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Implementing sustainable HRM: the new challenge of corporate sustainability 

    

Introduction  

Within a fast-changing global economic, social and ecological environment for business, 

there is a consensus that corporate sustainable development has become more important and 

some argue a likely resource leading to a firm’s competitive advantage (Crifo, Diaye, & 

Pekovic, 2016; Hart, 1997; M. E. Porter & Kramer, 2006, 2011; M. E. Porter & van der 

Linde, 1995). Corporate sustainability is achieved through a balanced integration of the 

triple-bottom-line of business encompassing economic benefits, environmental stewardship 

and social responsibilities (Elkington, 1997, 2001), whereby a complex system of renewal 

and regeneration is established (Wilkinson, Hill, & Gollan, 2001).  

Corporate sustainable development represents both a challenge and an opportunity for HRM, 

with sustainable HRM being seen by some as the next phase to managing people after 

strategic HRM (SHRM) (de Souza Freitas, Jabbour, & Santos, 2011; Kramar, 2014). In this 

phase, HRM is at the centre of corporate sustainable development initiative. HR policies and 

practices are aligned with strategic directions of an organization, contributing to the 

organization’s sustainable development outcomes (de Souza Freitas et al., 2011; Jabbour & 

Santos, 2008).  

Sustainable HRM identifies the broader purposes for HRM, through its recognition of the 

complexities of workplace dynamics and the need to address negative impacts of HRM 

practices on, for example, the employees and the natural environment (Harris & Tregidga, 

2012; Kramar, 2014). A body of knowledge on sustainable HRM continues to develop, 

however, the real challenge lies in how to integrate these into management practice in the 

workplace (Gollan & Xu, 2014; Kramar, 2014). 

To address this challenge, we will in this chapter first examine the role HRM can play for 

achieving corporate sustainability; and then briefly discuss to what extent sustainable HRM is 

a new people management approach transcending strategic HRM and its key underlying 

dimensions; next we will explore two selected approaches to implementing sustainable HRM 

with one based on an integrated diagnostic framework, and the other underpinned by 

complexity theory and the complex adaptive system (CAS) thinking. The chapter will 

conclude with implications and direction for future research. 
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HRM and sustainability 

The sustainable development concept referred to in this chapter is in line with the definition 

in the Brundtland Report (World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), 

1987), whereas our analysis is at the organizational level.  

The Brundtland Report identifies three equally important pillars of sustainable development 

that are economic, social and environmental (WCED, 1987). Applying the Brundtland 

approach to business management and drawing on the stakeholder theory, it is proposed that 

corporate sustainable development requires three integrated organisational outcomes: 

economic performance, social and ecological/environmental impacts (Elkington, 1997, 2001). 

These three pillars underpinning sustainability are concerned with the major stakeholders of 

business, such as shareholders, employees, customers and the planet, both internal and 

external to an organisation (Elkington, 1997, 2001). Corporate sustainability also considers 

both the short- and longer-term impacts on these stakeholders. 

Corporate sustainable development represents both a challenge and an opportunity for HRM 

and HRM can play a valuable role, because  

“(a) human resource is a function which presents greater potential to include the postulates of sustainability in the 
organisational scope (M. R. Vickers, 2005); (b) modern human resource management and sustainable organisations require a 
long-term focus and actions which extrapolate the search for an exclusively economic performance (Wilkinson et al., 2001); 
(c) stimulating organisational sustainability is the current paradigm of human resource management (Boudreau & Ramstad, 
2005); and (d) modern human resource management has to be effective in order to meet the needs of the multiple 
stakeholders of a company (Colakoglu, Lepak, & Hong, 2006).”  (Jabbour & Santos, 2008 p.2134)   

