may perceive the efforts of a firm towards environmentally-concious activities of HRM. Also, 

it is important to consider that the results may additionally be dependent on a social desirability 

bias affecting the distortion in the responses of individuals. Those who may in fact tend to over-

report on their level of education on sustainability issues, to conform with what is considered 

as more “socially desirable”, may do so also relating to organizational evaluation. However, 

being aware of sustainability issues seem to influence both the attraction towards an 

organization that actively work in its contribution to it, and the efforts individuals would be 

willing to put to become part of a similar firm, even if on a larger scale with regards the 

environmental dimension. On the contrary, EDS1 and EDS3 do not appear as significant 

predictors, which is particularly interesting for EDS3 (the self-reported level of awareness on 

activities of Sustainable HRM adopted by organization). 

Finally, looking at all four Higher-Order values, it appears how openness to change seem to 

positively influence the perception of firms adopting Socially-sustainable practices (both 

regarding OA and WE), but more significantly impacts the stances of individuals towards 

organizations that adopt environmentally-concious activities relating to HRM, that also show 

higher coefficients. Individuals that report high scores in those values that emphasize 

independence and readiness to change seem therefore to show a relation to better perceiving 

those sustainable practices adopted by firms in the management of their workforce, probably 

due to a reduced worry towards the partaking by firms towards active changes to the current 

situations, through adopting a stronger stance for sustainability. But the most consequential 

coefficient and variable for the model is without any doubt the effect of High-Transcendence 
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levels for individuals. This suggest how a person with altruistic value-orientations, as could be 

expected, can be far more appreciative of an organization which adopts practices that look out 

for Sustainable HRM adoption, being both more likely to consider it attractive and stating to be 

willing to put more efforts to be a part of it. The positive coefficients on the variable are relevant 

and statistically significant for all regression models, and the hypotesis holds therefore for all 

dependent variables. It could be thus inferred from the data how Self-transcendence values seem 

to have a deep impact on individuals’ attitudes towards the adoption of Sustainable HRM 

practices. The result is not surprising, and appears in accordance with Evans and Davis (2011). 

The authors in fact empirically tested how individuals with higher other-regarding value 

orientations - so with higher concern towards others – tend to show higher attraction towards 

organizations that put in place socially-responsible practices, given “CSR reflects a concern for 

interests beyond one’s personal interest” (p.461). The present analysis provides therefore 

consistent results in the effect that high reported levels for altruistic values also exert in all 

practices of Sustainable HRM. 

The last step of the data analysis consisted thus in evaluating wether any difference 

could be observed inside the sample with regards to the attitudes of individuals towards 

Sustainable HRM. More particularly the option was considered of identifying different groups 

among the sample with different stances towards social and environmental practices, to observe 

therefore wether different approaches to the matter seemed to emerge among respondents. The 

cluster analysis was elaborated in the final part (section 4.3.3) of the data analysis. The approach 

was adopted to scrutinize on the existance, among the sample, of different groups, each 

characterized by a difference stance or attitude towards Sustainable HRM practices. :  

A k-means cluster analysis was performed defining 4 clusters, which conduced to fairly-

populated groups and which all differed in the values of centers computed relating to the four 

dependent variables investigated.  

The results obtained through the analysis of the cluster centers can be reinterpretated 

identifying four different classes of individuals, which could be better interpreted from the 

images below (Images 1-4): 

Cluster 1: Overall enthusiasts.  

These are individuals that consider both of the dimensions of sustainability as important, 

would be attracted to organizations that implement them and would be equally incined to 

exert an effort to work for those firms that put in place Sustainable HRM activites. Values 

are incredibly high (close to 5) for all dependent variables. 
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Cluster 2: Socially-inclined individuals 

The most numerous cluster in the sample, reports quite high levels for all the dependent 

variables (the center are consistently over the indifference level of 3) but quite a clear 

inclination towards socially-sustainable practices, both for OA and WE. Reported attraction 

towards an organization that implements Sustainable HRM practices translate only partly 

to the willigness to put an active effort to be part of it, for both ecological and social 

dimensions.  

