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Abstract 

Although sustainability within human resource management has increasingly received 

attention amongst scholars and practitioners, not enough has been done to demonstrate 

how the concept of Sustainable HRM translates into practice. In the light of digitalization 

and globalization, knowledge-based actors within the modern business environment are 

facing rapid changes whereby the retainment of valuable skills and competencies has 

become crucial for ensuring competitive advantage. On the individual level, knowledge-

based workers encounter challenges such as work intensification, extensive availability 

and work-life-balance when conforming with the changing nature of work. In addition, 

since employees’ loyalty and demands are continuously shifting, the concept of Employer 

Attractiveness is becoming a larger strategic concern for knowledge-based firms. 

Employer Attractiveness also serves as one of the primary reasons for linking 

Sustainability with HRM. From the overlapping problem backgrounds of Sustainable 

HRM and Employer Attractiveness this study found a research gap which formulated the 

research question of this study: 

 
“How can Sustainable HRM contribute to Employer Attractiveness?” 

 

The purpose of this study serves to create an understanding of how Sustainable HRM is 

practiced and how it in turn contributes to Employer Attractiveness in terms of employee 

retainment. A qualitative inductive approach was undertaken to fulfil this purpose, in 

which nine semi-structured interviews with consultants and HR-workers belonging to 

small-and medium sized firms acknowledged as attractive employers was conducted. The 

interviews and empirical findings were structured accordingly with the core components 

of Sustainable HRM. The key findings retrieved highlights the interconnectedness 

between the four Sustainable HRM dimensions; long-term, impact, substance and 

partnership orientations, and the five values; application, development, economic, 

interest, social, used for assessing Employer Attractiveness. Based upon the analysis, a 

conceptual model was established to demonstrate how Sustainable HRM, influenced by 

its context, can contribute to employee-perceived Employer Attractiveness. This study 

theoretically contributes a further understanding of the concepts of Sustainable HRM and 

Employer Attractiveness respectively and combined, by introducing new figures and 

models valuable for the existing field of research. In practical terms, this study offers 

valuable managerial insights of how leaders and firms should view Sustainable HRM an 

integrative part of the entire firm alongside with recognizing the strategic potential of 

sustainability within HRM in terms of Employer Attractiveness. On a societal level, this 

study addresses the importance of raising more attention to the employees as key 

stakeholders within the social dimension of sustainability.  
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Key Concepts 

Prior introducing the problem background, the following concepts are introduced as they 

are important for the reader’s comprehension and logic throughout the study.  

 

Employer Attractiveness 

A perception by current employees that their employer is fulfilling the necessary aspects 

of the employment experience to a sufficient extent that establishes the employees’ 

preference of staying within the organization before leaving. (Backhaus, 2016, p. 193; 

Lis, 2012, p. 287). 

 

Human Resource Management (HRM)   

Human Resource Management refers to the system of activities related to the 

management the people performing the work within an organization (Ehnert, 2013, p. 

250, Kramar, 2014, p. 1072). 

 

Strategic HRM (SHRM) 

Strategic human resource management concerns how organizations strategically can 

design and use human resource activities as a mean to achieve organizational goals 

(Järlström et al., 2016, p. 705; Kramar, 2014, p. 1073). 

 

Sustainability & Sustainable Development  

Sustainable development is a development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (WCED, 1987, p. 

43). 

 

Sustainable HRM 

The adoption of HRM strategies and practices that enable the achievement of financial, 

social and ecological goals, with an impact inside and outside of the organization and 

over a long-term horizon while controlling for unintended side effects and negative 

feedback (Ehnert et al., 2016, p. 90). 
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1. Introduction 

 

The following introductory chapter presents the foundation of this study by outlining the 

practical and theoretical backgrounds for the chosen research problem. The purpose of 

the problem background is to present an overview of the field of research that further 

specifies and positions the problem area in the research gap and purpose. Followingly, 

the focus and delimitations are presented and serves clarify the scope and context of the 

study. Lastly, the reader will be provided a structural overview of the research process. 

 

 

1.1 Problem Background 

1.1.1 Sustainability as a New Approach to Human Resource Management  

During the past decade increasing attention has been drawn by both academics and 

practitioners to the topic of Sustainability within Human Resource Management (HRM) 

(Cohen et al., 2012; Ehnert 2009a, 2009b; Freitas et al., 2011; Kramar, 2014; Järlström 

et al., 2016). Sustainability itself has been described as the “mantra” for the twenty-first 

century (Dyllick & Hockerts 2002, p. 130), and the progress of it was first commonly 

defined in the Brundtland Commission in 1987 as “a development that meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 43). Elkington (1987) later translated this societal concept into 

the well-known ‘Triple Bottom Line’, including the integrative dimensions of social, 

economic and environmental sustainability and the profound importance of the 

dimension’s respective outcomes. More importantly, this concept assimilated both the 

internal and external impacts of sustainability in addition with stakeholder management 

in a short-term and long-term perspective (Kramar, 2014, p. 1071). Increasingly, 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), addressing the economic, legal, ethical and 

philanthropic responsibility of an organization (Lis, 2012, p. 284), seems to be further 

incorporated by a wider spectrum of society. This includes policy-makers, scholars and 

practitioners (Ehnert 2009a, p. 421), in which private and public corporations seek to 

show their sustainability commitment through business policies and practices 

(Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010, p. 78). 

 
The role of Human Resource Management (HRM) and its recognized impact on 

organizational performance leverage has led HRM of becoming a vital part and foci of 

business strategies during the past three decades (Jackson et al., 2014, p. 2; Kramar; 2014, 

p. 1069). This is built upon the empirical evidence of which strategic investments 

focusing on social and human outcomes, also generated positive financial outcomes 

whilst enhancing organizational efficiency and productivity (Kramar, 2014, p. 1073). 

More importantly, HRM is considered to have a major role in organization’s ability of 

achieving sustainability and CSR (Garavan & McGuire, 2010, p. 489), which in turn has 

favored the evolvement of a new paradigm: Sustainable Human Resource Management 

(Macke & Genari, 2019, p. 806). However, reflecting upon the evolution of HRM, the 

linkage between Sustainability and HRM is a relatively recent discovered course that 

challenges the traditional view of HRM by acknowledging organizational impacts and 

responsibilities other than financial (Kramar, 2014, p. 1084). 
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Research has criticized the traditional strategic approach towards HRM, also known as 

Strategic HRM (SHRM), describing it as insufficient since it disregards long-term 

organizational sustainable development (Ehnert, 2009a, 2013; Järlström et al., 2018), and 

humanity at work (Cleveland et al., 2015). As a response, viewing Strategic HRM through 

a sustainability lens is suggested, which is complementary in its nature by considering a 

more holistic approach to employees and viewing the role of HRM as something beyond 

the traditional boundaries of the firm (Ehnert, 2009b; Ehnert & Harry, 2012; Kramar, 

2014). This new approach has been suggested to feature six core elements and 

orientations of Sustainable HRM including long-term, impact, substance-& self-

sustaining, partnership, multiple-bottom-lines and paradox (Ehnert, 2013). Built upon 

this, the integrative view translates sustainability as a strategic and socially responsible 

approach to HRM which allows organizations to manage HR issues and to safeguard a 

sustained and diversified resource base and economic growth, which over time balances 

the consumption and reproduction of the organization’s resources (Ehnert, 2009a; Ehnert 

2013). Paradoxes and tensions derived from organizational competing objectives (e.g. 

social vs. economic) may expose organizations and put their HR-managers in front of 

difficult dilemmas (Ehnert, 2013; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Nevertheless, the development 

and perceived role of HRM is still in progress due to an ever-changing societal 

environment (Freitas, 2011, p. 232), in which one of the main reasons of linking 

Sustainability with HRM is due to the objectives of being perceived as an attractive 

employer of potential and current employees (Ehnert, 2009b, p. 214). 
 

1.1.2 Sustainable HRM as a Competitive Advantage within Employer Attractiveness  

The labor market is facing new trends in terms of employee behavior and loyalty 

(Kowalski & Loretto, 2017, p. 2233). A consequence of globalization and a wider 

perspective on other people’s situations in combination with a growing individualism has 

led to an increased demand from workers in western countries to be well treated by their 

employers (Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 13). Since the profession is more or less the same at 

every employer, talented job-seekers today prioritize their personal brand, values and life-

style over salary and career opportunities in their choice of employer (Malik & Kaur, 

2017; p. 13, Lis, 2012, p. 280). It has been argued that employees base their perception 

about their employer, more on the coherence with their social identity, than promotion 

opportunities and salary (Backhaus, 2002, p. 296). 

 
This combines with a shift in employment, whereby contingent work is becoming more 

common, meaning that workers are employed for a limited time, such as a specific project 

(De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017, p. 41; Kowalski & Loretto, 2017, p. 2233; Malik & 

Kaur, 2017, p. 14). To secure competitive advantage in the long-term firms are struggling 

to retain talents (App et al., 2012, p. 263), who might continue to another employer after 

a time of limited employment.  This contributes to a high competition between 

knowledge-based firms to attract talented workers (Lis, 2012, p. 280; Moroko & Uncles, 

2008, p. 163) since there are more jobs available on the labor market than there are 

suitable workers (App et al., 2012, p. 263). It is essential for leaders and HR practitioners 

to access and perform within the fundamental factors that satisfies work experience 

(Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 14). This calls for firm’s challenges of becoming and maintaining 

as attractive employers perceived internally by its employees. 

 

The attractiveness of an employer according to the employee may be determined on 

several different factors, such as personal benefits or the overall HR approach within a 

firm (App et al., 2012, p. 266-267). Berthon et al. (2005, p. 158) has identified five 
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categories of valuation related to Employer Attractiveness. These include, social value, 

development value, application value, interest value and economic value. Lis (2012, p. 

280) positions that an employer using Sustainable HRM practices may contribute to a 

strengthened employer brand. Moroko & Uncles (2008, p. 172) state that an effective 

employer brand also need to be both attractive and accurate. This catches the importance 

of firm’s sincerity when positioning themselves as attractive employers through 

Sustainable HRM practices. Furthermore, App et al. (2012, p. 265) position that 

Sustainable HRM may also be an effective way to reach competitive advantage in terms 

of retaining talents, since this area access factors such as work environment, work-life 

balance and organizational influence towards individuals, which is coherent with the 

priorities by today’s employees (Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 13). To address such aspects and 

become an attractive employer, companies may need to rewrite corporate values and 

practices (Buller and McEvoy, 2016, p. 469). 
  

1.1.3 The Importance of Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness 

Through new technology and a more flexible workplace, the line between work life and 

leisure time has become more and more vague (Allvin et al., 2006). Consequently, the 

increase of technology replacing human workforce, challenges the employees into 

entering knowledge-intensive works (Eichhorst, 2017, p. 7), for example consultancy, 

where they are expected to bring in more of themselves as individuals into their 

professional role (Eichhorst, 2017, p. 8; Kowalski & Loretto, 2017, p. 2233) which 

increasingly expose the individual. Further, the debate about work environment is 

strongly present due to an increase in work-related mental illness (Lidwall & Olsson-

Bohlin, 2016, p. 1). A predominant factor explaining the increasing numbers of stress 

related long-term sick leaves in Western countries such as Sweden is the psychosocial 

working environment, by which professions, that are exposed to unhealthy psychosocial 

working conditions has a greater risk of developing and being diagnosed with mental 

illness (Lidwall & Olsson-Bohlin, 2016, p. 4-5). Factors often linked with sick leaves 

refers to excessive workload, lack of control, weak organizational support, conflicting 

demands, vague employment and responsibilities, insufficient effort-reward system, 

scarcity in training and development etc.  (Nielson et al., 2018, p. 14; Forte, 2015, p. 14). 

 
On the other hand, these societal challenges can be solved and prevented by 

organizational initiatives within CSR. For instance, the Swedish well-known 

multinational corporation IKEA is a famous example and a large pioneer of successfully 

managing environmental and social challenges through CSR practices integrated 

throughout its value chain and corporate identity (Andersen & Skjoett‐Larsen, 2009, p. 

82). Consequently, IKEA is suggested to serve as an inspiration for other corporations to 

follow (Andersen & Skjoett‐Larsen, 2009, p. 82), and currently being perceived as one 

of the top 50 most attractive employers world-wide by scholars and professionals 

(Universum, 2018). Apart from the emerging implications of employees’ changed 

perspective on employment and firms need to attract and retain talented workers, the 

importance of Sustainable HRM from a firm’s strategic perspective can also be seen from 

a financial point of view. Researchers (Garavan & McGuire, 2010, p. 489; Kowalski & 

Loretto, 2017, p. 2237; Kramar, 2014, p. 1078) have confirmed a positive correlation 

between firms who actively work with human, social and ethical issues and their 

performance and financial results, in comparison with other companies. 

 
Macke & Genari’s (2019) thorough literature review on Sustainable HRM which 

examines 115 articles between 2001 and 2018, reveals an overall positive trend in 



 4 

numbers of scientific articles addressing the subject during recent years. This is explained 

by the academic concern drawn to sustainability and sustainable development, thus, is 

recognized as a field of research influenced by divergences of theoretical and conceptual 

understandings (Macke & Genari, 2019, p. 806). The same theoretical diffusion holds 

true for Sustainable HRM, which theoretical implications due to its relatively new 

emergence and multiplicity, often pertain to the lack of coherence in terms of definitions 

and directions (Ehnert et al, 2016, p. 101; Järlström et al., 2016, p. 706). As Kramar (2014, 

p. 1075) further claims, the multiplicity of imprecise definitions of the concept 

Sustainable HRM refers to the different approaches to sustainability, by underlining how 

the context of the study also reflects diverse findings and contributions. Another layer of 

complexity in conducting research of Sustainable HRM is induced by the lack of 

objective measurements, and more specifically struggles in terms of how social outcomes 

are being measured (Buller & McEvoy, 2016, p. 488; Ehnert, 2013, p. 268). 