Under the agenda of corporate sustainability, the entrenched approaches in management 

practice and the underpinning theories, such as the agency theory and the economic 

liberalism assumptions, are to be re-evaluated (Gollan and Xu, 2014). The slash and burn 

strategies and the established management approaches of downsizing have eroded the base of 

human resources in general (Gollan, 2000; Wilkinson, 2005).  These entrenched management 

practice with an aim of maximizing profit, have profound effects on employees, 

physiologically (e.g. health, even mortality) and psychologically (e.g. lowered self-

confidence and increased stress), especially on those disadvantaged groups such as older 

workers and workers with disabilities (Pfeffer, 2010; M. Vickers, 2010).  Furthermore, 

corporate sustainability requires a shift in HR management to allow the needs and aspirations 

of individuals to be placed at the heart of the workplace (Gollan, 2005).  Challenge also arises 

from the need for HRM to shift its role in an organization from a functional department to a 

partner involved in strategic planning (Dunphy, Griffiths, & Benn, 2003; Jabbour & Santos, 
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2008).  In reality, there is a clear gap: a survey on HR’s role in corporate sustainability 

conducted by the Society for Human Resource Management (the world’s largest association 

of HRM, representing about 250,000 members in over 140 countries) revealed a significant 

disconnection between HR’s involvement in creating versus implementing sustainability 

strategy – only six per cent of HR was involved in the strategic planning of sustainability 

programs, whereas twenty five per cent was involved in the implementation of strategy 

(Society for Human Resource Management, Business for Social Responsibility, & 

Aurosoorya, 2011 p.30).       

Theoretically, the traditional theory of agency and economic liberalism assume individuals 

are opportunistic and one-dimensional economic units, rather than social beings ‘having 

social obligations where decision-making may be based on solidarity, and that trust may be 

the binding norm’ (Huse, 2003 p.218 ). The assumptions of agency theory lead to ‘short-

termism’ - longer-term relations are seen as most efficiently governed by ‘social contracts’ 

underpinned by the legal system with self-intrinsic motivation reinforced under share price 

and management financial incentives (Kochan, 2003). By contrast, the integrated nature of 

sustainability requires management behavior to be based on pro-social intrinsic preferences. 

We follow on an acknowledgment of interdependency and the importance of having a 

strategic balance of knowledge and skills. But most significantly, we argue for the 

importance of knowing how to mobilize this mix of skills and knowledge to achieve not only 

profitability, but also social and environmental objectives. Knowledge management systems 

are ultimately transmitted in human networks based on human capability. The challenge is 

not only to make these networks effective but to influence the development of a more holistic 

system for the creation and diffusion of knowledge (Gollan and Xu, 2014; Wilkinson, Hill, & 

Gollan, 2001). 

Therefore, the central challenge for HRM will be to move organizations to adopt sustainable 

principles, practices and structures towards different organizational strategies and create a 

climate whereby employees’ potential can be released under a shared value of sustainability. 

Thus, HR policies and practices need to be integrated for sustainable business performance 

and positive employee outcomes of equity, development and well-being. Importantly, the role 

that HR function should play is as a strategic partner of business (Dunphy, 2003) and HRM is 

the centrality of corporate sustainability (Jabbour & Santos, 2008). 
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In response to the above-mentioned challenge for HRM theory and practice, past two decades 

saw a number of terms being used to link sustainability (or its environmental dimension) and 

HRM practices (See also Kramar, 2014). These include green HRM (GHRM) (Daily & 

Huang, 2001; Haddock-Millar, Sanyal, & Müller-Camen, 2016; Renwick, Jabbour, Muller-

Camen, Redman, & Wilkinson, 2016; Sanders, 2009), sustainable work systems (Docherty, 

Forslin, Shani, & Kira, 2002), HR sustainability (Gollan, 2000; Wirtenberg, Harmon, Russell, 

& Fairfield, 2007), sustainable leadership and sustainable HRM (Ehnert, 2009a; 

Mariappanadar, 2003, 2012). Despite the differences in the extent to which these terms 

attempt to reconcile the economic performance of organisations with desirable human/social 

impacts and environmental outcomes, they are all concerned with the role of HRM and 

recognise the impact HR outcomes have in the overall organisational agenda of sustainability 

(Kramar, 2014). We thus consider all of the above terms are conceptually under the umbrella 

term of sustainable HRM used in this chapter.  
 
 
Understanding Sustainable HRM 

The term sustainable HRM has been coined in the literature for more than a decade, although 

“the literature is piecemeal, diverse and fraught with difficulties. There is no one precise 

definition of the term and it has been used in a variety of ways,” (Kramar, 2014, p. 1075).  

Kramar (2014) who modifies Ehnert’s (2009) initial definition to define sustainable HRM as 

‘the pattern of planned or emerging HR strategies and practices intended to enable the 

achievement of financial, social and ecological goals while simultaneously reproducing the 

HR base over a long term,’ (Kramar, 2014, p. 1084).  