Cluster 3: Attracted but skeptical 

These are individuals which, compared to cluster 2, show more cautious attitudes towards 

practices of Sustainable HRM. Particularly, as can be observed in Image 3, general 

attraction (OA) appears consistenly higher than the actual effort they would exert (WE) to 

be a part of company that adopts them, for both dimensions. 

Cluster 4: Indifferents. 

This group of respondents show the lowest values across all variables among all individuals. 

Particularly, the interest towards the environmental dimension of Sustainable HRM seem 

to show levels of indifference. While, even if the social dimension is relatively more 

attractive and seem to affect job intention, it does so only marginally compared to other 

groups. Values relating to OA and WE converge for both dimensions. 
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Lastly, an analysis was conducted to investigate wether these clusters resulted to be 

composed by individuals which characteristics differed among-groups. The results of the Post-

Hoc test seem to further confirm the conclusions inferred from the regression model. For 

individuals in Cluster 1 which show high levels of both OA and WE for both the environmental 

and social dimension, the level of self-reported awareness on sustainability issues (EDS2) seem 

to significantly differ from the others. Inviduals part of Cluster 1 not only show increased levels 

of sustainability awareness (EDS2) compared to all other clusters, they also exhibit higher 

scores on Self-transcendence values. This can also be said comparing Cluster 2 and 3 to Cluster 

4, which may signify how individuals may be increasingly indifferent to sustainability practices 

as their recognition in those values that relate to altruism and the concern for others according 

to Schwartz (1992) decreases. Another Higher-Order value which show significant difference 

among clusters, even if at lower significance, is then Openness. This relationship can be noticed 

especially between individuals with higher scores of preference attributed to Sustainable HRM 

practices (respectively Cluster 1 and 2), compared to those who retain themselves as more 

indifferent.  

In conclusion, what the present study achieved was therefore to distinguish among 

different Sustainable HRM practices to inquire individuals’ preferences relating to these. 

Distinguishing in fact among different Sustainable HRM activities and create a set of practices 

of reference to be investigated among indivduals, understanding the mediating role personal 

characteristics and individual values may play into it. A framework of reference was therefore 

developed which could identify the practices put in place by organization, dividing them 

according to the objective they intend to achieve (attract, motivate or develop the workforce) 

and which identifiable dimension of sustaianbility these may relate to.  

The matter was fully developed understanding then, through a regression model, the 

mediating role that personal characteristics and individual values may play into the attraction 

of talent to an organization that exerts different efforts towards a sustainable management of its 

human resources. Lastly analyzing through the implementation of a cluster analysis wether 

different attitudes seem to emerge towards Sustainable HRM among individuals, and wether 

Cluster 4 
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these stances seem to be affected by the features which characterize a person. However, this 

did not come without certain limitations. 

Limitations and Future Suggestions 

A framework of reference was created in the present research, building up from 

literature resources, to compare and present different practices of sustainability adoption in 

HRM. Yet, given the constructed set of practices build up from pre-existing research, which 

often was very fragmented and failed to investigate among different aspects, this may present 

some lacks. The most critical point in the summary of practices created, that later served as the 

basis of our analysis, is how the economic dimension was left out. In fact, although 

sustainability is not limited to a social and environmental dimension, and rather must inglobate 

the relevance of the economic aspects of sustainability to truly refer to the Triple Bottom Line 

Approach, the framework fails to include it. This was done to create higher comparability 

among the other two practices, due to the fact that literature often cites economic sustainability 

as something which inglobates the social and environmental dimension, rather than being 

analyzable separately. To build our set of practices and create a term of comparison among 

them, to investigate individuals’ preferences, this dimension was therefore excluded due to its 

difficulty of segregation. Despite such pitfall, it must not be failed to mention how the present 

work contributes anyway in presenting something that literature seemed to have failed to 

contribute to. This advancement resides in the act of having compared social and environmental 

activities of Sustainable HRM, in a framework that does not fail in this way to leave out one of 

the two, to concentrate exclusively on either Socially Responsible HRM or Green HRM and 

the role these may play in organizational attractiveness.  