 
Moreover, challenges of utilizing different terminologies in order to link sustainability 

with HRM are acknowledged and has led to various branches within the research area 

such as Sustainable HRM, Sustainable Work System, HR Sustainability, Sustainable 

Management of HR and Sustainable Leadership (Macke & Genari, 2019, p. 809). Thus, 

few researchers have tried to connect the concept of Sustainable HRM with Employer 

Attractiveness (App et al., 2012, p. 275), by which more practical findings from research 

are relevant in order to see how firms actually transfer Sustainable HRM strategies into 

practices and strategically benefit from it (App & Büttgen, 2016, p. 717). Altogether, the 

theoretical implications of Sustainable HRM expresses the importance of further 

scientific contributions to the field of research. 
 

1.2 Research Gap 

Sustainable HRM is despite its emerging importance, still a relatively new area of 

research in profound need of further explorations which can expand and unify the existing 

theoretical and conceptual body of knowledge (Ehnert, 2013, p. 268; Ehnert et al., 2016, 

p. 101; Kramar & Mariappanadar, 2015, p. 389-392). As argued by Järlström et al., (2016, 

p. 713-716), Sustainable HRM should be acknowledged as an integrated part of 

organizations social responsibility, which deserves a more visible part of future 

organizational CSR reporting. While the respect of humanity and employee well-being in 

work are increasingly being viewed as a vital features in the development of HRM, more 

research of how Sustainable HRM contributes to the development of sustainable 

organizations are desirable for investigating the future direction of HRM (Cleveland, 

2015, p. 158; Ehnert & Harry, 2012, p. 234-235; Järlström et al., 2016, p. 716; Kowalski 

& Loretto, 2017, p. 2248-2249). 

 
One underlying momentum and tension of Sustainable HRM concerns the organizational- 

and managerial challenges of how to generate mutually beneficial outcomes (economic, 

social, human or ecological) for both organizations and its stakeholders (Järlström et al., 

2016, p. 705, Kramar, 2014, p. 1084). The criticism addressing the treatment of 

employees as strategic resources to exploit rather than being viewed as valuable assets to 

reproduce, underlines the problematics of organizations’ excessive concentration of 

economic outcomes on the expense of the employees (Ehnert, 2009b, p. 3; Järlström et 

al., 2016, p. 707). Therefore, multiple research calls for empirical evidence of how 

organizations actually offer and implement Sustainable HRM which advocate employee 
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welfare and develop positive social and human outcomes (App et al., 2016, p. 717; 

Cleveland et al., 2015, p. 158; Ehnert, 2013, p. 286). 

 
According to App et al., (2012, p. 275) mutual gains for organizational- and employee-

level can be achieved by integrating Sustainable HRM into the employer brand which 

encompass a long-term perspective of Employer Attractiveness. In this concern, 

Sustainable HRM is viewed as a competitive advantage and a strategic tool which is 

utilized to attract and retain a talented workforce while simultaneously responding to the 

dynamic needs and expectations of the employees. Ehnert and Harry (2012, p. 234-235) 

further extends the strategic importance of this by shedding light on the idea of finding 

out how Sustainable HRM practices potentially also can foster a healthy work 

environment and employee lifestyle, while making the workplace more desirable. Thus, 

the lack of empirical data seeking to link the subject of Sustainable HRM with the 

Employer Attractiveness is important to address (App et al., 2012; App & Büttgen, 2016; 

Ehnert and Harry, 2012), as it may produce practical contributions corresponding to the 

earlier mentioned demographical and labor market related changes affecting the ‘well-

being’ of both organizations and the employed individuals. 

 
From the assessment of the existing and limited literature of which exclusively attempts 

to connect Sustainable HRM with Employer Attractiveness (App et al., 2012; App & 

Büttgen, 2016; Lis, 2012), the majority of studies approaches Sustainable HRM as a 

marketing feature and psychological benefit used to attract new employers, and to 

increase employee commitment to the employer brand. Nevertheless, previous research 

in this area address the managerial challenges and implications related to HR and the 

discipline of management (App et al., 2012; App & Büttgen, 2016; Lis, 2012), yet lacks 

in practical contributions how organizations in real terms craft and employ Sustainable 

HRM. 

 
As stated by Kowalski & Loretto (2017, p. 2239-2240), “the changing workplace poses 

a number of ongoing, and some new, challenges for HR professionals to manage, but also 

for the sustainability of well-being within the current and future workforce more 

broadly”. The authors further claim that the challenges within this could be handled 

differently depending on sector and size of organizations, by which small and medium 

sized businesses often are being overlooked as larger organizations may have access to 

the necessary means and resources to invest in interventions. 

 
Altogether, the research gaps as outlined above calls for further research from a 

management perspective that can contribute with basic knowledge to the theoretical and 

conceptual foundation of Sustainable HRM, in addition with empirical advancement 

which examines the relationship between Sustainable HRM and Employer 

Attractiveness. More specifically, address the issue of what role Sustainable HRM has 

for organizations abilities to retains its employees (App & Büttgen, 2016, p. 716). 

 

1.3 Research Question 

Based upon the previously outlined problem background and research gaps, the study 

seeks to address the research question: 

  

How can Sustainable HRM contribute to Employer Attractiveness?  
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1.4 Purpose 

The overall purpose of this study was to explore how the concept of Sustainable HRM is 

practiced within organizations and thereby potentially contributes to Employer 

Attractiveness within the professional context of consultancy. More specifically, the 

study aimed to investigate how Sustainable HRM was perceived by employees as 

attractive for their choice of staying at their current employer. This purpose is illustrated 

in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. Illustration of Research Purpose. 

 

As previously illustrated, Sustainable HRM may effectively convey firm’s abilities of 

retaining talents in addition with enhancing the attractiveness of the employer. The 

managerial and strategic implications of this study referred to the importance of 

understanding in which way employees perceives and values Sustainable HRM and its 

related activities. Therefore, the underlying practical objective of this study was to 

contribute with practical insights regarding the management of employees and employee 

relationship experiences by integrating sustainability as a part within HRM. In turn, this 

study has generated new knowledge relevant for not only managers and HR-managers, 

but also organizational members that are participating in daily operationalization of 

HRM. Furthermore, this study has also provided theoretical contributions to each 

respective field of study and both combined by merging the two concepts of Sustainable 

HRM and Employer Attractiveness together. By conducting an exploratory of these two 

concepts combined, this study also raised attention to a new field of research that includes 

countless of opportunities for further research. On a societal level, this study has achieved 

its objective of shedding further light on the importance of advocating the employee 

perspective within an everchanging labor market. In all, it should be noted that the logic 

and intended outcome of this study was to contribute with general knowledge to the 

existing field of research, drawn from observed empirical realities.  

 

1.5 Focus & Delimitations 

This was a qualitative study based on semi-structured interviews with an explorative 

approach since the fields of Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness, separately 

and combined, have not been extensively researched. To answer the research question 

and to achieve the purpose of this study, HR-workers and employees at small- and 

medium sized companies within consultancy that had been recognized as attractive 

employers was selected as study objects. The study more specifically targeted current 

HR- workers to confirm if and how Sustainable HRM is actually being strategized and 

implemented at the firms. In addition, with current consultants to address which and if 

any specific activities related to Sustainable HRM are valuable for enhancing Employer 

Attractiveness and overall retainment of knowledge-based workers. Also, this study was 

further concentrated on Sustainable HRM positioned within the research stream of 

capability reproduction, which concerns the internal impacts of HRM polices and its 

effects on the economic dimension alongside with the establishment of sustainable 
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competitive advantage (Wilkinson et al., 2001; Ehnert 2009a; Ehnert 2009b; Clarke, 

2011). Aligning with this category, the study mainly focuses on the social and human and 

economic outcomes related to Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness, although 

it acknowledges the presence of ecological outcomes. Furthermore, it should be noted 

that this study was being delimited to the context of Sweden, however contributions may 

be transferable to similar Western countries. Overall, the study undertook a western 

perspective considering the context of labor market, institutions, organizations, policy-

making, maturity level in overall sustainability etc. 

 

1.6 Structure of Research 

The structure and main body of this study is illustrated in the Figure 2 below and serves 

to visualize the research process for the reader. 

 

 
Figure 2. An Overview of the Research Process. 
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2. Theoretical Frame of Reference 

 

This chapter seeks to frame the existing field of research of the study’s key concepts 

Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness. For each key concept important 

definitions, concepts, theories will be systematically presented and synthesized to support 

its relevance for the study at hand. More importantly, this chapter will create the 

foundation of which the study will be based upon and will aid the analytical process of 

understanding Sustainable HRM’s contribution to Employer Attractiveness. 

 

  

2.1 The Emergence of Sustainable HRM 

“Human resource management is an area in constant evolution and change” (Freitas, 

2011, p. 226). This citation captures the essence of which HRM is a field of continuous 

development, and in parallel to this process requires updated and coexisting perspectives 

and understandings of the field. Reflecting upon the evolution of HRM as presented in 

Figure 3, the meaning and role of HRM has gone through a historical transformation, 

which often reflects the societal context of which it was situated and progressed within. 

Freitas (2011, p. 232) has systemized this evolution into four stages of conception, 

personnel department, strategic human resources and sustainable HRM. 

 

 
Figure 3. Model for Evolution of HRM. 

Source: Adopted and Modified from Freitas et al. (2011, p. 231). 
 

Conception 
According to Kramar (2014, p. 1072) HRM “is a broad term that refers to the activities 

associated with the management of the people who do the work of organizations”, 

whereby he argues that because of its broad nature it is recognized as something beyond 

managing employees. However, this was not a shared view in the early phases of HRM. 

Theories on human resource management dates back the early 18 th century (Jamrog & 

Overholt, 2004, p. 51), to the industrial times when Taylor (1972) introduced his theory 

of scientific management with primary focus on fractionalization of jobs, productivity, 

control of workers, advancement of trainings and working incentives. At that point in 

time organizations were still in its initial stages of establishment, and HR as a function 

and its related activities were not structured nor formalized. Foremost, the organizational 

profit orientation emphasized restrictive cost management, whereby employees were seen 

as passive production factors and HR as a necessary and costly burden of which firms 

had to deal with (Ehnert, 2013, p. 252; Freitas et al., 2011, p. 232). Over time Taylor’s 

theory has become one of the most influential approaches contributing to the basis of 

modern HRM (Cleveland, 2015, p. 146; Freitas et al., 2011, p. 226). 
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Jamrog and Overholt (2004) has outlined three concepts drawn from Taylor’s scientific 

management which explains the modern view of HRM. First, workers selected for a 

position must match physically and mentality with the requirements of the position, whilst 

the exclusion of people is a result of a ‘misfit’ with the system. Second, relevant training 

should be provided to the workers to reassure the accuracy of carrying out the specified 

work tasks as aspired. Third, the workers should receive incentives from complying with 

the specified procedures. However, by including industrial and labor relations and these 

concepts into the field of HRM, a reconceptualization of workers evolved resulting in 

viewing them as human assets, equal to interchangeable cogs within the industrial 

machinery (Cleveland, 2015, p. 146). By all means the industrial period was conflicting 

with the well-being and long-term viability of workers, as the financial orientations of the 

organizations-initiated exploitation of the human assets (Langbert & Friedman, 2002, p. 

783). 
 
Personnel Department 
The establishment of the personnel department’s is claimed to occur somewhere between 

1900 and 1920 as a result from organizations initiatives of hiring experts specifically 

addressing HR questions, and the progression of labor unions (Jamrog & Overholt, 2004, 

p. 53). During this phase, the majority of organizations started to engage in operational 

activities such as routine management and enforcement of labor laws, exemplified in the 

rising automobile industry in 1950’s and 1960’s which tried to combine efficiency and 

performance while implementing HR subsystems. As argued by Cohen et al., (2012) 

compliance with labor regulations is an essential starting point for Sustainable HRM. 

Despite the recognition and growing knowledge of human behavior within organizations, 

the orientation of HRM and the HR profession in this phase was confused, arguably 

because the ‘personnel department’ only aimed to record and track the basic operational 

activities of businesses (Freitas, 2011, p. 227 & 232; Jamrog & Overholt, 2004, p. 54). 

Furthermore, the transition of personnel management to human resource management 

began during the 1960’s and 1970’s, by which the term HRM increasingly was adopted 

worldwide (Freitas, 2011, p. 227). 

 
Strategic Human Resource Management 
In neo-classical and modern times HRM is viewed as a crucial asset to the organization’s 

survivability (Cleveland et al., 2015, p. 146; Ehnert, 2013, p. 252). The strategic 

embracement of HRM, also known as Strategic HRM, was prominent already in the 

1970’s, which became even more apparent during the 1990’s when competition among 

organizations were fierce as a result from the rise of globalization and information 

technology in addition with the growing social and environmental awareness and pressure 

on organizations social role towards its stakeholders (Freitas, 2011, p. 228). Characteristic 

for this phase is the alignment between HR practices and business objectives (Freitas et 

al., 2011, p. 232), and the acknowledgement of HRM as a profession that has an 

overarching goal of helping organizations to become effective, successful and sustainable 

by the efficient use of their human resources, while mediating the needs, preferences and 

perspectives of the employees (Cleveland et al., 2015, p. 146). Therefore, Strategic HRM 

is commonly defined as “a series of planned human resource activities and deployments 

designed to achieve an organization’s goals” (Wright and McMahan, 1992, p. 298). 

Contrary to the classical view of HRM is the central focus of Strategic HRM which 

recognizes the employees as valuable assets, that contributes to sustained competitive 

advantage (Kramar, 2014, p. 1073; Ehnert, 2013, p. 252). More specifically, a perspective 

grounded and aligned with a resource-based view that encourages a strategic utilization 
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of competitive organizational resources (Barney, 1991), such as the human resources 

(Buller & McEvoy, 2016, p. 470-471). 