Sustainable HRM is thus perceived as a new people management approach beyond SHRM 

(Ehnert, 2009a; Gollan & Xu, 2014; Kramar, 2014). Different from the SHRM approach in 

which HR practices primarily serve as mediating factors between financial outcomes and 

business strategy, sustainable HRM aims to simultaneously enhance a variety of outcomes 

and for their own sake (Kramar, 2014, p. 1083). 

There are various ways to differentiate organizations according to their sustainable 

development initiatives and HRM practices. Under the framing model of sustainable HRM, 

which was extended from Ehnert’s (2009a) study, Kramar (2014) acknowledges that 

sustainable HRM can include aspects of SHRM and PM as an integral part in practice, just as 

the SHRM includes the operational activities of personnel management (PM). Taking an 
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inclusive approach, Gollan and Xu (2014) propose a typology of sustainable HRM based on 

the two defining dimensions: 1). level of organizational commitment to sustainability (from 

compliance to an intrinsic case), and 2). level of HR involvement in strategic planning for 

corporate sustainability (from primarily focused on implementation to being extensively 

involved in strategic planning). Four groups thus emerge as: Compliance Personnel, High-

involvement HRM, Responsible Personnel and Transcended HRM.  Depending its knowledge, 

ambition and ability, an organization may adopt any of these corporate sustainability stands and HRM 

practices, and may also choose to change in any time at a desired pace, being it gradual or radical. 

For example, the Interface Carpet led by Ray Anderson (a progressive leader in corporate 

sustainability) has adopted an approach to corporate sustainable development, where “people 

have always been at the centre of Interface’s approach to sustainability” and HR is 

consistently involved in strategic planning at the firm level (Society for Human Resource 

Management et al. 2011 p.73; Porter 2008). Whereas in Alcatel-Lucent, although there is also 

a high level of commitment to sustainable development, HR’s role is primarily implementing 

rather than formulating the firm’s corporate sustainability strategy (Society for Human 

Resource Management et al. 2011 p.70).  In the following section we will discuss two 

selected management tools to implement sustainable HRM for rationales we discuss. 

Implementing sustainable HRM through integrative and dynamic approaches 

We contend that all HRM strategies and practices aligned with organizational sustainability 

objectives are under the broad sustainable HRM umbrella. However, with different 

organizational stands in sustainability and a mixed HRM approach, due to their varied 

underlying ideology, awareness, ambition and ability, effective management tools or 

approaches to implementation can be quite different. Below we present two applicable 

approaches with the first one based on an integrated diagnostic framework, and the second 

based on complexity theory and the complex adaptive system (CAS) thinking. This analysis 

builds on the authors’ earlier studies of Gollan (2000), Wilkinson et al. (2001) and Gollan 

and Xu (2014). 

An integrated diagnostic framework and its implementation 

Corporate sustainable development requires organizations to take a more holistic and 

integrated approach to people management. Previous studies have attempted to identify 
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management tools for HR to have an influence for the outcome of corporate sustainability. 

For instance, Ehnert (2009b p.54) has identified the following instruments as relevant: HR 

development, design of reward systems, consideration of sustainability in the company’s 

goals, strategies and organizational culture, as well as recruitment, HR marketing, HR care 

(e.g. job security, health promotion), HR deployment (e.g. flexible working time models, 

work-life balance, sabbaticals), and trust-sensitive, participative leadership; Jabbour and 

Santos (2008) focus on the central role of HRM in the search for organizational sustainability 

and suggest that HRM could contribute simultaneously to innovation management, the 

consolidation of cultural diversity and the improvement of performance in environmental 

management though developing organizational change in such as value, competencies and 

organizational ethics,  and aligning functional dimensions through recruitment, training, 

performance evaluation, reward and so on.   

Gollan (2000) and Wilkinson et al. (2001) developed an integrated framework incorporating 

the major factors, influences and outcomes of sustainable HRM. Gollan and Xu (2014) 

amended the framework by including additional outcomes important to sustainable HRM 

study, such as equity, development and well-being, outcomes from employees’ perspective, 

and the impact of sustainable HRM on external stakeholders such as the natural environment 

and the community. By adding these external factors into the model as drivers, the framework 

has extended its initial scope beyond the boundary of an organization and enables it to take 

into account changes required by regulations, market, technology and the natural 

environment (Gollan & Xu, 2014).    