Even if the economical dimension could not be included inside our reference framework and, 

consequentially, our regression model, due to its reduce comparability with other dimensions, 

a possible suggestion for future studies is to attempt to examine how individuals report on their 

prefernces towards Sustainable HRM when confronted with financial benefits and stricly 

economically-sustainable practices put in place by firms.  Future studies could concurrenty still 

investigate the social and environmental dimensions, but also look into preferences of people 

on these dimensions compared to other financial aspects, which may still be relevant. Adopting 

in this way this point of comparison to study the preferences of individuals on more 

“mainstream” forms of attraction and motivation over practices of sustainability in the 

workplace. 
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The present work also achieved the scope of studying the perception of individuals with 

regards to different dimensions of sustainability and how these may vary according to different 

carachteristics of individuals (according to Lis, 2012 suggestion). Another possible suggestions 

for future research to obviate is although to study general preferences of individuals over 

practices as a bundle (as suggested by Fei and Wang, 2022). Further analysis could in fact be 

done on wether individual characterstics also play on preferences over attraction, motivation 

and development activities put in place by firms rather than just confronting all practices 

realting to the social and environmental dimensions as a whole. This could be done through a 

policy-capturing study, which could be infer better results from the data. Given in fact adopting 

such methodology, asking individuals to judge a multitude of scenarios with different attributes, 

can be considered more similar to real problems than is a self-report attribute design (Karren 

and Barringer, 2002). Being considered a very demanding task for respondents in answering to 

a questionnaire with voluntary partecipation, in a different study policy-capturing could instead 

allow to avoid studying in an overly-simplicistic manner how different elements seem to impact 

organizational attractiveness (Lis, 2018), comparing different practices of Sustainable HRM in 

a multitude of scenarios.  

Finally, results inferred from descriptive statistics, the regression models and the cluster 

analysis have been thoroughly analyzed. However, when drawing our results and in applying 

them to the overall population, some considerations must not fail to be considered. The sample 

investigated may be considered in fact quite limiting in terms of diversity. As analyzed, 

respondents were not only for a vast majority represented by the female gender, these were also 

mostly of white ethnicity. Additionally, further caution should be applied for an element which 

towers over the others: the sample taken in consideration is an highly-educated one, which 

could bias our results towards higher standards. In fact, with more educated people probably 

being characterized by a deeper intrinsic knowledge on sustainability issues, brought by 

educational settings, this may result in increased and more biased positive stances towards the 

adoption of Sustainable HRM. It would be therefore useful to analyze how responses may differ 

when taking in consideration a sample which is more diversified, not only in terms of education 

levels, but also for gender and racial inclusion. 
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ANNEX A 

Composition of the Questionnaire. 

Table 20. Practices Presented to Respondents Relating to Sustainable HRM. 
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ANNEX A (cont.)  

Scheme 1. Visual Composition of the Questionnaire Proposed to Respondents. 

Variables Items Agreement Scale 

  SD D N A SA 

Education on 

sustainability 

issues 

(EDS) 

EDS1: I attended some courses/seminaires on sustainability in the 

past. 
     

EDS2: I consider myself up to date with sustainability issues.      

EDS3: I am up to speed with practices of sustainability in the 

workplace (e.g. inclusion and diversity in the workplace, waste-

recycling, parental leaves right, equal pays, green practices 

incentives, etc.). 

