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This article was published to review the key features of sustainability practices in human resources, a number of
terms that connects the relationship between sustainability and human resources. Besides that, this article aims
to identify whether the proposed approach of five human resource sustainability practices found in the Gollan
model17 were able to increase the productivity among workers in the SME sector through human resources
policy support so that the organization can gain short and long term benefits. In this case, several sustainability
practices of human resources have been considered important in creating an atmosphere of human resources
sustainability in an organization to increase labor productivity through participation and consultation of employ-
ees, career development and organizational learning, organizational change, work-life balance and institutional
systems and workplace. However, human resources policy support is also seen as important in ensuring an
effective implementation of sustainability practices of human resources in the workplace. This article also aims
to provide debates from previous research in the human resources management field which covers issues
of sustainability, implementation of human resources sustainability, human resources policy and to propose a
conceptual framework draft for future research.

Keywords: Sustainability Practices of Human Resources, Human Resources Policy, Worker Productivity,
Small and Medium Enterprises.

1. INTRODUCTION
The SME sector is very helpful to generate a wider economic
growth.1 This is because the SME sector is extremely impor-
tant in reinforcing the main industry and it has the poten-
tial to develop into a major industry in the future which will
contribute to a stable socio-economic development.2�3 However,
issues related to human resource management in SME has yet to
be addressed by previous researchers as compared to larger com-
panies and this causes various issues to increase among workers
in the SME sector.4–6 However, in recent years, a new con-
cept and practice has been introduced to compensate for human
resources policy and financial which is known as the sustainabil-
ity of human resources management.7 Human resource sustain-
ability approach is a practice that can create long-term benefits to
the organization not only in terms of performance (financial) but
it also ensures that the human resources within the organization
also gain benefits.8–10 As indicated in Figure 1. This approach

∗Author to whom correspondence should be addressed.

has received greater attention after various human resource issues
arise such as an increase in the number of turnover, lack of
loyalty and commitment to the organization, decrease in pro-
ductivity, workplace stress among workers.11–13 Therefore, a few
models related to HR sustainability has been introduced such
as the “four Cs” (commitment, competency, continuous and
effective cost) in creating long-term profitability through human
resources.14 Besides that, an “open system” model has also been
introduced. However, this model fails to distinguish between the
contribution of HR policies and practices of HR sustainabil-
ity in the organization.15 Kramar16 proposed a “strategic human
resource management” approach in creating HR sustainability
leading to “reproduction,” “Connection” and “Promoting social
and environmental health.” However, an advantage of the model
featured by Gollan17 compared to other models is that it includes
all elements centered in previous models in developing HR sus-
tainability. Therefore, this article tries to unravel whether the
approach of sustainability of human resources in the particu-
lar model introduced by Gollan17 were able to address human
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Fig. 1. Major factors, influences and outcomes of HR sustainability in orga-
nization (Gollan,17 p. 60).

resource issues without affecting the performance of the orga-
nization to produce short-term profits to long-term profitability.
In conclusion, this article will try to sketch the development of
human resource sustainability framework for future research in
the SME sector.

2. CONCEPTS, DEFINITIONS AND
RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN
SUSTAINABILITY, CORPERATE
SUSTAINABILITY AND HR
SUSTAINABILITY

By looking at past literatures, no specific term can be seen
between “Sustainability” and HR, where its definition depends
on the assumptions, theoretical frameworks, stakeholders and the
industry in a country.16 But, here are some definitions related to
“sustainability,” human resources and labor productivity found
by previous researchers.

3. GAP AND ISSUES OF HR
SUSTAINABILITY AND HR POLICY IN SME

This section discusses the gap and issues related to human
resources sustainability practice in Small and Medium Enter-
prises (SMEs). This is because, the SME sector is also seen
still far behind in terms of management and human development
compared to other companies, particularly in terms of the use
of human resource management and clear strategic planning.4�23

Furthermore, the awareness on the importance of practices of
HR sustainability is very low among SME owners.24 Moreover,
the field of academic research and writing has little knowledge
related to human resource practices, especially in small firms
such as SME.25 Hence, the first gap to emphasize here is lack
of research and attention to the importance of HR sustainability
especially in SME.