As shown in Figure 1, the model identifies five major factors in the debate about HRM 

contributing to corporate sustainability, namely organizational change (e.g. value and 

behavior), workplace institutions and systems (e.g. recruitment and reward policies), career 

development and organizational learning (e.g. training and capability enhancement), 

employee consultation and involvement (e.g. innovation), and work and life balance. 

Essentially the model defines sustainable HRM in terms of the capacity of organizations to 

create value, within their structure and systems thereby having the ability and capacity to 

regenerate value and renew wealth through the application of human resource policies and 

practices.  This will entail investment in human knowledge through continuous learning, and 

the application and development of such knowledge through employee participation and 

involvement. In addition, the model identifies three main drivers (culture and customs, 
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leadership, and management style) for organizations adopting sustainable HRM strategy and 

examines their impact on employee satisfaction and commitment and on the traditional 

organizational objectives of increased productivity and profits.  Importantly, the model 

suggests that to achieve the goal of corporate sustainability, HR policies and practices need to 

be integrated for sustained business performance and positive employee outcomes of equity, 

development and well-being.  

 

Figure 1. Factors, influences and outcomes of sustainable HRM – An integrated framework  

 

 

 

 

Applying Porter’s (2008) interpretive approach to the implementation of corporate 

sustainability, we argue this integrated diagnostic framework can work as a systems model 

for the inquiry and execution of sustainable HRM. Different from a linear model, the above 

framework views sustainable HRM as a process, which typically proceeds in ‘iterative, 

cyclical and non-linear’ fashion (Gioia & Pitre, 1990 p.588).  

This integrative framework can be used by organizations pursuing sustainable HRM as a 

diagnostic tool for identifying the most acute issues where HRM may make a valuable 

contribution. The implementation of this approach requires to firstly diagnose rather than 

immediately solve sustainable HRM issues, through an ongoing dialogue with multiple 

stakeholders of an organization. A continuous process will then emerge, consisting of 

Source: Golland and Xu (2014) which was adapted from Gollan, P, 2000, ‘Human 
resources, capabilities and sustainability’ in Dunphy, D, Benveniste, J, Griffiths, A & 
Sutton, P (eds), Sustainability – the corporate challenge of the 21st century, p. 60, Allen 
& Unwin, St Leonards NSW 
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examination, learning, reframing and action, based on a shared understanding of issues and 

process addressing them.  For instance, in Hitachi’s case, “social innovation” has been 

identified as the focus of their corporate sustainable development strategy, hence became the 

focus of the company’s sustainable HRM. Applying the diagnostic framework, sustainable 

HRM factors influencing innovative capability, such as career development, organizational 

learning,  employee consultation and involvement should be areas of top priority (Society for 

Human Resource Management et al., 2011)  

Furthermore, Gollan and Xu (2014) suggest that organizations taking more progressive stands 

to corporate sustainability may find management tools based on complexity theory and 

complex adaptive system (CAS) thinking more effective for the implementation of 

sustainable HRM which we discuss next.    

Complexity theory, CAS and the application 

Complexity theory has its roots in hard science (later known as cybernetics), and was 

synonymous with bottom-up computer simulation not long ago (Espinosa & Porter, 2011).  

However, over the past decade there is an increasing acknowledgement of the profound 

philosophical implications of complexity thinking and the value of qualitative methodologies 

to the understanding of complex organizational problems, such as organizational 

transforming, corporate strategy, organization design and SHRM (Colbert, 2004; Richardson, 

2007; Van Uden, 2005).  

Complexity theory contends that within complex systems, “many agents, elements, and 

subsystems interact in densely connected networks,” (Espinosa & Porter, 2011 p.56). 

Different from the conventional linear systems or merely complicated systems, complex 

systems are non-reductive, indivisible into smaller units – the whole cannot be understood by 

being divided into parts (Espinosa & Porter, 2011; Richardson, 2008; Wulun, 2007).   

Mitleton-Kelly (2011) refers to organisations as ‘complex evolving systems’ that are organic, 

on-linear and require holistic approaches to their management, in which relations within 

interconnected networks are the order of the day. 