     

Practices of 

Sustainable 

HRM 

(P) 

Social Practices 

(P_S) 

P_S_A1 

Organizational attraction  

(OA): 

“I would be attracted to 

an 

organization with these 

characteristics” 

     

P_S_A2  

P_S_M1 

P_S_M2 

P_S_D1  

P_S_D2 

Environmental 

Practices 

(P_E) 

P_E_H1 

Work Effort (WE): 

“I would exert a great 

deal of 

effort to work for this 

company” 

     

P_E_H2 

P_E_M1  

P_E_M2 

P_E_D1 

P_E_D2 

Individual 

Values 

(V) 

V_B 

Benevolence 

V_B1  

V_B2 
     

V_U 

Universalism 

V_U1 

V_U2 

V_U3 

V_SD 

Self-Direction 

V_SD1 

V_SD2 

V_ST 

Stimulation  

V_ST1 

V_ST2 

V_H 

Hedonism 

V_H1 

V_H2 

V_A 

Achievement 

V_A1 

V_A2 

V_P 

Power 

V_P1 

V_P2 

V_SE 

Security 

V_SE1 

V_SE2 

V_C 

Conformity 

V_C1 

V_C2 

V_T 

Tradition 

V_T1 

V_T2 
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ANNEX A (cont.)  

Values investigation among individuals: sentences presented to respondents, from Schwartz 

(2003). 

Value Item 

BENEVOLENCE 

(V_B) 

V_B1: It's very important to me to help the people around me. I want to care for 

other people. 

V_B2: It is important to me to be loyal to my friends. I want to devote myself 

to people close to me. 

UNIVERSALISM 

(V_U) 

V_U1: I think it is important that every person in the world is treated equally. I 

want justice for everybody, even for people I don't know. 

V_U2: It is important to me to listen to people who are different from me. Even 

when I disagree with them, I still want to understand them. 

V_U3: I strongly believe people should care for nature. Looking after the 

environment is important to me. 

SELF-

DIRECTION 

(V_SD) 

V_SD1: Thinking up new ideas and being creative is important to me. I like to 

do things in my own original way. 

V_SD2: It is important to me to make my own decisions about what I do. I like 

to be free to plan and to choose my activities for myself. 

STIMULATION 

(V_ST) 

V_ST1: I like surprises and am always looking for new things to do. I think it 

is important to do lots of different things in life. 

V_ST2: I look for adventures and like to take risks. I want to 

have an exciting life. 

HEDONISM 

(V_H) 

V_H1: Having a good time is important to me. I like to 

“spoil” myself. 

V_H2: I seek every chance I can to have fun. It is important to me to do things 

that give me pleasure. 

ACHIEVEMENT 

(V_A) 

V_A1: It is very important to me to show my abilities. I want people to admire 

what I do. 

V_A2: Being very successful is important to me. I like to impress other people. 

POWER 

(V_P) 

V_P1: It is important to me to be rich. I want to have a lot of money and 

expensive things. 

V_P2: It is important to me to be in charge and tell others what to do. I want 

people to do what I say. 

SECURITY 

(V_SE) 

V_SE1: It is important to me to live in secure surroundings. I avoid anything 

that might endanger my safety. 

V_SE2: It is very important to me that my country be safe from threats from 

within and without. I am concerned that social order be protected. 

CONFORMITY 

(V_C) 

V_C1: I believe that people should do what they're told. I think people should 

follow rules at all times, even when no-one is watching. 

V_C2 It is important to me always to behave properly. I want to avoid doing 

anything people would say is wrong. 

TRADITION 

(V_T) 

V_T1: I think it's important not to ask for more than what you have. I believe 

that people should be satisfied with what they have. 

V_T2: Religious belief is important to me. I try hard to do 

what my religion requires. 
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ANNEX B 

Demographic distribution of the sample. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Descriptive Statistics of Single Practice Responses 

What do you identify as? Frequency Percentage 
Female 85 66,4% 

Male 42 32,8% 

Other 1 0,8% 

I’d prefer not to specify 0 0% 

Total 128 100% 

Have you had any work experience? Frequency Percentage 
Yes 114 89,1% 

No 14 10,9% 

Total 128 100% 

Which ethnicity best describes you? Frequency Percentage 
White/Cucasian 98 76,6% 