Table I. Sustainability definitions, HR sustainability and productivity
(examples).

Reference Sustainability, corporate sustainability and
HR sustainability definition, productivity

Kramar16 HRM sustainable—Refers to social and
human kindness that involves a sustainable
human resource management for a long
term. In addition, HRM sustainability also
refers to human resource management
activities that enhance environmental
benefits known as the Green HRM
(GHRM), social, human, and does not
focus solely on financial gain.

Ehnert15 HRM Sustainable—is a design of strategic
human resource which is planned or newly
implemented in order to achieve
organizational goals and HR sustainability.

Sustainability—“Resource
consumption/Resource regeneration
(Sustainability is the balance of resource
consumption and re-source regeneration),”
which focuses on human resources,
namely reproduction, development,
maintaining the resource base and
relationship (material) inside and outside
the organization.

Boudreau and Ramstad18 “The organization achieves goals without
affecting the needs of future generations”

Clarke and Clegg19 Sustainability—“An imperative key business,
as the eternal search for domination over
nature is replaced by the challenge of
achieving environmental balance”

Dyllick and Hockerts20 Corporate sustainability—”is defined as
meeting the needs of stakeholders in the
firm directly and indirectly (shareholders,
employees, customers, pressure groups,
communities and others), without affecting
its ability to meet the needs of
stakeholders in the future.

Gollan17 HR sustainability—defined as an
organization’s ability to create value in an
organization that is able to regenerate and
renew wealth through human resource
policies.

WCED21 Sustainable development—“Meeting the
needs of the present without compromising
the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs”

Voordt22 Productivity—In scientific literature,
‘productivity’ is defined as the relationship
between output and input; between results
or proceeds and sacrifices” and labour
productivity expressed as the amount of
production for each labour unit, or the
number of labour hours for each product
unit.

Source: Own elaboration.

Meanwhile, practices of HR policies in SME are still
outdated.26 Besides that, the contribution of HR policy towards
the implementation of HR sustainability in the organization is
not clear.16 A gap that can be seen here is the research towards
the role and contribution of HR policy towards HR sustainability
has yet to be solved in depth.

“Work Life Balance” (WLB) is among the issues promoted by
some authors to be the subject of study, especially in the SME.27

This is because, culture and practices of “WLB” in the SME
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sector is not fully implemented and it has a negative impact on
the level of job satisfaction of employees to be more produc-
tive. Besides that, SME companies do not have strong guide-
lines through policies related to the implementation of “WLB”
in their organization causing it to be not executed properly.28 In
addition, the issues of participation and consultation of workers
(empowerment, Communication, Decision Making) are also not
adequately addressed by the SME’s management which cause
a variety of human resource issues surging the SME human
resource management.29 Meanwhile, Cardon and Stevens4 in
their study has indicated that the management of SME often
underestimate the importance of the right of employees to get
involved and voice out their views even though they are aware
that this approach can resolve the issues between them and the
workers.

The major issues and challenges in the implementation of
training and learning in small firms such as SME is lack of time,
financial resources and negative attitudes of the owner towards
employees’ training and its importance to their business.30 Atti-
tude change is among the key issues that need to be addressed
by SME owners before any change is to be done in the
organization.31 This is because; every effort to make changes
will not be successful if the employee is still with the old work
practices with a bad perception towards changes. If this is not
addressed, various human resource issues will arise such as dis-
satisfaction among workers as they find the changes burdensome.

There are small SME firms that do not provide services in
terms of competitive salaries, opportunities for promotion and
adequate equipment as they had promised to their employees.12

This causes the employees’ level of satisfaction and performance
to deteriorate as a result of no increase in salary, promotions,
career development and uncomfortable working environment and
consequently affecting the workers’ productivity. In conclusion,
it can be seen that the gap and issues discussed mostly revolve
around the lack of attention given to practices of HR sustainabil-
ity in SME which needs to be addressed.