There are six core dimensions/principles to complex systems, as summarized by (Porter 2011 

p.56-57): self-organization (signifies a spontaneous and bottom-up process), nonlinear 

feedback and coevolution of agents, emergence (of novel patterns, structures, and properties), 



9 
 

path dependence (hence context and history matters), and emergent adaptations likely to 

occur at micro-sites or “fitness frontiers” - the edge of chaos as some call it.  Adding to this, 

Mitleton-Kelly (2011) has also noted the multi-dimensional nature (e.g. social, cultural, 

physical, economic, technical, political) of a complex system, therefore suggests focusing 

only on a single dimension is not sufficient (Mitleton-Kelly, 2011).   

It is worth noting however, that not every complex system is adaptive, nor that every 

emerging adaptation increases the system’s chances of survival – it does only when the 

emergent order enhances the functioning or “fitness” of the entire system and the system is 

thus a complex adaptive system (CAS) (Espinosa & Porter, 2011 p.57; Kauffman, 1993; 

Rihani, 2002).  

An emerging stream in the corporate sustainability/ CSR literature suggests viewing 

organizational sustainability through the lens of CAS, given their consistent underpinning 

philosophy or understanding of the world (eco- or human systems) as an ever evolving cyclic 

process of renewal and regeneration, during which interactions and exchange of information 

take place at multiple facets (Benn & Baker, 2009; Espinosa & Porter, 2011; Mitleton-Kelly, 

2011; Norberg & Cumming, 2008; T. B. Porter, 2008). For instance, Benn and Baker (2009) 

identified shortcomings of the earlier versions of organizational development approaches, 

such as the action research and team building approaches due to their focus on the dualistic 

relationship between nature/ employee, employee/ organization etc. Considering the complex 

reality of the focal phenomena and the many contingency factors involved and the 

interrelatedness, they propose to view an organization as a complex adaptive system within 

which reality is portrayed as a living system, where all components are interconnected and 

interdependent, and life is seen as continuous, rather than composed of discrete elements 

(p.386). They also demonstrate the application of this CAS approach using a case example of 

a long-running environmental dispute.   

Apart from using a CAS approach to understanding and managing firms’ environmental 

initiative and business performance, CAS is suggested to be equally applicable to the studies 

of SHRM, and the social dimension of corporate sustainability or CSR (Colbert, 2004; 

Espinosa & Porter, 2011; T. B. Porter, 2008). In his study on SHRM, Colbert (2004) argues  

that ‘Pursuing a line of research in SHRM that focuses on coherence in the HR system, 

infused with a living-systems perspective, could help to inform the way organizations are 

studied and to improve the way they are managed.’ We see  this approach as particularly  
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useful for a process involving transformational change, such as in the case of corporate 

sustainability and sustainable HRM (See also Seo, Putnam, & Bartunek, 2004). 

More discussion on complexity theory and CAS is  available elsewhere in the context of 

organization studies (Anderson, 1999; Richardson, 2008; Rihani, 2002; Wulun, 2007), 

corporate sustainability (Benn & Baker, 2009; Espinosa & Porter, 2011; T. B. Porter, 2008) 

and SHRM (Colbert, 2004). Such knowledge, especially that gained from the corporate 

sustainability literature and SHRM, is transferrable to the context of sustainable HRM, a 

subset and ultimately the centrality of corporate sustainability.  

The CAS approach is particularly relevant and useful for organizations demonstrating 

intrinsic commitment to sustainability and HR is extensively involved in strategic planning.  

In such organizations sustainability strategy is embedded in all aspects and at all levels; HRM 

is a partner of the strategic planning and people here are change agents. Importantly, the 

organization as well as its HR systems is expected to experience a transformational change, a 

radical shifts in their way of working, thinking and relating as suggested by Mitleton-Kelly 

(2011). Within such complex systems, people are seen as valuable assets/ resources of an 

organization and the society: they interact, are interrelated and co-evolve with other actors 

within and outside the organization.  According to the resource-based-view (Barney, 1991; 

Wernerfelt, 1995), such resources may lead to innovations and competitive advantage of a 

firm.    