Black 2 1,6% 

Hispanic 2 1,6% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 15 11,7% 

Multiple ethnicity/Other 4 3,1% 

I prefer not to specify 7 5,5% 

Total 128 100% 

Education level Frequency Percentage Cum. percentage 

High School 27 21,1% 21,1% 

Bachelor’s Degree 48 37,5% 58,6% 

Master’s Degree 41 32% 90,6% 

PhD/Other titles Post-lauream 9 7% 97,7% 

Other (Associate’s Degree) 3 2,3% 100% 

Total 128 100%  

S_A1: The company when hiring considers diversity, grants equal opportunities to everyone and shows to be attentive 

for inclusion and equality (making no distinction among people of different genders, ethnicities or part of a minority). 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to work 

for this company. 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

2 

1,6% 

3 

2,3% 

8 

6,3% 

51 

39,8% 

64 

50,0% 

1 

0,8% 

4 

3,1% 

29 

22,7% 

54 

42,2% 

40 

31,3% 

Median 4,50 4,00 

Mean 4,34 4,00 

S.D. ,827 ,860 

E_A1: The company considers individuals' awareness and sensitivity on environmental issues when interviewing 

candidates to hire. Emphasizing in its recruitment ads and job descriptions the environmental practices it puts in 

place. 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to work 

for this company. 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

- 

-% 

8 

6,3% 

32 

25% 

56 

43,8% 

32 

25% 

- 

-% 

7 

5,5% 

40 

31,3% 

52 

40,6% 

29 

22,7% 

Median 4,00 4,00 

Mean 3,88 3,80 

S.D. ,860 ,852 
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ANNEX B (cont.) 

Descriptive Statistics of Single Practice Responses (cont.) 

 

 

 

 

S_A2: The organization provides details on all its socially-responsible activity in the company website. 

Showing indications of its Corporate Social Performance indexes. 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to 

work for this company. 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

- 

-% 

3 

2,3% 

24 

18,8% 

63 

49,2% 

38 

29,7% 

- 

-% 

4 

3,1% 

40 

31,3% 

57 

44,5% 

27 

21,1% 

Median 4,00 4,00 

Mean 4,06 3,84 

S.D. ,761 ,791 

E_A2: The company website provides details of all environmental activity of the firm, sharing the ecological 

targets it intends to achieve (such as targets on Co2 reduction, waste-management and green-energy). 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to 

work for this company. 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

- 

-% 

3 

2,3% 

20 

15,6% 

54 

42,2% 

51 

39,8% 

1 

0,8% 

4 

3,1% 

28 

21,9% 

59 

46,1% 

36 

28,1% 

Median 4,00 4,00 

Mean 4,20 3,98 

S.D. ,784 ,837 

S_M1: The company considers in its compensation systems the ethical and responsible behaviors of employees, 

rewarding good citizenship and moral behaviour. 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to 

work for this company. 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

1 

0,8% 

4 

3,1% 

17 

13,3% 

62 

48,4% 

44 

34,4% 

1 

0,8% 

5 

3,9% 

24 

18,8% 

57 

44,5% 

41 

32% 

Median 4,00 4,00 

Mean 4,13 4,03 

S.D. ,813 ,860 

E_M1: The company bases pay and rewards of its workforce also on environmental performance and workplace 

green behavior. Rewarding employees that contribute to reach environmental objectives 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to 

work for this company. 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

2 

1,6% 

13 

10,2% 

19 

14,8% 

59 

46,1% 

35 

27,3% 

- 

-% 

12 

9,4% 

32 

25% 

51 

39,8% 

 33 

25,8% 

Median 4,00 4,00 

Mean 3,88 3,82 

S.D. ,980 ,926 



SUSTAINABLE HRM: ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES TO ATTRACT EMPLOYEES IN THE WAR FOR TALENT 

 

106 

 

ANNEX B (cont.) 

Descriptive Statistics of Single Practice Responses (cont.) 