 

However, Strategic HRM is criticized by multiple authors for a number of reasons. First, 

previous contributions to the strategic field of HRM are based on the assumption of that 

employers and employees shares the same interests, needs and preferences (Ehnert, 2013, 

p. 252). Also, this view is not sufficient as it does not incorporate a long-term perspective, 

it fails to consider a variety of stakeholder needs, it does not recognize humanity at work 

(Järlström et al., 2016; Cleveland, 2015), and amongst others, does not cover difficulties 

such as organizational inconsistencies, ambiguities, paradoxes and dilemmas related to 

HRM (Ehnert, 2013; Kramar, 2014). Foremost, paradoxes and dilemmas, which involves 

contradicting elements that comprises one outcome for the other (Smith & Lewis, 2011, 

p. 382), can create a conflicting position for HR professionals. That is, their dual 

responsibility of engaging in value adding HR activities that contributes to financial 

outcomes, while simultaneously contribute to the employee well-being through the 

implementation of HR policies and practices (Kramar, 2014, p. 1074). 
 
Sustainable Human Resource Management 
As alternative approach to people management (Kramar, 2014, p. 1084) and as a 

complement to the shortcomings of Strategic HRM and the societal changes addressing 

sustainability issues (Freitas et al., 2011, p. 231), a new paradigm within the field of HRM 

has evolved (Boudreau & Ramstad, 2015; Ehnert et al., 2016), namely Sustainable HRM. 

This current and emerging phase understands HR as a basis for organizational 

sustainability (Freitas et al., 2011, p. 232), and serves as an extension of Strategic HRM 

by encompassing a broader and more holistic approach to HRM by an additional 

alignment of social and environmental outcomes, as opposed to previous sole focus on 

economic outcomes (Ehnert, 2009b; Ehnert & Harry, 2012; Kramar, 2014). 

 
The initial work on the field has emphasized the idea of sustainability can be linked to 

human resources (e.g Wilkingson et al., 2001), by providing ideas that constitutes the 

applicability of scarcity on human resources, implying that organizations due to its short-

term orientated and insufficient approach to its employees, ‘consumes’ people rather than 

‘reproduce’ them. Sustainable HRM is therefore claimed to mediate sustainability with 

the management of people while creating a foundation of which leverages competitive 

advantage in scarce labor markets (Zaugg et al., 2001). According to Kramar (2014, p. 

1084-1085), Sustainable HRM as a concept will continue to develop in the future, by 

which it will challenge the financially oriented focus on HRM as of now, the role of HR 

professionals and the role of human and social outcomes of HRM. 

 
The evolutionary path of which HRM has undertaken until now clearly shows how 

organizations are shifting its understanding of HRM and its policies, strategies and 

practices role within the organization. According to Langbert & Friedman (2002, p. 782) 

“HRM’s balancing of competing values over time can be viewed as a process of 

continuous improvement”. However, as outlined above, Sustainable HRM is still an 

emerging phase by which this study acknowledges and foresees that it may be an 

unfamiliar topic or label of HR activities for organizations today. The following section 

therefore seeks to define Sustainable HRM, and to position this study’s interpretation of 

the concept. 
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2.2 Defining Sustainable HRM 

In light of the diverging thematic definitions, whereby the found definitions varies in both 

scope and boundaries, this study will proceed with defining Sustainable HRM in 

accordance with Ehnert et al’s (2016, p. 90): 

  
“The adoption of HRM strategies and practices that enable the achievement of financial, 

social and ecological goals, with an impact inside and outside of the organization and over 

a long-term horizon while controlling for unintended side effects and negative feedback.” 
  

The choice of this definition accounts for a number of reasons. To begin with, Ehnert et 

al.,’s (2016) definition takes into account two important aspects of Sustainable HRM to 

consider. First, it recognizes the multiple and perhaps contradicting nature of economic, 

ecological and social goals (Wilkinson et al., 2001), such as human sustainability related 

to this study’s context. Second, it also highlights the complexity within the 

interrelationship between the internal and external environment and HRM, by underlining 

the importance of long-term relationships for sustained reproduction of resources (Ehnert, 

2009a, 2009b; Kramar, 2014), and therefore also can serve as a mean to control 

externalities (Mariappanadar, 2003, 2014). However, since the purpose of this study has 

an internal focus of how Sustainable HRM is practiced in order to achieve social and 

human outcomes, the meaning of the given definition is modified by excluding the 

external, ecological and controlling aspect of it. 

  

2.3 Framing Sustainable HRM 

2.3.1 Linking Sustainability with HRM 

Prior any considerable framing of the theoretical body of knowledge, one important 

question to address is how sustainability is linked to HRM? In order to do so, the concepts 

of sustainability, Corporate Social Responsibility, HRM and its relationship with on 

another will be explained and guided by Figure 4 in the following. 

 

 
Figure 4. Position of Sustainable HRM within CSR and CS. 

 

Sustainability 
Sustainability and sustainable development are recognized from the existing literature as 

two intertwined and emerging fields of research for scholars world-wide. Despite the 

increasing attention and efforts invested in understanding and defining the concepts, the 

existing divergences within the concepts seems to stand for the ambiguity which is often 

experienced from trying to define and frame the subjects. The etymological origin of the 

word sustainability draws from and can be down to the Latin prefix ‘sustenere’ and suffix 

‘able’, which first refers to ‘to maintain’ or ‘to strengthen’ and the latter pertain to the 
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ability of ‘maintaining, developing or strengthening’ (Ehnert, 2009a, p. 421). Today, 

sustainability is often synonymously acknowledged and used as ‘long-term’, ‘durable’, 

‘sound’ and ‘systematic’ (Ehnert, 2009a, p. 421), and the most commonly used definition 

origins from The United Nation’s World Commission on Environment and Development 

(WCED) in 1987, also widely known as the ‘Brundtland Commission’ (WCED, 1987, p. 

43): 

 
“Sustainable development is a development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 
 

In whole, sustainability therefore strives to reduce and abolish mechanisms that 

contributes to any systematic degradation of vital aspects of both the ecological and social 

system (Missimer et al., 2017, p. 43). As argued by Ehnert (2009a, p. 422), sustainability 

is highly applicable in general, and for various contexts and therefore a diversity in 

definitions is to be expected as this concept emerges. Given that this study is within the 

corporate context the following section seeks to address a more specific definition within 

the environmental boundaries. 

  

Corporate Social Responsibility 
Sustainable development in the corporate context, known as ‘corporate sustainability’, is 

often linked to the earlier mentioned Brundtland Commission’s broad and long-term 

oriented definition (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002, p. 131; WCED, 1987, p. 43). The 

definition underlined three fundamental pillars of sustainable development, namely 

economic, social and environmental (Kramar, 2014, p. 1070). Elkington (1987) later 

linked these three pillars to the organizational performance and outcomes respectively, to 

the financial performance, and the social and ecological impacts and emphasized the 

capital growth all three dimensions, more commonly known as the ‘triple bottom line’. 

Despite the interwoven fundamental meanings and understandings of Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) and Corporate Sustainability (CS) and their common purpose of a 

sustainable future, CSR distinguishes itself from CS according to the notion of how it 

perceives sustainability in the world and the relationship between the three dimensions of 

sustainability within the world (Montiel, 2008, p. 259). For instance, CS world-view is 

eco-centric and occupied on a system-level which draw significance to the intrinsic value 

paradigm of sustainability, meaning that the economic, social and environmental 

dimensions are interconnected within the ecological system as a whole, and that 

sustainability should create value for the world itself while disregarding the human 

benefits of it (Vilkka, 1997; Winter, 2007). Whereas CSR instead beholds an 

anthropocentric worldview that highlights the instrumental value, and from this 

philosophical perspective sees the three dimensions as independent parts by which 

sustainability only relates to the benefits of the humans (Montiel, 2008, p. 259). 

 
On the corporate level, Ehnert (2009a, p. 422) underlines the difficulties derived from the 

‘shared meanings’ of sustainability alongside with the corporate agreement of ‘what’ that 

is to be sustained and operationalized into measurable processes and outcomes. The 

importance of having a cohesive and mutually agreed understanding of the concept of 

sustainability further argued by Ehnert to be of crucial importance for successful 

implementation. Sheehy (2015, p. 626) further points out that CSR is hard to define due 

to the complex nature of the related issues it encompasses in terms of the dynamic and 

interrelationship of the three dimensions, in addition with inherent ambiguity of the issues 

at hand, e.g. which stakeholder is responsible and to what extent. According to Lis (2012, 

p. 284), the definitions of CSR can vary depending on the level of social responsibility 
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corporations have to accept, in which she defines CSR as “the economic, legal, ethical 

and philanthropic responsibility of an organization derived from the claims of its various 

stakeholders” (Lis, 2012, p. 284). Consequently, this definition captivates the multi-

dimensional nature of CSR whilst adding further clarification of stakeholders within the 

concept of stakeholder theory (Lis, 2012, p. 283). Also, this definition entrenches both 

responsibilities that organizations are forced to comply with, and voluntarily practices for 

organizations to act upon. 

 
Sustainability within HRM 
Multiple approaches are competing in the approach of how to link sustainability with 

HRM (Stankeviciute & Savaneviciene, 2018, p. 7). Comparatively with CS and CSR, 

literature on Sustainability and HRM narrow down from a societal and corporate 

perspective to the level of individuals and HRM systems (e.g Docherty et al., 2002), 

concentrating on human resources as an integrated part within overall sustainability and 

CSR. The notion and nature of human resources can be explained as dual depending on 

the interpretation of it, by which Brewster & Larsen (2000, p. 11) addressed the earlier 

presented contrasting views of human resources, as either scarce, valuable and non-

replaceable factors, or on the other hand as “dead” production factors similar to financial 

and physical resources. The first view perceives people as objects, whereby the second 

understand people as subject. Unfortunately, both stances indicate that the value of human 

resources is based upon their level of contribution that aids the achievement of 

organizational goal (Wright and McMahan, 1992), and is explained by an underlying 

understanding of ‘resources’ which treats human resources as ‘means’ to fulfil those 

goals. As a response to this, the corporate social sustainability debate acknowledges a 

broader value of human resources which goes beyond the single bottom line of financial 

worth (Ehnert, 2009a, p. 423), which requires organizations to recognize and value human 

capabilities (Wilkinson et al., 2001, p. 1497). 

 
Attempts of categorizing the meanings of sustainability (e.g. Ehnert, 2013, Kramar 2014) 

has led to four current categories approaching sustainability and HRM as; normative, 

efficiency-oriented, substance-oriented, and integrative. First, the normative, also known 

as social responsibility oriented, is based upon the Brundtland Commission’s definition, 

and concerns the moral and ethical values of sustainability for corporate and managerial 

consideration (Ehnert, 2009a, p. 423; Kramar, 2014, p. 1072). However, some of the 

difficulties with this view refers to the operationalization of corporate decision making 

considering both current and future employees’ needs, as sustainability as a social 

responsibility can be interpreted by actors differently. Second, the efficient-oriented 

approach, or also innovation-oriented, interprets sustainability from an economic 

principle aiming to reduce the impact from business operations on the natural and social 

resources (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). In contextual terms, this involves minimizing the 

impact on, and utilization of the human resources. Despite the positive feature of 

integrating economic and social goals, corporation’s ability of reproducing human 

resources is not addressed (Ehnert, 2009a, p. 424). Therefore, the third category which 

undertakes a substance-oriented approach to sustainability encompasses this, with 

particular focus on HR as vital for balancing the consumption and reproduction of 

resources and the overall organizational long-term survivability (Kramar, 2014, p. 1072). 

Nevertheless, in the upcoming section, the fourth approach will be presented, in which 

incorporates all of the outlined approaches above and serves as the main perspective of 

this study.  
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2.3.2 Integrative Perspective 

The integrative perspectives can be understood as a pursued distinction between the 

ethical and economic dimension of sustainability (Ehnert, 2013, p. 257), given the 

integration of the above-mentioned orientations of normative, efficiency and substance. 

Previous research has combined a strategic and integrative view which allows for a more 

holistic approach to Sustainable HRM, as it also considers contextual factors such as 

culture and institutional contexts of organizations (Ehnert, 2013, p. 259). This goes well 

in hand with Zedeck and Cascio’s (1984, p. 463) argument that “HRM issues are a part 

of an open system, and research is theoretically bankrupt unless placed in the broader 

context of organizations”. Since this study also intends to undertake a strategic and 

integrative approach to Sustainable HRM the following key characteristics displayed in 

in Table 1 are central features of consideration for this research.  In short, these six 

orientations add further clarification of how Sustainable HRM can framed and defined on 

a corporate level. 

 
Table 1. Sustainable HRM Characteristics and Strategies from an Integrative Perspective. 

Source: Compiled and Modified from Ehnert (2013). 

Sustainable HRM Characteristics and Strategies 
Long-term-oriented  Integrating the future into the present by recognizing and balancing today’s 

requirements to use human resources efficiently and effectively with 

tomorrow’s requirements to maintain and develop people’s health, 

qualification and well-being.  

 

Impact-control 

oriented 

Controlling the impact of work and HR practices on the organization, HRM 

itself and on the employees’ qualification, engagement and health.   

 

Substance and self-

sustaining oriented 

The ability of the HRM system and organization to sustain itself “from within” 

its social, ecological and economic environment while allowing fostering the 

conditions of HR regeneration, health and employee well-being. 

 

Partnership-

oriented 

The ability of the HRM system to develop trustful and mutual exchange 

relationships with key stakeholders.  

 

Multiple-bottom 

lines oriented 

Maintaining both efficient work organization plus treat HR socially 

responsible and integrate ecological goals.  

 

Paradox-oriented The ability of the HRM system and individual organization members to cope 

cognitively and emotionally with plurality complexity and tensions. 

 

 

Moreover, from the assessment of existing literature the theoretical background for 

operationalizing Sustainable HRM is found to be highly influenced by studies applying 

paradox theory (Bansal, 2005; Ehnert 2013), theory of negative externality and 

stakeholder harm (Mariappanadar, 2014), and stakeholder theory (Guerci et al., 2014). 