Within the corporate sustainability context, Espinosa and Porter (2011 p.58) contend that 

CAS is mainly applied to organizations seeking radical change under the new circumstances 

in which they must operate to improve organizational adaptability and sustainability. Under 

such circumstances,  

 “CAS is a systems framework characterized by continual change and development, ongoing feedback across all levels, 
coevolving bottom-up and top-down development, and by a growing focus on processes replacing some of the single-minded 
myopia over performance. It is not a static model, and in its profound dynamism are found the key issues and the keys to 
solutions for enhancing sustainability,” (Espinosa & Porter, 2011 p.58). 

Related to sustainable HRM are all the three primary principles guiding CAS management 

methods highlighted by Porter (2008 p.403): building and empowering small groups and 

teams (the bottom of the conventional organizational hierarchy); stimulating adaptive 

learning at all levels of an organization, especially at the line level; and supporting innovation 

at the most decentralized, local sites where internal and external stakeholders have direct, 

ongoing contact and information exchange.   
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Table 1 lists some major HRM intervention required by core CAS principles as identified in 

Gollan and Xu (2014). For example , the self-organization principle of CAS requires HR 

policy/ incentives to enable greater autonomy and encourage staff to try out ideas locally and 

to explore the space of possibilities by experimenting with alternative procedures and 

processes to improve the patient journey; while the nonlinear feedback principle calls for 

HRM intervention of bridging the tight boundaries between specialties through, for instance, 

employee consultation and involvement. 

Table 1. HRM interventions required by core CAS principles   

Complexity principle Required HRM Intervention 

Self-organization HR policy/ incentives to enable greater autonomy and encourage 
staff to try out ideas locally and to explore the space of possibilities 
by experimenting with alternative procedures and processes to 
improve the patient journey. 

Nonlinear feedback Bridge the tight boundaries between specialties through, for 
instance, employee consultation and involvement  

Edge of chaos HR system, policy enable and encourage productive energy to shift 
to key problems 

Coevolution HR policy or reward system to facilitate the reciprocal influence 
resulting in changes in the reciprocating entities 

Emergence Facilitate the bottom-up process of idea generation, through HR 
policy, reward system, career development and organizational 
learning, as well as employee consultation and involvement   

Path dependence HR policy or reward system to facilitate sharing of experience and 
knowledge at various levels and interfaces, so that the underlying 
reasons of success are understood and shared. 

Source: Gollan and Xu (2014). 

 

An earlier discussion by Colbert (2004) on applying the complex RBV (the resource-based-

view of firm) theory to SHRM suggests that future study examine the effects of applying 

complexity approach to HR management through case studies involving ‘comparator 

companies, who occupy relatively equal strategic positions in the same industry, and collect 

qualitative schemes, along with supporting documentation,’ (Colbert, 2004, p.356). However, 

cases where CAS has been thus applied to sustainable HRM are rare.   

For the purpose of exemplifying, Gollan and Xu (2014) draw upon the LSE longitudinal case 

studies by Mitleton-Kelly (2011) on two London hospitals: one teaching hospital and one 

District General Hospital. Briefly, the two hospitals were pushed by their “health ecosystem” 

to a critical point that they could “no longer operate under their existing regime using 

established norms and procedures,” (Mitleton-Kelly, 2011, p.51). Options for them were 

either do things radically differently along the corporate sustainability path or go into decline. 

They therefore needed to explore their space of possibilities and developed new ways of 

working, thinking and relating. Adopting Espinosa and Porter’s (2011) approach of applying 
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CAS, Gollan and Xu (2014) demonstrate how, in practice, operationalization of CAS 

dimensions through sustainable HRM contribute to organization sustainability. They do so by 

examining whether the managerial interventions (see Table 1) required by the six core principles of 

CAS within the context of sustainable HRM existed in the case and how that led to success or failure 

of a transformational change.  (For  more detailed analysis see  Gollan and Xu (2014).  

The case analysis shows how things have dramatically altered when the hospital recognized 

that “change is not about spelling out what every-one has to do, but in creating the right 

enabling environment” (Mitleton-Kelly, 2011, p.50).  In line with the CAS theory and its 

requirements of management intervention as listed in Table 1, the hospital started 

encouraging explore the possibilities, working better as a team, supporting each other and 

acknowledging their inter-dependence. A different way of thinking and learning was 

developed, which enabled people to work with the independent sector. Management and staff 

also developed new patterns of connectivity internally and externally. They were then ready 

to redeploy staff and to encourage role extension, while at the same time meeting the 

financial targets. Culturally the organization had accepted the challenge and responded  to it.  