 

 

 

S_M2: The company grants its employees a proper work-life balance (offering flexible working arrangements and 

distance working options), offering a wide range of social benefits to support them (such as parental and breastfeeding 

leaves, aid for disabled children, childcare services, behavioral coaching, counseling and eldercare support, 

retirement and insurance plans). 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to work 

for this company. 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

1 

0,8% 

2 

1,6% 

7 

5,5% 

24 

18,8% 

94 

73,3,4% 

- 

-% 

4 

3% 

11 

8,6% 

21 

16,4% 

91 

71,9% 

Median 5,00 5,00 

Mean 4,63 4,57 

S.D. ,732 ,781 

E_M2: The firm encourages those practices in the workplace that reduce the environmental impact of the 

organization. It does so also by encouraging staff to participate in green activities (such as recycling, video-

conferencing, car-sharing and home-working). 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to work 

for this company 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

- 

-% 

5 

3,9% 

22 

17,2% 

58 

45,3% 

43 

33,6% 

- 

-% 

5 

3,9% 

25 

19,5% 

66 

51,6% 

32 

25% 

Median 4,00 4,00 

Mean 4,09 3,98 

S.D. ,814 ,778 

S_D1: The company invests in training workers about on-the-job health and safety, encouraging direct involvement 

and contribution to solve the relating issues 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to work 

for this company 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

- 

-% 

3 

2,3% 

16 

12,5% 

64 

50% 

45 

35,2% 

- 

-% 

3 

2,3% 

27 

21,1% 

63 

49,2% 

35 

27,3% 

Median 4,00 4,00 

Mean 4,18 4,02 

S.D. ,736 ,763 

E_D1: The company invests in training workers on climate change and the environmental impact of the organization 

itself, encouraging employees' contribution and suggestions for any environmental improvements. 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to work 

for this company 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

1 

0,8% 

7 

5,5% 

23 

18% 

60 

46,9% 

37 

28,9% 

1 

0,8% 

4 

3,1% 

37 

28,9% 

54 

42,2% 

32 

25% 

Median 4,00 4,00 

Mean 3,98 3,88 

S.D. ,874 ,851 
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ANNEX B (cont.) 

Descriptive Statistics of Single Practice Responses (cont.) 

Note: N=128 

X_Y_1 (e.g. E_H1): practice of reference; SD= Strongly Disagree, D= Disagree, N = Neither Agree nor 

Disagree, A= Agree, SA=Strongly Agree; Q= Question, R= Agreement scale. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

S_D2: The company puts great importance in career-development. Granting equal and non-discriminatory access to 

professional training, not differentiating between different workers categories (such as men/women, older/younger 

employees and employees/management). 

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to work 

for this company 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

- 

-% 

3 

2,3% 

6 

4,7% 

48 

37,5% 

71 

55,5% 

- 

-% 

2 

1,6% 

10 

7,8% 

50 

39,1% 

66 

51,6% 

Median 5,00 5,00 

Mean 4,46 4,41 

S.D. ,698 ,704 

E_D2: The firm commits on educating individuals on eco-friendly practices, such as reduction and collection of 

waste, distance working and a better energy use to reduce pollution.   

Q: 
OA: I would be attracted to an organization 

with these characteristics. 

WE: I would exert a great deal of effort to work 

for this company 

R: SD D N A SA SD D N A SA 

Frequency 

% 

- 

-% 

6 

4,7% 

15 

11,7% 

70 

54,7% 

37 

28,9% 

- 

-% 

4 

3,1% 

35 

27,3% 

58 

45,3% 

31 

24,2% 

Median 4,00 4,00 

Mean 4,08 3,91 

S.D. ,770 ,798 
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ANNEX C 

Visual Tests for the Normal Distribution of the Residuals (Graphs 1-4). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tests performed for Homoschedasticity of Residuals 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: For the Breusch-Pagan test, significance 

values higher than 0,05 accepts the nul 

hypotesis (H0) of homoschedasticity of data.  

 

Given all p-values for homoschedasticity of the regressions show values greater than 0,05, the 

nul hypotesis of homoschedasticity of our data is supported.  

Breusch-Pagan test for Heteroschedasticity of 

Residuals 

ANOVA F test Sign. 

Square of residuals (SOCIAL_OA) 
,820 ,629 

Square of residuals (SOCIAL_WE) 
,491 ,917 

Square of residuals (ENVIR_OA) 
,998 ,456 

Square of residuals (ENVIR_WE) 
,515 ,902 