As this study complies with the new view of HRM, it is not enough to assess this topic 

by choosing either or two of these theories. Instead, the integrative approach more or less 

touches upon the theories due to its holistic nature for a number of reasons. First, paradox 

theory is based on the assumption that modern organizations face challenges when 

sustaining their corporate resource bases, as they simultaneously need to cope with 

multifaceted tensions or paradoxes and/or moral or ethical dilemmas (Ehnert 2009a; 

Kozica & Kaiser, 2012). This theory becomes relevant in the sense that small and medium 

sized firms do not always possess the financial means or resources necessary to support 

sustainability initiatives in comparison to their larger counterparts (Parida, 2016, p. 1; 

Moore & Manring, 2009, p. 278). 
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Additionally, the theory of externality and stakeholder harm and stakeholder theory 

underlines the importance of managing internal and external stakeholders such as current 

and future employees, the community, governments, in addition with the impact of HRM 

on externalities (Mariappandar, 2012). However, as this study is delimited to an internal 

approach of small-and medium sized organizations with a focus on employees as a key 

stakeholder, the relevance of theory of negative externality and stakeholder harm and 

stakeholder theory is deemed as relatively low, except the stakeholder concern of 

employees and overall organizational members. 

 
With respect to the relatively recent contribution of the integrative perspective by Ehnert 

(2013), the literature review has found extremely limited previous studies that are 

assessing and applying integrative perspective. Therefore, it has been difficult to 

scrutinize the theoretical and practical applicability of the theory in a more detailed 

manner. Also, guidelines of how to apply this theory is absent, adding on another layer 

of complexity. Given the intentions of contributing with theoretical knowledge within the 

field of Sustainable HRM, the integrative approach is the most up to date and of highest 

relevance to use for further progression within the topic. 

2.3.3 Capability Reproduction 

Kramar (2014) suggests and presents three general streams of research on the topic of 

Sustainable HRM: capability reproduction; promoting social and environmental health; 

and connections, by which this study is positioned within the first group of ‘capability 

reproduction’ that focuses on the economic effects, the creation of sustainable 

competitive advantage in addition with the internal impacts of HRM policies (Wilkinson 

et al., 2001; Ehnert 2009a, 2009b; Clarke 2011). The second group is more closely linked 

to the triple bottom line and therefore also emphasize the ecological dimension of 

organizations with the inclusion of multiple stakeholders and externalities (e.g. 

Mariapanadar 2003, 2012). “Connections” is further extensive by going beyond HRM 

practices to examine the interrelationships between managerial practices, taking into 

account the outcomes of the organizational, environmental and social dimension 

(Kramar, 2014, p. 1076-1079). However, this study is not regarded to be positioned within 

two latter streams as they incorporate areas in which this study does not explicitly seeks 

to cover. Instead, the integrative approach as described earlier of pertaining a strategic 

perspective therefore underpins the suitability of positioning the study within capability 

reproduction by investigating organizations abilities of sustaining the employability of 

the personnel. 

Multiple authors within the category of “capability reproduction” have contributed with 

research that connects HRM practices to internal outcomes with primary focus on the 

economic outcomes (e.g. Ehnert 2009a, 2009b; Clarke, 2011; Browning & Delahaye, 

2011; Wells, 2011). Unlike the Strategic approach to HRM, only two indicators are found 

to determine the organizational performance, that is, the economic and social/human 

indicators as the central interest for this category lies within the development of HRM 

practices that contributes to positive human/social outcomes (e.g. work-life balance), 

organizational economic outcomes and sustainable change processes (Kramar, 2014, p. 

1076). 

According to Ehnert (2006, p. 14), organizations are to be seen as an open system 

influenced and dependent upon the development of, and ability to generate its human 

resources at an equal pace of how it is consumed. This is also known as the open-system 
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framework (Katz & Kahn, 1987), which recognizes the role of human resources in two 

respects within an organizational transformation process; human resources as 

fundamental transporters of effort and motivation that creates a social system; and the 

responsible actors upholding the social system throughout the process. Amongst other, 

this transformations process captures the dualities and dilemmas by which in case of e.g. 

HR managers are confronted by meeting efficiency requirements whilst supporting the 

development of human capabilities (Kramar, 2014, p. 1077). Some of the authors draw 

attention to the negative consequences from HR developments such as work 

intensification, excessive performance standards, temporary employment and what it 

means for the well-being of individuals, organizations and society as a whole (Docherty 

et al., 2002, 2009; Kira 2002). 

A common characterization of these writers also refers to the long-term orientation 

(Kramar, 2014, p. 1077), such as Wilkinson et al.,’s (2001, p. 1498-1499) line of 

argument calling for a shift in corporations’ short-term orientation of survivability 

towards a long-term orientation which centralizes the employee outcomes. Accordingly, 

these writers view the concept of Sustainable HRM as something beyond the traditional 

view of HRM and highlights particular HRM practices as crucial for the long-term 

viability of the human capabilities that are essential to survive in a fast-paced and dynamic 

environment, and to produce the aspired financial and social/human outcomes. 

 

2.4 Drivers and Challenges of Sustainable HRM 

Previous research has found that organizations can differ in terms of how they view the 

context between the social dimensions and sustainability, or between sustainability and 

HRM (Ehnert, 2009b). For some organizations, sustainability is connected to HRM from 

the recognition of issues related to social responsibility, whilst for other organizations the 

strategic potential of sustainability within HRM is more central. Furthermore, there are 

different external and internal drivers and challenges that determines why corporations 

establish general objectives which integrates sustainability into the overall corporate 

strategies. For instance, in terms of the social dimension of sustainability organizations 

may express and act upon their social responsibility for their employees, communities 

and society as a whole. Organizations adopting a more strategic approach may understand 

HR as important for the long-term corporate success. Moreover, Ehnert’s studies (2009a, 

2009b) have shown that various HR-specific objectives can be identified within the 

general objectives of organizations (see Table 2). 

One of the foremost reasons for linking sustainability with HRM pertains to attracting 

talent and being recognized as an employer of choice (Ehnert, 2009b, p. 214). According 

to the author, the general goal of this strategy is to establish a positive image of the firm 

as an attractive employer to attract and retain valuable employees, as organizations 

directly link their success with the quality of their workforce. Sustainability within this 

context is also argued to be dual, whereby the first can be applied to employer branding 

by viewing potential applicants as customers which organizations sell their brand of being 

a good employer. Secondly, aspects referring to cultural, age and diversity is also a 

sustainability concern in terms of how organizations chose to apply strategies addressing 

the issue of equality. Nevertheless, Ehnert’s study further displays the underlying reasons  

of how firm representations linked sustainability with HRM, by highlighting ‘social 

responsibility’ as broad concept that includes the specific care for employees to a broader 
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Table 2. General and HR-Specific Objectives Linked with Sustainability. 

Source: Compiled and Modified from Ehnert (2009b, p. 208 & 213) 

 

concern of societies. Also, it admits the ‘strategic potential’ of sustainability by 

recognizing human resources as vital for long-term corporate success (Ehnert, 2009b, p. 

208-209). Firms recognized and accredited with employer branding prices such as “A 

Great Place to Work” or “Sweden’s Most Attractive Employers” can utilize these awards 

strategically by legitimizing the image of being an employer of choice. Depending upon 

the drivers and objectives of corporation’s linkage between sustainability and HRM, 

different HR strategies and practices, also known as HR activities, are featured. In Table 

3 below, compiled examples of Sustainable HRM strategies and practices are displayed. 

Table 3. Examples of Sustainable HRM Activities. 

Source: Compiled and Modified from Ehnert (2009b, p. 211-212, 218-220 & 225-226). 

 

Given the increasing competition of knowledge-based organization’s ability of attracting 

and retaining a highly skilled and motivated workforce (Eichhorst, 2017, p. 6; Malik & 

Kaur, 2017, p. 15), sustainability has become one of the strategies to address this 

challenge by recognizing it as a social responsibility of the organizations (Ehnert, 2009b, 

p. 215). Characterized by this, is the recognition of development, reproduction and 

regeneration of human resources (Ehnert, 2009b, p. 215). 

General Sustainability Objectives Sustainable HRM Objectives 

▪ Value creation, performance and long-term 

success 

▪ Obtaining legitimacy for managerial action 

▪ Strengthen a company’s reputation and image 

▪ Creating accountability and transparency 

▪ Improving quality of life for employees and 

societies  

▪ Creating trust and trust worthiness  

▪ Attracting talent and being recognized as an 

“employer of choice” 

▪ Maintaining a healthy and productive work-

force 

▪ Investing into the skills of the current work-

force 

▪ Creating employee trust, employer 

trustworthiness and sustained employment 

relationships 

Sustainable HR Activities (Strategies and Practices)  

▪ Attractive and challenging work environment 

▪ Career development and career development 

for partners 

▪ Cultural diversity 

▪ Education 

▪ Employment 

▪ Ergonomic workplace conditions (reduce risk 

of occupational illness) 

▪ Family-friendly employer and working 

mothers-friendly employer 

▪ Fostering reputation as a socially responsible 

and trustworthy employer 

▪ Gender diversity, equal opportunity employer, 

advancement of women 

▪ Health (creating employee awareness for their 

health: promoting healthy lifestyle) 

▪ HR training and development 

▪ Investing into employees or talent and 

knowledge 

▪ Job satisfaction; motivation 

▪ Keeping fit 

▪ Life-long learning 

▪ Mentoring 

▪ Offering career opportunities 

▪ Paying attention to employees’ work-life 

balance 

▪ Remuneration, employee benefits 

▪ Safety (reducing risk of work accidents, 

injuries, fatalities) 

▪ Stress (reducing and preventing stress) 

▪ Succession planning; talent pool 

▪ Talent management 

▪ Vocational training 

▪ Wellbeing 

▪ Work-life balance 
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However, integrating Sustainable HRM into an organization also involves challenges, in 

which previous studies has been portrayed paradoxes and tensions as main challenges for 

organizations to cope with (Ehnert, 2013; Kozica & Kaiser, 2012). As mentioned earlier, 

sustainability is paradoxical in its nature, by which paradox refers to contradictory yet 

interrelated elements which exists simultaneously and persists over time (Smith & Lewis, 

2011, p. 382). Hence, paradoxes are theoretically not understood as “either/or” choices in 

specific contexts, instead they are acknowledged as dualities which needs to be 

dynamically managed and balanced (Evans & Génadry, 1999, p. 368). Tensions are 

described as the underlying sources of paradoxes which are either cognitively or socially 

constructed polarities that creates conflicting dualities, dilemmas or choices (Lewis, 

2000, p. 762). 

For Sustainable HRM, Ehnert (2009a) has identified three key paradoxes that 

organizations may encounter. First, “efficiency-substance paradox” pertain to the dual 

economic rationality drawn from the traditional financial orientation of HRM deploying 

current human resources efficiently, that conflicts with sustaining a resource base and its 

availability over time (Ehnert, 2013, p. 263-264). Therefore, the first paradox focuses on 

the regeneration of resources which creates tensions from colliding with short-term 

organizational objectives. Second, “efficiency-responsibility-paradox” concerns the 

social legitimacy of organizations by acting socially responsible (Ehnert, 2013, p. 264). 

Contrary to the first paradox, this paradox focuses on the tensions that derives from 

deploying organizational efficiently whilst being socially responsible of the 

organization's stakeholders, as organization acts on the behalf of both objectives may face 

contradictive challenges. Lastly, “present-future-paradox” relates to the very origin of 

Sustainable HRM, as it aims to be long-term oriented and/or balance the present with the 

future (Ehnert, 2013, p. 264). This paradox builds upon organizations recognition of 

HRM as a strategic partner that enables performance maximization, and how it interferes 

with long-term goals by over-emphasizing short-term objectives and challenges (Ehnert, 

2013, p. 264). However, coping with these paradoxes and tensions are only a relevant 

strategic concern for organizations whom actually encounters them (Ehnert, 2013, p. 

258). 

 

2.5 The Changing Nature of Work 

An expanding amount of organizations do find themselves in a context of high 

competition and volatile circumstances due to globalization, complexity and an escalation 

of dynamics (Tarique & Schuler, 2010, p. 122). The changes in modern business 

environment relates to organizational structures, operations and people (Malik & Kaur, 

2017, p. 12). It has been argued that technology and its use within organizations has a 

considerable influence on the changing nature of work (Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 12). Due 

to the technological development, the changes in the labor market and its composition are 

happening at a higher pace than before (Eichhorst, 2017, p. 1). A significant change in 

today’s labor market is the emerging changes in who is working and how (Eichhorst, 

2017, p. 2; Kowalski & Loretto, 2017, p. 2233). Knowledge-intensive work is rapidly 

growing (Eichhorst, 2017, p. 6; Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 15) and knowledge workers has 

been stated to be a crucially valuable asset within today's organizations (Carleton, 2011, 

p. 459). 

 
The rapidly changes in modern business environment places organizations in a need to 

accelerate their adjustments (Eichhorst, 2017, p. 5; Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 11). Changes 
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in workforce composition and types of employment is a distinct effect from this (Baruch 

& Altman, 2016, p. 16; Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 14). Flexible forms of employment, 

through for example temporary employment, projects and zero-hour contracts, are 

increasing due to a need for organizations to be able to adjust to the already established 

and forthcoming changes (Eichhorst, 2017, p. 9; Kowalski & Loretto, 2017, p. 2233). 

Hence, the changes in employment types and the increase of temporary employment has 

resulted in a shift of employee behavior and loyalty. A career is no longer defined as a 

linear and predictable employment history within one single organization but is defined 

in terms of transitional and personal-based choices (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014, p. 362). 

Thus, the labor market has become a market with accentuation on employment 

relationships (Baruch & Altman, 2016, p. 17). 
 