In short, they have developed a new way of thinking, working and relating and management 

interventions were in line with the six CAS principle (Mitleton-Kelly 2011). Within such an 

organizational CAS systems experience of both successes and failures was shared within a 

learning environment. Noticeably, all these interventions focused on people are within the 

regime of HRM for the ultimate goal of organization sustainability.  Indeed, what worked in 

the above case was full engagement of the staff at all levels. “Major sustainable improvement 

can only be achieved and persist if there is active involvement of employees, and innovation 

flourishes if the application of their distributed intelligence is encouraged,” (Mitleton-Kelly 

2011 p.52). 

Importantly, the path dependent nature of CAS determines that success (or failure) cannot be 

readily copied, but if “why” it worked in that context and what would have stopped it 

working, i.e. the underlying principles are understood, then they are more likely to be 

successfully adopted in a new context (Mitleton-Kelly, 2011 p.46). Therefore, the above list 

of HRM intervention is neither exhaustive, nor generalizable to all cases. Applications to 

other contexts need to focus on identifying appropriate interventions required by the six core 

principles of CAS theory. 
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The application of complexity theory and CAS approach to HR and organizational 

management is emerging in practice in various forms (Colbert, 2004; Gollan & Xu, 2014). 

Among others, the self-management approach implemented at companies such as Zappos 

(Reingold, 2016), closely resembles the approach of sustainable HRM through applying 

complexity theory and CAS thinking. Apart from Zappos, a range of companies have also 

moved in this direction including Morning Star, a maker of tomato products; Valve, a 

developer of video games and gaming platforms; W.L. Gore, a highly diversified 

manufacturer (Bernstein, Bunch, Canner, & Lee, 2016). Again, noticeable variations exist on 

the self-organization theme, but the best-known and most fully specified of these systems is 

holacracy,  the self-management approach implemented at Zappos. 

Zappos is an online shoe and apparel retailer founded in 1999 and then bought by Amazon in 

2009 when the company grew its business to over $1 billion in annual gross merchandise 

sales (Hsieh, 2015). The company state it has a strong focus on organizational culture and a 

clear strategic commitment to sustainability ‘At Zappos, we believe that sustainability is 

crucial to our business and the planet,” and “our sustainability efforts are woven into all of 

our business units. Our projects and initiatives are championed by the Campus Operations 

and Sustainability teams as well as the L.E.A.F. team, a grassroots, employee-driven 

movement to promote environmental issues and awareness throughout the company,” 

(Zappos.com, 2016). 

The holacracy approach to people management at Zappos is consistent  with CAS and 

includes,  self-organization into circles (i.e., teams), nonlinear feedback and coevolution of 

agents, emergence (of novel patterns, structures, and properties), and the edge of chaos. As 

Bernstein et al. (2016) describe it, the fundamental difference between the new forms, such as 

holacracy, and the traditional organizations lies in that “If traditional organizations strive to 

be machines governed by Newtonian physics, precisely predicting and controlling the paths 

of individual particles, then self-managing structures are akin to biological organisms, with 

their rapid proliferation and evolution.” (Bernstein et al. 2016, p. 5) 

At self-managed organizations, teams are essential blocks of the organization with middle-

management removed. After Zappos implemented holacracy, 150 departmental units evolved 

into 500 circles. The modularity allows for more plug-and-play activity across the enterprise 

than in a system where teams sit squarely in particular units and departments. Under 

holacracy, teams design and govern themselves following a constitution - a living document 
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outlining and explaining the rules, in a broad-brush way, by which circles (teams)  are 

created, changed, and removed (Bernstein et al., 2016). Thus organization is responsive to the 

requirements of the work rather than to the directives of any powerful individual. Self-

managed organizations use structuring processes (rather than a fixed structure) to maintain 

order and clarity (Bernstein et al., 2016).  

These people management practices are aligned to the major sustainable HRM intervention 

required by core CAS principles as listed in Table 1, yet the outcomes of them are too early 

to judge in these real-life cases. It is worth noting though that , a great deal of piecemeal 

adoption is already happening in practice. For example, Procter & Gamble, operates a 

complex matrix organization in order to integrate its many brand categories, geographies, and 

functions. But it also has a vast open-innovation program, in which teams of people external 

to P&G organize themselves to solve problems for the company; For decades, employees at 

Google and 3M have been encouraged to devote a percentage of their time to self-directed 

work – “a volunteer economy that exists alongside the managerial hierarchy’s more directed 

economy” (Bernstein et al., 2016, p.17). These business trends are interesting to observe and 

also offer a potentially fruitful way forward for sustainable HRM research. 