4. “LINKING PIN” BETWEEN HR
SUSTAINABILITY AND HR POLICY

In this section, debates from previous research will be discussed
to answer research objectives, namely whether the sustainability
practices of human resources are able to increase labor produc-
tivity through human resource policy support to form a proposed
research framework based on Gollan’s17 model. The HR sus-
tainability Model has outlined five sustainability practices of
human resources, 4 factors that are essential in actuating the five
human resource sustainability practices and policies as shown
in Figure 1. However, in this article we only focus on human
resource policies because human resource policies are the back-
bone of the sustainability of human resources.32

Employee Consultation and Involvement—are the medium for
workers to voice out opinions and problems and solve issues
regarding low labor productivity in SME as workers have the
opportunity to voice their opinions. However, according to Cox
et al.33 the employee engagement approach looks convincing only
on paper compared to the actual implementation as there is no
special policy to support it. Hence, to ensure that this approach
is effective, policies such as “formal communications policies”
should be executed as a platform for each employee to speak.34

Career Development and Organizational Learning—through
reports released by OECD,35 high levels of training will result
in increased work productivity among workers. Moreover, previ-
ous study also showed that there is a strong relationship between
investment on employees’ development and the organization’s
market position.35 Yet, most learning approaches prepared by the
organization do not afford to increase labor productivity because
the input given is not appropriate to current needs.36 There-
fore, the role of “Continue Professional Development” policy
is required to stress on the importance of education and career
according to general and specific needs of each worker with a
more systematic approach.
Organisational Change—able to improve the management sys-

tem particularly related to human resource and policy.37 More-
over, this statement is supported by Savery and Luks,38 where
downsizing is capable to increase labor productivity when the
focus of improvement shifts towards human resource rather than
focusing on cost only. However, this statement contradicts with
Durphy et al.,11 where downsizing approach focuses a lot on cost
reduction which affects workers’ productivity. Hence, previous
study suggest organizations to use “bottom-up” policy and “top-
down” policy to implement any changing process39 as a medium
to communicate any changes quickly and reduce dissatisfaction
and low productivity among workers and prevent organizations
to merely focus on cost reduction.
Work Life Balance—The implementation of “Work Life Bal-

ance” in an organization will create a flexible working system to
increase workers moral and productivity where employees have
sufficient time to be with their families and not only focus on
work alone.40 Nevertheless, this statement was denied by Bloom
and Van’s41 study where “WIB” is not one of the main factors
which caused workers’ productivity to decrease but increase in
living cost caused workers to work overtime. Yet, Hildebrandt42

mentioned that “WIB” is a big issue to the society and it is
a basic need to be more productive. This can be seen through
the emphasis on the implementation of “Family-friendly policies”
in an organization to lead the organization towards a formation
approach of an effective “WIB.” 41

Workplace Institutions and System—in terms of recruitment,
training, promotion, incentive, interest, involvement, health and
safety as key factors in creating productivity workers and posi-
tive organizational performance.43 However, this statement con-
tradicts with Zwick44 where the weakness of the workers’ union
in fighting for their rights caused them to be neglected. Hence,
the role of the institution should be widen so that policies such as
“Active labour market policies” (ALMPs) which was introduced
by European union is capable to ensure that the organization is
more attentive and compliant to the welfare of the workers.45

This policy aims to increase workers safety, skills and constant
learning in the labor market and improve the workers productiv-
ity level to a satisfactory stage.

5. CONCLUSION: THE NEXT STEP
TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE HR IN SME?

This paper explores the sustainability practices of human
Resources as a new approach able to increase the workers pro-
ductivity in the SME sector through human resources policy
support. The main factor of HR sustainability such as employee
consultation and involvement, career development and organi-
zational Learning, organisational change, work life balance and
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Fig. 2. Proposed research framework.

workplace institutions and system have been identified as the
elements to increase workers productivity with HR policy. This
approach indirectly helps to increase short-term and long-term
gains to the organization through workers’ productivity especially
in SME. In conclusion, it is important for an SME organization to
review the importance of HR sustainability to be included in HR
policy organization as shown in the proposed research framework
in Figure 2.

6. RESEARCH LIMITATION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The main limitation of this review is there are no empirical evi-
dences provided by the author to support the literature review of
this article and the evidences are only based on the finding of pre-
vious literatures. Secondly, this article only focuses on sentences
part of model and future researchers are recommended to carry
out some study on finding conceptual relationship between over-
all elements in human resources sustainability model. Moreover,
focus is only given to the SME sector without any involvement
of other sectors.
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