2.6 The Evolving Competition for Retainment of Knowledge Workers 

The competition between employers is incused by individual employees’ extended 

awareness about the whole labor market and what options are available in combination 

with individualized requirements (Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 13). With facilitation of 

employment shifting in combination with a growing group of employees with value-

based demands and a strive for careers with a purpose, many employees today do not fear 

to leave an organization for a new employment somewhere else (App et al., 2012, p. 270; 

Lyons et al., 2014, p. 8; Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 14-15). 

 
Berthon et al., (2005, p. 167) has stated that “there is a possibility that, in future, 

competition for the best employees will be as fierce as competition for customers”, which 

in today’s climate, characterized by the changing nature of work and changes in employee 

loyalty has become the actuality. Skilled employees are increasingly becoming harder to 

access for organizations (Carleton, 2011, p. 465; Lis, 2012, p. 280) and the competition 

in terms of retaining talents are increasing (Tarique & Schuler, 2010, p. 123). This is 

especially significant in sectors with high presence of knowledge-based work (Berthon et 

al., 2005, p. 151). Tarique & Schuler (2010, p. 123) has identified that the competition 

for knowledge-based workers are enhancing independent of economic development, 

hence, the development should be expected to continue even during economic 

slowdowns. There should also be noted that one should distinguish between the concept 

of attracting talents and the concept of retaining talents, since the influencing factors may 

differ (Steel et al., 2002, p. 152; Hausknecht et al., 2009, p. 270). 

  

2.7 Competitive Advantage Through Employer Attractiveness 

The discussion above clearly illustrates a competitiveness between organizations in order 

to retain talented employees. However, by becoming an Attractive Employer and thereby 

reach competitive advantage in retaining highly competent employees, organizations will 

also achieve competitive advantage at a business level through knowledge and 

performance. Competitive advantage for business is achieved through Employer 

Attractiveness from two perspectives. First, by becoming an attractive employer, 

organizations will access essential competencies and knowledges through its employees 

(Greening & Turban, 2000, p. 254). The human capital that knowledge workers represent 

is commonly acknowledged as a crucial asset to reach competitive advantage within 

modern business environments (Barney & Wright, 1998, p. 31; Berthon et al., 2005, p. 

152; Kowalski & Loretto, 2017, p. 2230). This especially applies for knowledge workers, 

whose asset lies within their ability to learn and innovate (Carleton, 2011, p. 459; Lin et 
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al., 2017, p. 84). Thereby, retaining employees has become essential to sustain 

competitive advantage, which applies for organizations of all types and sizes (Tarique & 

Schuler, 2010, p. 123). Second, by being an attractive employer, the organization ensures 

that employees see their employment experience in a positive way (Lin et al., 2017, p. 

90). The people within the organization is essential for the organization’s performance 

and efficiency, thus this can only be obtained if the people within the organization is 

motivated and devoted to contributing (Lin et al., 2017, p. 89; Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 

12). Overall, satisfied workers will perform better in their professional role (Kowalski & 

Loretto, 2017, p. 2229). 
 

2.8 Defining Employer Attractiveness 

The definitions of Employer Attractiveness are rarely explicit (e.g. App et al., 2012; 

Backhaus, 2002; Greening & Turban, 2000; Kim & Park, 2011; Luce et al., 2001) and, in 

many cases, strongly influenced or even simultaneously used with definitions of 

employer branding (e.g. Berthon et al., 2005, Jiang & Iles, 2011).  Lis (2012, p. 287) 

define Employer Attractiveness as “a positive affective attitude toward an organization 

which is associated with the motivation to build a relationship with this organization and 

to enter its employment”. However, employment related attractiveness also relates to the 

employer being significant, interesting and more or less unique (Moroko & Uncles, 2008, 

p. 169). Furthermore, as it has been stated earlier, an employer might be a potential one 

or a current one (Backhaus, 2016, p. 193). In the context of this study, which are 

concentrated to the retention of employees in accordance with the employee perspective, 

the chosen definition for Employer Attractiveness has been modified into the following: 

  
“A perception by current employees that their employer is fulfilling the necessary aspects of 

the employment experience to a sufficient extent that establishes the employees’ preference 

of staying within the organization before leaving.” (Definition adopted and modified from 

Backhaus (2016, p. 193) and Lis (2012, p. 287).) 

 

This definition reincarnates factors from the presented definitions above. However, this 

definition emphasized the focus on retention and acknowledge the current 

competitiveness between employers. Furthermore, the definition concretizes the 

dynamics between the employee and the employer, stating that the employee is the 

decision-maker while the employer is the performer. 

 

2.9 Framing Employer Attractiveness 

As mentioned earlier, Employer Attractiveness is a commonly used concept, however 

restricted to certain variables in order to be explained (App et al., 2012; Backhaus, 2002; 

Greening & Turban, 2000; Kim & Park, 2011; Luce et al., 2001). Employer 

Attractiveness is therefore explained through internal employer branding, employee-

based brand equity and the employer of choice concept, whereof all these branches 

contribute to both the understanding of Employer Attractiveness and the concept itself. 

The relationship between these aspects has been illustrated in Figure 5. Employer 

Attractiveness is based on activities performed by organizations, whereby the concept of 

internal employer branding aims to position the Employer Attractiveness of the employer 

and the concept employee-based brand equity captures the aspect of how well the 

employer deliver and verifies what has been communicated through the internal branding. 

If fulfilled, these activities simultaneously create the notion of the employer as an 

employer of choice which is the main outcome of Employer Attractiveness. 
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Figure 5. The Employer Attractiveness Concept. 

 

2.9.1 Employer Attractiveness as Internal Employer Branding 

Employer Attractiveness is closely related to the concept of employer branding (Berthon 

et al., 2005, p. 155) whereby employer branding is a concretization of the abstract concept 

of Employer Attractiveness. The concept of employer branding has multiple definitions 

whereby many is built upon one of the original ones by Ambler & Barrow (1996, p. 187) 

who defined the employer brand as “the package of functional, economic and 

psychological benefits provided by employment, and identified with the employing 

company”. Lloyd (2002, cited in Berthon, 2005, p. 153) has extended this definition by 

adding the aspects of an organization’s “efforts to communicate to existing and 

prospective staff that it is a desirable place to work”. The main purpose of employer 

branding is to exhibit a positive and attractive image of the organization for both current 

and potential employees (Backhaus, 2016, p. 193). Employer branding could also be seen 

as a process whereby the employer establishes an employment value proposition and 

communicates this both internally and externally (Backhaus, 2016, p. 194). This includes 

differentiation in relation to other employers and maintenance of current employees’ 

organizational commitment. 

 
Employer branding is often recognized as a concept of marketing. However, even Ambler 

& Barrow (1996, p. 188) has highlighted the organizational implications of employer 

branding when presenting the employer as a brand and the employee as the customer. 

Furthermore, Berthon et al., (2005, p. 151-152) argues that an organization’s employees 

are its first customers and thereby states the importance of assessing and develop internal 

perspectives on the employment offer. The importance of internal employer branding 

when understanding Employer Attractiveness draws from the practical implications 

where employer branding is the process of achieving and verifying Employer 

Attractiveness. Through the concept of employer branding, Employer Attractiveness is 

positioned as a concept which employers need to continuously create, access and develop. 

 
2.9.2 Employer Attractiveness as Employee-Based Brand Equity 

Employer Attractiveness can also be seen as a branch of the more general concept 

employer brand equity (Berthon et al., 2005, p. 156). This concept, as it was initiated by 

Ambler & Barrow (1996, p. 188) concerns an intangible asset existing only in the 

perceptions of current or potential employees. The concept is capturing the balancing of 

coherence between an employer’s communicated employer brand and the reality that 

employees are or will experience (Ambler & Barrow, 1996, p. 189-190). 
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The term brand equity has been ambiguously defined. It has been described as the total 

value of a brand, as a measure of consumers’ attachment to a brand and as a description 

of the consumers’ perceptions of the brand (Jiang & Iles, 2011, p. 99). The concept of 

brand equity was extended to employee-based brand equity by Jiang & Iles (2011, p. 100) 

by analogously applying the concept of employer brand equity from the perspective of 

employees. The importance of coherence between the employment offer and the actual 

employment situation has also been acknowledged by Moroko & Uncles (2008, p. 160) 

who raised the importance of consistency between the employer brand and the 

employment experience. In combination with the perspective of employees as customers 

to the organization, presented by Ambler & Barrow (1996, p. 188) and the notion that the 

product in this case is the employment offered (Jiang & Iles, 2011, p. 99) the concept of 

employee-based brand equity contributes to the understanding of Employer 

Attractiveness by illustrating the implications of tensions between what is communicated 

by an employer and what is experienced by an employee. 

 

2.9.3 Employer Attractiveness as Being an Employer of Choice 

Employer Attractiveness relates to employers’ aspiration to become employers of choice 

by retaining their competitiveness in relation to other employers (Sutherland et al., 2002, 

p. 13). An employer of choice is an employer who has managed to position themselves 

as employees’ first choice of employment, thus this implicates that an employer of choice 

has outperformed competing employers in terms of attracting, developing and retaining 

talented employees (Sutherland et al., 2002, p. 14). Branham (2005, p. 64) highlights that 

the process of becoming an employer of choice is endless, since current workers always 

might encounter new opportunities at other employers. The strive for employers to 

become an employer of choice contributes to the understanding of Employer 

Attractiveness by bringing in the crucial importance of the employees’ perspectives. The 

concept does emphasize the employees’ position as the key determinants of an employer’s 

status in terms of Employer Attractiveness and the ability to attract and retain talents. 

 

2.10 Social Identity Theory 

When investigating Employer Attractiveness from the perspectives of employees, social 

identity theory becomes relevant (App et al., 2012, p. 268; Backhaus, 2002, p. 296). It 

should be highlighted that social identity theory often are used together with signaling 

theory in studies of Employer Attractiveness (Celani & Singh, 2011; Backhaus, 2002; 

Greening & Turban, 2000), thereby one does not exclude the other. The connection 

between signaling theory and social identity theory comes from the first one’s focus on 

the actual activities and communications presented, while the latter one puts focus on how 

this is received and interpreted by the employee (Celani & Singh, 2011, p. 223, 231). 

Signaling theory has been used in several studies to assess employee perspectives of 

Employer Attractiveness (App et al., 2012; Backhaus, 2002; Celani & Singh, 2011; 

Greening & Turban, 2000). The theory is relevant for organizations trying to achieve 

Employer Attractiveness since employees may determine their perception of the 

employer based on communication (i.e. signals) from the organization (Celani & Singh, 

2011, p. 223). These signals can be either conscious by the organization or based on scant 

information that a potential employee intercept (Backhaus, 2002, p. 295; Greening & 

Turban, 2000, p. 258). However, this study is aiming at Employer Attractiveness in terms 

of retaining current employees. Therefore, the relevance of social identity theory 

outcompetes the concept of signaling theory. 
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Social identity theory is based on the assumption that individuals develop their self-

concept based on their social surroundings and related memberships (Tajfel, 1982, p. 24). 

This process is present also for employees within organizations (Ashforth & Mael, 1989, 

p. 22). Social identity theory (Tyler, 2001, p. 154-155), in an organizational context, 

concerns the relation between the organization and the individual within the organization. 

The individuals’ motivation lays in an aspiration for personal fulfillment. Further, social 

identity theory very much concerns the individuals’ well-being in togetherness with his 

or her group (Ellemers, 2001, p. 103). A positive social identity may be achieved when 

the whole group experience success (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, cited in 

Ellemers, 2001, p. 104). Through social identity theory, employees’ self-concept is 

influenced by their employer’s image, values and reputation (Turban & Greening, 2000, 

p. 258). This draws from self-categorization theory, which emphasizes that social identity 

is established through a process of depersonalization where individuals classify 

themselves according to social groups or social categories (Hogg & Terry, 2001, p. 5). 

However, individuals do not possess single, but multiple, identities at once (Ashforth & 

Johnson, 2001, p. 31). Only one identity can be salient at once, and this is determined 

upon how the subjective importance of each identity (Ashforth & Johnson, 2001, p. 32). 

However, it should be acknowledged that the use of social identity theory is complex. 

Social identity processes include multiple levels of concepts, for example salience 

(Ashforth & Johnson, 2001, p. 32), group thinking (Brickson & Brewer, 2011, p. 49) and 

cross-cutting identities (Ashforth & Johnson, 2001, p. 41). Furthermore, measurements 

and evaluation tools are not provided in the existing literature. Yet, this theoretical 

perspective should not be excluded from this study, considering its high relevance for the 

area of Employer Attractiveness. 
 
Due to the emerging notion that employees base their choice of employment upon 

personal preferences related to their personal values (Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 13, Lis, 

2012, p. 280) social identity theory is strongly related to Employer Attractiveness. An 

organization’s performance within aspects considered important for the individual 

employee will affect the employee’s loyalty for the employer (App et al., 2012, p. 268) 

since the employee aims to belong to an organization consistent with their self-concept 

(Backhaus, 2002, p. 296). 

 

2.11 Determinants for Employer Attractiveness 

Employer Attractiveness is a complex phenomenon and thereby problematic and complex 

to review. It has often been assessed through quantitative research methods with an aim 

to identify vital aspects of Employer Attractiveness (e.g. Backhaus et al., 2002; Berthon 

et al., 2005). Historically, Employer Attractiveness has been investigated through two 

distinct streams of research (Backhaus, 2002, p. 292-293); The first stream approaches 

Employer Attractiveness from the perspective of coherence between the employee’s and 

the organization’s values; The second stream emphasizes organizational attributes and 

organizational image as determinants for Employer Attractiveness. 

 
Berthon et al., (2005, p. 158) identified a list of 25 aspects relevant for Employer 

Attractiveness (see Table 4). These can be divided into five different categories including 

social value, development value, application value, interest value and economic value 

(Berthon et al., 2005, p. 159 & 162). Social value (Berthon et al., 2005, p. 159), evaluates 

the working environment, team spirit and collegial relationships. Development value 

(Berthon et al., 2005, p. 162), concerns recognition from the employer, confidence 
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through work and career-enhancement. Application value (Berthon et al., 2005, p. 162), 

concerns the employer’s ability to let the employee use their knowledge and share it with 

others. It is further related to the firm’s level of customer orientation and humanity. 