 
Future research  

Sustainable HRM represents a new approach to people management under the agenda of 

corporate sustainability and will continue to develop in the future. The current 

conceptualization of sustainable HRM ‘takes an explicit moral position, requires a 

multidisciplinary approach and needs to be informed by theories which enable an 

understanding of ambiguity, feedback between action and outcomes and complexity. Critical 

processes will involve iterative and emergent processes, stakeholder management and a 

recognition of the interdependence of processes at a number of levels,” (Kramar, 2014).  

Our effort here is focused on the approaches to executing sustainable HRM. To implement 

sustainable HRM, we argue that approaches can be quite different for organizations with 

different level of commitment to sustainability and/or varied characteristics of HRM 

involvement.  We thus propose two approaches for implementation: an integrated diagnostic 

framework, which is more in line with the interpretive systems thinking; and the CAS 

approach based on complexity theory.  We suggest that the former one is more useful for the 

organizations where either the radical change required by corporate sustainability is not yet 
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part of the organizational strategy or HRM is not extensively involved in strategic planning. 

For these organizations, the proposed integrative framework can be used as a diagnostic tool 

for identifying the most acute issues and areas that HRM may have valuable contribution, 

within the constrained organizational commitment or level to sustainability and/or HRM 

involvement.  Whereas in organizations that are more advanced in corporate sustainable 

development and HR is extensively involved in strategic planning, an approach based on 

complexity theory and CAS thinking can be more effective due to consistency in their 

underpinning ideology, such as viewing the world as complex, self- regulating and renewal 

system that is ever evolving in a cyclic, non-linear fashion.  

The application of complexity theory and CAS to organizational study is an emerging 

research area, and it is even more so for their application to the context of corporate 

sustainability and sustainable HRM. Drawing on a number of studies, we have exemplified 

the application of CAS to sustainable HRM. The depth and scope of the discussion is limited 

by the lack of primary data from a study specifically designed for sustainable HRM and CAS 

application.  However, the chapter provides some guidance to both academics and managers 

interested in the usability and applicability of complex systems theories. 

It is worth noting as well, that there are various perspectives to complexity theories and hence 

different approaches (Colbert, 2004; Espinosa & Porter, 2011; Gollan & Xu, 2014). Future 

research in applying complexity theories to sustainable HRM may also look into and compare 

how various approaches based on complexity theories work individually and together.  

In practice, HR has been identified as potentially making great contributions to sustainability 

in the areas of leadership development, training and development, diversity and 

multiculturalism, ethics and governance, talent management and workforce engagement; 

whereas HR needs to do more to support the core qualities in the areas of change 

management, collaboration and teamwork, creating and inculcating values and health and 

safety (Kramar, 2014; Renwick et al., 2016; Wehling et al., 2009). 

This chapter has offered HRM practitioners management tools to implement sustainable 

HRM. These approaches are not static. Essential for the implementation of sustainable HRM 

with the CAS approach is the focus on the management (HRM or other types) interventions 

required by the six core principles of CAS, and thus create an enabling environment 

(Espinosa & Porter, 2011; Mitleton-Kelly, 2011).  For managers intended to use this 
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approach, what should be borne in mind is that success cannot be copied, but if the 

underlying principles are understood, then they can be adopted in a new context (Mitleton-

Kelly, 2011).   

Managing people and organization with new approaches such as the holacracy approach at 

Zappos requires the readiness of individual employees (Bernstein et al., 2016). How the 

differences in employees’ readiness and mindset affect the effective implementation of the 

management tools for sustainable HRM is another area worthy of future research attention.  

Finally, the future capabilities in an organization, and as a consequence the improvement in 

performance, are premised on the belief that it is necessary to develop a new workplace 

culture which emphasizes the role of employees as assets rather than merely as a costly factor 

of production.  There is no one best way for all organizations, only organic processes based 

on situational characteristics which satisfy the aims and objectives for the organization and its 

employees in a sustainable way. 
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