 
Table 4. EmpAt-scale’s 25 items. 

Source: Compiled and Modified from Berthon et al. (2005, p. 158) 

 

Interest value (Berthon et al., 2005, p. 159), is focusing on the employer’s intention to 

listen to the employee’s ideas, the level of innovation in the organization and the creative 

atmosphere. Lastly, economic value (Berthon et al., 2005, p. 159, 162) concerns monetary 

compensations from work in combination with job security and promotional 

opportunities within the organization. The scale could be used as a checklist to track 

current employees’ perception about their employment experience and serves as a ground 

for further assessment of employer brand equity (Berthon et al., 2005, p. 168). 

Furthermore, Carleton (2011, p. 459) has identified specific characteristics of work that 

is of importance for retaining knowledge workers. This includes an employer that is able 

to continuously proffer a challenging and meaningful work, learning and career 

development opportunities, adequate resources, appreciation and a supportive working 

experience. The factors identified indicates that for knowledge workers, salary is not a 

determinant factor when choosing employer (Carleton, 2011, p. 465). 
 

Moroko & Uncles (2008, p. 160) extends the alternative assessments of Employer 

Attractiveness by adding the aspect of actual performance. Apart from being positioned 

as an Attractive Employer, a determining aspect of lasting Employer Attractiveness draws 

from the employer’s ability to fulfill displayed characteristics over time (Moroko & 

Uncles, 2008, p. 169). To succeed with Employer Attractiveness an employer needs to 

EmpAt-scale’s 25 items 
Application Value 

▪ Humanitarian organization – gives back to 

society 

▪ Opportunity to apply what was learned at a 

tertiary institution 

▪ Opportunity to teach others what you have 

learned 

▪ The organization is customer-orientated 

 

Economic Value 

▪ Good promotion opportunities within the 

organization 

▪ Job security within the organization 

▪ An above average basic salary 

▪ An attractive overall compensation package 

 

Development Value 

▪ Recognition/appreciation from management 

▪ A springboard for future employment 

▪ Feeling good about yourself as a result of 

working for a particular organization 

▪ Feeling good about yourself as a result of 

working for a particular organization 

▪ Feeling more self-confident as a result of 

working for a particular organization 

▪ Gaining career-enhancing experience 

▪ Hands-on inter-departmental experience 

Interest Value 

▪ Working in an exciting environment 

▪ Innovative employer – novel work 

practices/forward-thinking 

▪ The organization both values and makes use 

of your creativity 

▪ The organization produces high-quality 

products and services 

▪ The organization produces innovative 

products and services 

 

Social Value 

▪ A fun working environment 

▪ Having a good relationship with your 

superiors 

▪ Having a good relationship with your 

colleagues 

▪ Supportive and encouraging colleagues 

▪ Acceptance and belonging 

▪ Happy work environment 
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keep fulfill the employees’ expectations concerning the employment experience (Moroko 

& Uncles, 2008, p. 173). However, a successful Attractive Employer should also be aware 

of the notion that employees’ expectations and demands will change over time (Moroko 

& Uncles, 2008, p. 173). This, once again, raise the importance of Employer 

Attractiveness as a process rather than an achievement. 

 

2.12 Connecting Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness 

In the light of organizational dilemmas such as downsizing, outsourcing, work-life 

balance conflicts, increasing internal pressures of efficiency and productivity whilst 

maintaining a competent and competitive labor pool, employees seems to approach 

organizations which appears to value their interests (App & Büttgen, 2016, p. 703). 

Integrating sustainability into organizations is to a large extent a voluntary practice 

(Aggerholm et al., 2011, p. 107), by which many organizations enact with due to 

pressures from various stakeholders on both the corporate-and societal level (e.g. 

investors, employees, customers & legislators) in addition with institutional forces such 

as norms and expectations (WBCSD, 2000, cited in Aggerholm et al., 2011, p. 107). In 

turn, organizations can see sustainability as a competitive edge as previous research on 

CSR supports the connection between organizations engaged in CSR and Employer 

Attractiveness for employee prospects (e.g. Backhaus et al., 2002). However, surprisingly 

little existing research has concentrated on how Sustainable HRM can contribute to the 

retainment of employees, whereas the merge between the two fields of Sustainable HRM 

and Employer Attractiveness appears to be of growing interests for both employers and 

employees.  
 
As the role of Sustainable HRM emphasizes HR’s value and the long-term availability 

and employability of employees as a mediating factor to ensure a current and future high-

quality workforce (App & Büttgen, 2016, p. 703), this in turn improves the likelihood of 

organizational success. As supervisors have a profound impact on creating trust and 

commitment to the employer brand, they are of main concern for the establishment of a 

supportive and sustainable culture for employees (App & Büttgen, 2016, p. 717). 

Aggerholm et al., (2011, p. 117-118) argues that employers’ activities to enhance their 

employees’ positive perception should be seen as a process instead of an outcome, which 

indicates the need of continuous efforts and investments made by organizations in order 

to be perceived as aspired. More specifically the connection between Employer 

Attractiveness and HRM draws from the process of how organizations attract and retain 

their workforce (Ambler & Barrow, 1996), and therefore makes its a key concern for 

organizations and HR over time. Consequently, this can explain why activities, aspects 

and employee values which are related to Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness 

resembles each other and overlaps to a large extent (see Table 3 and 4). Therefore, this 

study is operationalized under the assumption of which organizations explicitly or 

implicitly recognizes the relationship between Employer Attractiveness and Sustainable 

HRM without any predetermined integrated value of the how it is connected. 

 

2.13 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has established the theoretical framework of which the two key concepts 

Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness are positioned within and is concluded 

by merging the two concepts together. First, the background and history that has led to 

the new paradigm Sustainable HRM is described and illustrates how the view of 
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employees and the role of HRM and organizations has changed until today. Second, 

important concepts such as Sustainability and CSR are explained, which consequently 

caters the understanding of how HRM can be linked with Sustainability. From the various 

of approaches to Sustainable HRM, the integrative perspective was chosen, and sees 

HRM as an open-system which incorporates both the social, ethical and economic 

considerations of organizations and their employees and thus positions this study within 

capability reproduction. Foremost, central to this perspective is the long-term, impact, 

substance, partnership, multiple bottom line and paradox orientation of organizations. 

Furthermore, the drivers of Sustainable HRM are elaborated on and highlights how being 

recognized as an employer of choice is one of the main reasons for organizations linking 

Sustainability with HRM. Overall, the section is concluded by demonstrating various 

paradoxes and tensions derived from integrating Sustainable HRM which creates difficult 

situations for organizations and HR-managers to manage, such as balancing the efficient 

deployment of human resources while maintaining their capabilities. 

 
Employer Attractiveness as second main theme first addresses its strategic importance 

and evolvement due to the changes and scarcity within the current knowledge-based labor 

market. Followingly, it was established that social identity theory was the most relevant 

theory to adopt when approach Employer Attractiveness, as it amongst others considers 

how the employees’ personal values influence their choice of employer. Given the 

divergent understanding of what Employer Attractiveness is, the concepts of internal 

employer branding, employee-based brand equity and employer of choice and their 

interrelationships serves as an explanatory base. Central values which determines 

Employer Attractiveness was presented as social value, development value, application 

value, interest value and economic value. Conclusively, the notion of viewing Employer 

Attractiveness as a process rather than an achievement underlined that the concept is not 

a static state in which is subjective for change over time. Lastly, the connection between 

Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness was presented by addressing 

sustainability as a mediating factor which aligns strategic objectives which combines a 

socially responsible approach towards its employees whilst being perceived as an 

attractive employer.  
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3. Methodology 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to present and motivate the methodological choices 

undertaken by the study from both a theoretical and practical perspective. This is done 

from a critical assessment and comparison of alternative methods, by which the 

relevancy, advantages and disadvantages of the alternatives are discussed. Foremost, the 

underlying aim of this chapter is to provide the reader with an understanding of the 

researcher’s reasons behind the selected method and how these considerations has 

affected the way in which the study has been designed and carried out.  

 

 

3.1. Choice of Subject 

The study field of Sustainable Human Resource Management draws from the student’s 

personal and shared interests in management and social sustainability. For instance, one 

of the students have practical experience from working at an organization which is 

globally acknowledged of prioritizing the social welfare and health of their employees. 

Additionally, both authors are business graduates and therefore also potential candidates 

for future employers to attract and retain, which amplified Employer Attractiveness as a 

second component of the field of research. The students’ generational membership of the 

‘Millennials’, partially also explains the choice of subject, as this generation is found to 

be more appealed to employers which communicates and implement CSR-based 

strategies (Klimkiewicz & Oltra, 2017, p. 458). Being a part of a future and potentially 

more demanding generation and labor force in terms of sustainable work practices, 

subsequently shed light on the idea of investigating how organizations actually manage 

their workforce as of now, and potentially prepare themselves for the future employees. 

 
In the process of familiarize oneself with the literature of the subject of Sustainable HRM, 

the echoing usage of Ina Ehnert’s (2006, 2009a, 2009b, 2012, 2013, 2016) previous works 

inspired the students to look more into her contributes to the field of study. Ehnert’s 

passion for, and expressive urgency of the topic further motivated the students to 

undertake the HRM perspective of Sustainability. As the author is also found to be ‘the’ 

predominant contributor to the research area of Sustainable HRM, this also explains why 

Ehnert’s works frequently appears throughout this study. Moreover, for further 

inspiration but also practical insights and relevance of the subject at hand, a consultant 

from a small consultancy firm specializing on CSR was interviewed. During the 

interview, connections from the consultants working experiences within social 

sustainability and the authors pre-readings of the literature were found, anchoring the 

viability of the subject in practical terms. The consultant also claimed that she “[...] do 

not think that Sustainable HRM will be expressed as it is, but I believe that the 

psychosocial questions and view upon work, and how work is affecting our lives as a 

whole will be very important in order to recruit and maintain personnel and to make 

businesses run properly” (Respondent P1). Consequently, the interview confirmed and 

supported the choice of the study’s topic. 

 

3.2 Pre-Understandings 

The pre-understandings of researchers are presented as important to recognize, reflect 

upon and consider during the entire research process, as it may be strongly influential 
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from the initial choice of study to the final conclusions (Bryman and Bell, 2015, p. 40-

43; Nyström & Dahlberg, 2001, p. 339). By outlining the pre-understandings, it can 

potentially increase the openness of researchers, as a result of becoming more aware of 

personal feelings and thoughts based on previous experiences and background (Nyström 

& Dahlberg, 2001, p. 339). Hence, by failing to consider the pre-understandings, the 

research is exposed to a greater risk of becoming a reflected image of the researcher’s 

already existing understandings. 

 
The acknowledged fact by which the two Swedish authors have relatively similar 

backgrounds, underlines the importance of identifying, reflecting upon and respond to the 

pre-conceptions in order to mitigate the risk of integrating biased understandings. 

However, the common features of the authors backgrounds do not explicitly transfer a 

similarity in terms of how the authors view things and what they pay attention to. As a 

result, from the authors undertaking two different directions within the four-year Business 

Administration Program (Service Management & International), common topics within 

Business Administration has been viewed and interpreted by different lenses.  Prior the 

enrollment within the Business School in Umeå, one of the authors acquired a degree of 

Bachelor of Informatics within behavioral analysis and IT- environment, which shed light 

on the idea of investigating the social and managerial challenges within digitized firms. 

Furthermore, one of the authors has lived abroad in countries such as USA and Hong 

Kong, which has developed a more critical approach to the taken-for-granted assumptions 

institutionally and socially anchored in Sweden. Given the small, yet important 

differences between the researchers’ previous understandings and experiences, it has 

prevented the risk of having one biased source from dominating the research. As a result, 

openness has become a central priority to all decisions taken during the research process.  

 

3.3 Philosophical Framework 

3.3.1 Defining Philosophical Assumptions 

According to Saunders et al., (2012, p. 130), philosophical assumptions are important 

decisions to undertake as it guides the way in which the researchers view the reality and 

knowledge of the world and how the strategy of the research is shaped. The first of the 

two broader orientations are ontological assumptions, which refers to the nature of reality 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 32). Epistemological assumptions on the other hand, considers 

what the researchers accept as valid knowledge by reflecting upon the relationship 

between the research and what is being researched (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 46). As a 

third important branch to consider, are axiological assumptions which is a philosophy 

that is concerned with the researchers view of the role of values (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 

137). Altogether these assumptions aid the process of underlining the path necessary for 

the research carry out in order to answer this study’s research question “How can 

Sustainable HRM contribute to Employer Attractiveness?” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 

126). 

 

3.3.2 Ontological Assumption 

In order to clearly define the essence of a study, a researcher's reflections should go 

beyond the research question and assess ontological assumptions (Mason, 2002, p. 14). 

As mentioned above, the ontological assumptions concern how researchers reflect upon 

the reality of nature. This assumption can either be viewed as objective and external to 

the researcher (objectivism), or as subjective (subjectivism), whereby the nature of reality 

is seen as a social construct and is multiple as it is created by each individual’s own 
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perception of reality (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 32; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47; Saunders 

et al., 2012, p. 131). Subjectivism within the ontological assumptions was deemed as most 

relevant to adopt. The foremost reasoning is that the purpose of the study seeks to 

investigate the perceived Employer Attractiveness derived from Sustainable HRM, in 

which the individual perceptions themselves are socially constructed from continuous 

social enactments. This conflicts with objectivism which implies that individuals are 

external to the social reality of organizations (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 32; Saunders et 

al., 2012, p. 131). 

 
Consequently, by allowing the guidance of subjectivism in this research process, it has 

enabled to capture multiple aspects of how Sustainable HRM and Employer 

Attractiveness is being perceived by the workers of the firms. Nevertheless, it has 

addressed how certain HRM activities are understood and responded to differently. Also, 

important to note, is that objectivism has not entirely been excluded in this study, as the 

study do consider some elements such as how the employees learns from organizations 

rules and regulations (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 32). Lastly, since this study is primarily 

oriented around the personal perceptions related to social and human elements within 

organizations, the subjective approach was found to be more firmly anchored with what 

the study actually intended to do.   
 

3.3.3 Epistemological Assumption 

Epistemological assumptions are important to acknowledge since they affect the 

researcher’s ideas about how a phenomenon may be known and demonstrated (Mason, 

2002, p. 16). More specifically, it concerns what the researchers accept as valid 

knowledge within a field of study (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 140-141). Positivism implies 

that acceptable knowledge is retrieved from data collected characterized as objective, 

independent and is distanced from human interactions (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47). 

Conversely, interpretivism underlines the importance of including humans as social 

actors in the creation of valid knowledge, since this philosophy views knowledge as a 

subjective product that is cognitively constructed and situated in the relationship of the 

researcher’s mind and what is being researched (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47; Saunders 

et al., 2012, p. 140-141). In short, positivists understand a phenomenon through objective 

observations, while interpretivists rather question the existing construction of social 

reality. 

  

As the earlier mentioned ontological assumption of this research considers the nature of 

reality as subjective, interpretivism in terms of studying the humans as social actors then 

becomes an appropriate fit since Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness are 

concepts that have been studied from the social dimension of organizations (Saunders et 

al., 2012, p. 130). By only testing independent variables is insufficient in obtaining more 

in-depth knowledge that explains the complexity of the research area (Saunders et al., 

2012, p. 130). Foremost, the interpretivist perspective enables both the explaining and 

understanding of human behavior, contrary to positivism which primary investigates 

external factors in which humans are forced to responds to (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 27-

28). Therefore, interpretivism is often dominating the research within Human Resource 

Management (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 137).  

 

3.3.4 Axiological Assumption 

The axiological assumptions consider the role of values within the research process, by 

which the positivist stance views values as external from the research process, whereas 
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the interpretivist stance argue that research is subjective, value-based and that the 

researcher is engaged with what is being researched (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 48). As 

argued by Heron (1996, p. 123), values are a part of the researcher’s study and must 

thereof be articulated early in order to enhance the transparency and credibility of the 

study. 

  

Given the previously mentioned philosophical ontological and epistemological 

assumptions undertaking a more interpretive perspective, and by acknowledging the fact 

by which this study itself was context-bound and subjective, the same interpretivist 

approach was therefore held true for the axiological assumption. Since the chosen field 

of study was based upon the personal values of the authors, the awareness of this was 

emphasized during the research in order to avoid bias and unrealistic enthusiasm towards 

the subject. On the other hand, sustainability is a crucial and up-to-date subject for long-

term viability of the world, which together with the author’s academic and professional 

experiences of sustainability issues, created a strong attachment to the urgency of the 

topic. Employer Attractiveness is also a valuable concern of the authors due to the 

aspirations of being employed by firms with such attributes. Whilst organizations 

historically have and still today recognizes sustainability as a necessary and costly evil 

(Freitas et al., 2011, p. 226), and for some organizations even is viewed or experienced 

as contractionary in its nature towards the main purpose of the organization (Ehnert, 

2013), the researchers have taken into account these environmental conditions that of 

influences the context of the study.   

  

By outlining the preconceptions, philosophical assumptions and values as illustrated 

above and by regarding them throughout the research process, the authors have firmly 

demonstrated their judgement of personal values within the study (Saunders et al., 2012, 

p. 139). Foremost, the authors have explored and reflected upon their values in order to 

understand why the study is done, and how it has influenced the path in which the research 

has conveyed (Saunders, et al., 2012, p. 139). Altogether, the chosen philosophical 

features which combines subjective ontology, interpretivist epistemology and 

interpretivist axiology also serves as the normative philosophical framework in which 

naturally fits with qualitative studies (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 392-393).   

 

3.4 Research Classification 

3.4.1 Purpose 

A study’s purpose should answer the reason behind the study and the researcher’s 

intentions, and could be defined as exploratory, descriptive, analytical or predictive 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 3). The idea behind exploratory research is to search for trends 

and develop explanations and understandings rather than testing pre-stated hypotheses. 

Descriptive research strives to describe the study object as it is in a concrete way. Both 

analytical and predictive research goes beyond descriptive research, where analytical 

research attempt to identify potential explanations for the phenomenon and predictive 

research strives to generalize this result into predictions. Since one of the aims with this 

study was to generate further insights within the role of Sustainable HRM and how it 

relates to Employer Attractiveness, which is a fairly unexplored research area, the study 

has been characterized by an explorative approach. An explorative study is suitable for 

when the researcher aims to clarify understandings of a problem or when the precise 

nature of the problem is unknown (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 171). A descriptive research 

questions is very specific in its nature (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 4) which did not 
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correspond with the more ambiguous research question for this study. Furthermore, both 

analytical and predictive studies was assessed as being used for more extensive intentions, 

which the current research area are not ready for yet. An exploratory study to enlighten 

the area is needed first. It should also be acknowledged that the purpose of this study had 

to be adjusted according to the time-frame of the thesis course. 

 

3.4.2 Process 

The process of a study should initially answer how the research question will be answered 

in terms of how and which data will be collected and analyzed (Collis & Hussey, 2014, 

p. 3). The most relevant choice in terms of the research process for this thesis has been 

the choice between a quantitative or a qualitative approach. Quantitative research is 

distinctive and focused on quantification in the collection of numerical data and statistical 

results (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 37-38; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 161-162). Qualitative 

research, on the other hand, emphasizes the importance of words and deep understandings 

before the quantity of data (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 38; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 163). 

In general, qualitative research methods allows the researcher to come closer to the study 

object in order to genuinely understand (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 416). Further, 

quantitative research most commonly provides general conclusions while qualitative 

research provides contextual insights (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 417). 

 
Marshall (1996, p. 522) and Mason (2002, p. 26) highlights the importance of choosing 

the research process approach based on how to best answer the research question, and not 

based on the researcher’s personal preferences. This study has been based on a qualitative 

research process since both the possibility to access deeper understandings as well as 

providing contextual insights corresponded best with the research question of this study. 

Namely, to gain a deeper understanding of how the concept of Sustainable HRM is 

practiced within organizations and potentially contributes to Employer Attractiveness. 

Qualitative research also consists of a wide range of tools and traditions (Mason, 2002, 

p. 2; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 163). The wide range offered by qualitative research 

methods should be considered as an opportunity for the researcher since the study will 

not be limited by narrow principles (Mason, 2002, p. 3). Since the research question for 

this study was related to both Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness, which both 

are new, broad and multiplied defined areas, the choice of a qualitative study was suitable 

in order to not eliminate any useful perspectives. The alternative of using a quantitative 

approach would not have served this study’s purpose of contributing to a deeper 

understanding for the researched area. Since the concepts of Sustainable HRM and 

Employer Attractiveness is complex and broadly defined the quantification of such data 

would have risked becoming inaccurate with the reality. 

 

3.4.3 Logic 

Bryman and Bell (2015, p. 23) address the importance the researcher’s ability to explain 

the nature of, and to demonstrate the connection between theory and 

research.  Additionally, when critically reviewing the literature, this ability will 

contribute to the foundation in which the research is based upon (Saunders et al., 2012, 

p. 43). Deductive theory is the most common approach utilized by scholars and refers to 

the creation of theoretical or conceptual frameworks which subsequently is empirically 

tested by objective observations (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 23; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 

7; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 48). Conversely, inductive theory represents the idea of 

developing a theory from the beforehand explored observation of empirical reality (Collis 

& Hussey, 2014, p. 7; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 48). More specifically, deductive research 
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moves from general to particular, whereas inductive research moves from particular to 

general (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 7; Saunders, et al., 2012, p. 48). 

 
The deductive approach often comprises a very clear, linear and logical order that seeks 

to collect specific data from identified key variables, which consequently answer for the 

dominance of this approach within quantitative studies (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 37; 

Collin & Hussey, 2014, p. 7). In accordance with the previously established philosophical 

ontological, epistemological and axiological assumptions, it is evident that the study 

aligned and conformed with the inductive approach as this study intended to contribute 

with generalizations drawn from individual observations (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 25). 

This approach was therefore more appropriate for answering the research question and 

for the fulfillment of the purpose. 
 

3.4.4 Outcome 

Another way to specify the purpose of the research refers to the outcome of the study, 

namely what the research is expected to contribute with after being conducted (Babin et 

al., 2012, p. 5; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 3). Applied research concerns business research 

which is designed to provide findings applicable for specific and existing problems 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 6). As a result, this type of research is more practical in its 

nature, by which the outcomes produced becomes more relevant for practitioners and 

often resembles more with a consultant report addressing specific business decision 

makings (Babin et al., 2012, p. 5; Collin & Hussey, 2014, p. 6). Basic research, often 

known as “fundamental or pure research”, is instead designed to contribute with 

additional and general knowledge to an existing field of research, often in terms of 

theoretical understandings (Babin et al., 2012, p. 5; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 6). Contrary 

to applied research, this type of research is more theoretically oriented and less specific 

in its nature which ultimately has become the profound type of research for academics 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 6-7). 

  

The earlier recognition of which the field of Sustainable HRM and its relationship with 

Employer Attractiveness lacks in terms of cohesiveness and completeness within the 

existing body of knowledge, in addition with the research purpose, basic research is found 

to align to a larger extent with this study. However, as the study also intends to contribute 

with practical solutions to the problematization of the research area, it does not fully 

exclude the element of applied research.  

 

3.5 Literature Selection  

The theoretical frame of reference of this thesis was based on an extensive literature 

review. A literature review is essential since it is the foundation of advocating the research 

question and constructing the study (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 100; Collis & Hussey, 

2014, p. 76; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 70). The purpose with this review was to 

acknowledge earlier research within the research area, in addition with positioning this 

thesis in relation to the existing theoretical field. Consequently, the literature review 

helped identifying the overlapping research gap between the theoretical fields of 

Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness. A literature review helps the researcher 

to identify what is already known and what is not (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 100-101; 

Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 76). The literature review originated from the concept of social 

sustainability which was the first relevant concept when the subject of this thesis was 

constructed. The progress of the literature review aided the process of identifying the key 
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concepts for this study’s research area. The relevant concepts scrutinized was Social 

Sustainability, HRM, Strategic HRM, Sustainable HRM, Employer Branding, Employee-

Based Brand Equity, Employer of Choice and Employer Attractiveness. 

  

When searching for literature during the review, mainly databases was used in order to 

find relevant literature. The primary databases used for the literature review accounted 

for Umeå University Library’s database and Google Scholar. Saunders et al. (2012, p. 98) 

raises the risk of finding unscientific material when utilizing general search engines. 

Therefore, it should be clarified that the usage of Google Scholar was restricted to the 

intentions of finding scientific material by which the original sources had been explored. 

The literature was limited to a majority of peer-reviewed scientific articles and printed 

books. To broaden the literature review further, additional sources were examined which 

was selected by scanning through reference lists in key articles of this study. Saunders et 

al. (2012, p. 97) acknowledge that literature which has been referred to in already read 

literature should be examined. Furthermore, specific searching related to key authors 

within highly relevant theoretical areas was carried out. The author Ina Ehnert reappeared 

in the existing literature due to her colossal contribution to the field, thus legitimizes the 

study’s broad inclusion of the author’s work, since some fields have only been covered 

by her. There has also been a strive to only use up-to-date literature, which Collis & 

Hussey (2012, p. 78) and Saunders et al, (2012, p. 90) highlights the importance of, hence 

a majority of the articles are published no later than year 2005. For definitions and widely 

acknowledged theories, older material was deemed as acceptable for this study.  

  

Moreover, the readings before a literature review should serve as an effective preparation 

for the upcoming review and the researcher should make detailed notes and to be both 

critical and selective (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 103; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 87-88; 

Saunders et al., 2012, p. 73-75). Further, Bryman & Bell (2015, p. 104) highlights that 

researchers should not try to exhaustively write down all information from every source. 

In order to systematize the readings and preparations for the literature review in this study 

and to limit the number of notes, an excel document served as an overview, clarifying the 

literature’s main findings, definitions, identified research gaps, significant references and 

potential disagreements. This setup allowed the researchers to systematically return to 

specific literature for a quick overview, but also to explore aspects which at first sight did 

not seem relevant but changed over time. The readings and the literature review should 

not stop when the researcher proceeds with the study (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 104; Collis 

& Hussey, 2014, p. 76). Therefore, the literature review in this thesis was reviewed 

continuously throughout the study, by which information was both added and withdrawn 

accordingly with its relevance.  

 

3.6 Qualitative Data Collection 

3.6.1 Data Sources & Data Collection Method 

In qualitative studies, data is most commonly collected by the researcher (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014, p. 130). Mason (2002, p. 51) highlights the distinction between data 

sources and methods to generate data, whilst a data source may be the people from who 

the data is collected, there are multiple methods to collect this data through, for example 

observations, interviews, focus groups etc. Since this study aimed to investigate how the 

concept of Sustainable HRM is practiced within organizations and potentially contributes 

to Employer Attractiveness within the professional context of consultancy, the employees 

were identified as the natural data source. Other potential respondents of consideration 
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referred to job-seekers but was excluded as it did not fit the purpose of this study, in terms 

of focusing on retention rather than attraction. In order to examine Sustainable HRM, 

HR-managers became and additional an essential data source, since they could contribute 

with the working context of the consultants. Furthermore, the data sources were specified 

to representatives from small- and medium sized firms within the Swedish consultancy 

industry that had been officially recognized as attractive employers. 

 
When conducting a qualitative study, interviews are a commonly used method for data 

collection (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 479; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 133). To answer the 

research question of this study, in-depth understanding was required, since the employee 

perspective of Employer Attractiveness was both unexplored and complex. Therefore, the 

use of interviews who allows the researcher to access knowledge at a deeper level through 

conversations (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 133) were most suitable for this study. Saunders 

et al., (2012, p. 171) confirms that interviews are commonly used in studies characterized 

by an exploratory approach. The collection of data could also have been done through 

other qualitative methods for data collection. One example is focus groups where data is 

collected from a group based in some context and include both interviews and 

observations (Collis & Hussey, 2012, p. 141; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 400). A 

precondition for the efficiency of focus groups are that the research area is clearly defined 

(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 400). Considering the inconsistency of Sustainable HRM and 

practical limitations in terms of time and access to study objects, focus groups were not 

applied in this study. 

 
Qualitative interviews can be structured with all of the questions prepared in advance, 

semi-structured with some questions prepared or unstructured as in no prepared questions 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 481; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 133; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 

374). In the context of this study, structured interviews would have limited the 

researcher’s ability to explore new aspects presented by the study objects, which would 

have worked against the exploratory approach. Furthermore, unstructured interviews 

would have risked being too disorganized, considering that the areas of Sustainable HRM 

and Employer Attractiveness are widespread. Thereby, semi-structured interviews were 

found most suitable for this study. 
 
With qualitative interviews as the data collection method, it also becomes relevant to 

reflect upon the implications of open and closed questions (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 

133; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 379). An open question cannot be answered by a simple yes 

or no, which is the case with closed questions. Considering this study’s aim to access the 

study object’s perceptions about Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness, two 

complex areas, open questions was considered as the most viable option since it gives 

respondents space to evolve the answers in directions that the researcher might not have 

thought of. With closed questions the risk would have been to miss out on important data. 
 

3.6.2 Sampling Technique 

Sampling techniques consider how to identify, choose and attain relevant data sources 

(Mason, 2002, p. 120). A sample is a part of the population the researcher is trying to 

investigate (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 131). To collect the research data through a sample 

from the population is inevitable, considering practical limitations and the efficiency of a 

study (Marshall, 1996, p. 522; Mason, 2002, p. 121).  Also, in the context of qualitative 

research, the purpose of the study is rarely to find any ubiquitous generalizable 

conclusions or to investigate in a superficial way, it is rather about creating 
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understandings based on depth, nuance and complexity, which makes the use of sampling 

strategically as well as practically suitable (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 131; Mason, 2002, 

p. 121; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 261). 

 
Qualitative data is dependent of the context from where it is collected, and this will affect 

the outcome of the data collection, therefore it is of high importance that the researcher 

does acknowledge and consider this aspect (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 130-131; Mason, 

2002, p. 126-127). The use of sampling will always imply that another sample than the 

chosen one could have been used, and the choice need to be rational and motivated 

(Mason, 2002, p. 122). Mason (2002, p. 125) raises the importance to strive for a sample 

that is representative for the whole population. However, this do require that the 

characteristics of the population are known by the researcher, which is not commonly the 

case in qualitative studies, which implies that representative samplings rarely are obtained 

(Mason, 2002, p. 126; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 262). The targeted data sources for this 

study was current employees and HR-managers at small- and medium sized firms within 

consultancy. For this study, the characteristics of the population was not fully known 

considering that there was no complete record of ‘attractive employers’. Mason (2002, p. 

140) suggests that under such circumstances, the researcher should try to identify a 

sampling frame from which the smaller sample can be selected from. The sampling for 

this study was based upon a list of firms appointed as Best Workplaces in Sweden 2018 

by the organization Great place to work (Great Place to Work, 2018). This idea was based 

on a recommendation from the firm that was involved in the choice of subject for this 

thesis. A researcher sampling from a sampling frame need to reflect upon the fact that 

this method will be influential for the collected data (Mason, 2002, p. 140-141). The 

potential negative consequences of this choice are the risk of studying a very 

homogeneous sample of attractive employers, since all of the firms have been evaluated 

based on the same criteria. However, the use of a sampling frame was inescapable 

considering the practical limitations of time and scope for this thesis. 

 
A non-random sample for a qualitative study can be achieved through several sampling 

methods (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 132; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 281). Purposive 

sampling, where the study objects are chosen by the researcher based on their experiences 

with the studied phenomenon (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 132; Marshall, 1996, p. 523; 

Saunders et al., 2012, p. 287) was used in this study to select a sample relevant for 

answering the research question. This was favorable considering the prerequisites of this 

study. Furthermore, the sampling for this study has had influences of snowball sampling, 

considering that some of our study objects has been identified through mediating contacts. 

Snowball sampling is when the researcher finds new study object through 

recommendations from already identified study objects (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 132). 

This is often used for studies where it is hard to find study objects (Saunders et al., 2012, 

p. 289). For this study, the use of snowball sampling was beneficial since relevant 

contacts with employees working with attractive employers were limited. Both of these 

sampling techniques has a low probability to result in a representative sample (Saunders 

et al., 2012, p. 284) but as it has been stated, the aim with this study was not to create a 

generalizable result. 

 
When deciding upon the sample size, the main question to consider is whether the sample 

will generate enough data to answer the research question (Mason, 2002, p. 134; Saunders 

et al., 2012, p. 283). Saunders et al., (2012, p. 283) state that semi-structured interviews 

most commonly are based upon a sample size of 5-25 respondents. However, Tracy 
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(2013, p. 138) raises the importance of quality before quantity. The purpose of this study 

was to generate further insights within the role of Sustainable HRM and how it relates to 

Employer Attractiveness through the perspectives of employees. To further narrow the 

scope and find a sample to be able to answer the study’s research question, organizations 

classified within the consultancy industry were chosen. 
 

Table 5. Overview of Interviews. 

Code Category Type of interview Length of interview 

(h:m:s) 

P1* Consultant Face-to-Face 43:51 

H1 HR Google Hangouts 35:31 

H2 HR Telephone 59:31 

H3 HR Google Hangouts 49:46 

H4 HR Microsoft Teams 36:14 

C1 Consultant Telephone 45:32 

C2 Consultant Skype 34:39 

C3 Consultant Telephone 37:52 

C4 Consultant Google Hangouts 37:51 

C5 Consultant Telephone 1:01:26 

 

In relation to the practical limitations of this study, this purpose has been responded 

through 9 interviews from 3 firms. Prior the initial contact, the firm’s websites and 

potential individuals LinkedIn profiles were assessed, by which individuals with leading 

positions were targeted based on the assumption of which they could forward the inquiry 

to suitable candidates within the firms. The firms were first contacted through an email 

request which was followed up by telephone about a week later. According to Bryman & 

Bell (2015, p. 485), to follow up a request with a phone call is an important action from 

the researcher in minimizing skepticism and questions, especially when managers are 

approached. When approaching the firms, the first contact where made with either the 

CEO or a HR manager who then helped convey the initial contact with the respondents, 

mainly via email. In order to assure the suitability of the respondents the purpose of the 

study was early highlighted by which certain criteria were expressed. The main objective 

was to get 3-4 individuals from each firm, by which the individuals fulfilled at least one 

of the following criteria. 

 
• Individuals with experience of consulting. 

In order to answer the study’s research question and to capture the employee 

perspective, consultants with previous experience of consulting and who were 

currently employed and actively worked for the firm were inquired. 

 

                                                 
* Pilot interview 
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• Individuals with experience of managing human resources in consultancy firms.  

To ensure that the strategic perspective of the study will be covered, respondents 

who were either responsible, or had a leading role or to a greater extent was a part 

of the management of organization's human resources were inquired.  
 

All small to middle-sized consultancy firms appointed as A Great Place to Work 2018 

was contacted. This included 13 firms from which 3 accepted to participate, 7 declined, 

1 could not present a suitable arrangement and 2 did not respond. In Table 5 an overview 

of all interviews is presented. The overall obstacle from receiving acceptance from 

potential respondents was the limitation of time, either due to holiday, projects, and for 

some which stated that time spent on interview is a loss of consultancy income.  

 

3.6.3 Interview Guide 

Even though a semi-structured qualitative interview will be shaped during the 

conversation, preparations are needed (Mason, 2002, p. 67). When collecting data 

through semi-structured interviews, the researcher has to prepare by clarifying what 

information is needed to be generated through the interviews and how to induce the 

respondents to provide this information (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 486; Collis & Hussey, 

2014, p. 134). Saunders et al., (2012, p. 384) state the importance of this through the five 

Ps: “prior planning prevents poor performance”. Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 135) 

highlight that interview preparations should be based on an extensive literature review in 

order to be appropriate. This is important in order to secure the researchers level of 

knowledge and ability to ask the right questions (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 384). For this 

study an interview guide for each respondent group (i.e. consultants and HR-managers) 

was produced (Appendix 1 & 2) as a preparation for the interviews. The two guides 

enabled the researchers to secure that relevant aspects, identified from the literature 

review was assessed through the questions. Also, it should be noted that all the interviews 

were held and transcribed in Swedish and followingly translated into English. For the 

sake of the readers understanding, both a Swedish and an English version of the interview 

guide are provided.  
 
The outline of an interview guide for semi-structured qualitative interviews can vary 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 486). However, when structuring an interview guide, the 

questions prepared should be presented in a logically preferred order, often starting with 

broader questions and then narrowing it down (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 488; Collis & 

Hussey, 2014, p. 136; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 386). Mason (2002, p. 62) also adds that 

a semi-structured interview could be originated from a choice of themes which is based 

on the areas that need to be covered by the interview. Such themes can for example be 

based on the literature review (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 386). For this study, six themes 

were covered in the interview guide from which all was based on the six core 

characteristics of Sustainable HRM. The interview guide for this study was exclusively 

based on open questions since the study had an exploratory approach with an aim to 

investigate employees’ perceptions closely. Furthermore, open questions are beneficial 

to use in order to avoid bias from the researcher since it gives the respondents room to 

elaborate own thoughts and statements from the questions (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 389). 

If it is relevant for the study, classification questions may additionally be used to clarify 

characteristics of the respondent (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 136). These questions may 

be used as an opening or a closure of the interview and is a choice of preference by the 

researcher depending on the studied subject. For this study, classification questions about 

the respondents age, professional background and current work was used since the 
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importance of such aspects had not been excluded during the interview phase. The 

classification questions were also used as an introduction to the interview, since no verbal 

contract had occurred with the respondents before the actual interview. Questions should 

also be formulated in such a way that they encourage the respondent to elaborate on the 

question (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 486; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 135) and follow-up 

questions should be used to extend the arguments and reflections (Bryman & Bell, 2015, 

p. 490; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 136; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 392). A list of follow-up 

question was prepared in advance, however these became irrelevant since the majority of 

the respondents were profoundly communicative.  

 
Furthermore, usage of theoretical concept or jargon should be avoided, in order to ensure 

the respondents’ comprehension and confidence (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 488; Saunders 

et al., 2012, p. 390). To avoid that respondents misinterpret questions or did not come up 

with answers, interview questions should be concrete rather than abstract (Saunders et al., 

2012, p. 390). Therefore, the concepts of Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness 

was not explicitly used during the interviews, due to the assumption that respondents 

would not be familiar with these concepts. Instead, open questions examining related 

areas were used. Furthermore, since no suitable reformulations or was found, the Swedish 

words for sustainability, tensions and identity was used in the questions. Saunders et al., 

(2012, p. 393) state that if needed, an explanation should be provided for diffuse 

questions, however, the respondent should first be given a chance to elaborate the 

question by themselves. Definitions and explanations were thereby prepared on forehand, 

to use if any respondent had trouble understanding a question. 
 

Prior conducting the interviews a pilot interview (P1) was held with a local consultancy 

firm specialized within CSR. The aim with the pilot research was to assess the design and 

execution of interview guide and in turn to base decisions on how to proceed with the 

interview guide upon the assessment (Mason, 2005, p. 44). The act of forming and asking 

clear and comprehensible questions was emphasized, in order to avoid confusion of the 

upcoming respondents. An additional aim with the pilot study was also to identify the 

practical relevance of the choice of study, which was confirmed by the consultant’s 

professional experiences. The data from this study has not been included in the analysis. 
 

3.6.4 Conducting the Interviews 

All interviews in this study was completed through telephone or internet-based platforms, 

from which each respondent chose the specific tool. This setup was a consequence of 

geographical distances between the researchers and the interviews. In such cases, 

telephone or internet-based tools is an important contribution to the research (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015, p. 497; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 404). The potential advantages and 

disadvantages of non-facial- interactions has been discussed, whereby one stream argue 

that the data collection quality deteriorate while others oppose this line of argument 

(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 406). However, it has been acknowledged that interviews 

through telephone or internet-based platforms may challenge the researcher’s ability to 

establish their reliability (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 404). On the other hand, interviews of 

this kind may be positive when sensitive information is being processed (Bryman & Bell, 

2015, p. 497). This kind of interaction is also suitable when groups that are hard to reach 

are being studied (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 497). Given that the targeted data sources, 

namely the consultants, were active within a highly occupied industry, it was assumed 

that the offering of online interviews most probably contributed to the accepted 

participation. 



 39 

 
Qualitative interviews are often conducted through a one-to-one interaction (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014, p. 135). In this study, both researchers were present during all of the 

interviews. Having multiple participating researchers has been acknowledged to be 

contributing in situations when issues need to be fully explored and when notes are 

combined with the interview conversation (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 135). Considering 

that this study was exploratory and striving to going in-depth into the area of Sustainable 

HRM and Employer Attractiveness, it was suitable to utilize the capacity of both 

researchers. In order to not create an imbalance between the researchers and the 

respondent, considering the difference of people present at each side of the interview, 

each interview was arranged so that one of the researchers was the main interviewer 

whilst the other researcher was taking notes and interposed with follow-up questions 

when needed. 
 
To provide respondents with the themes or questions of the interviews in advance can be 

a valuable action to ensure validity and credibility of the data collection since the 

respondents will be able to prepare their answers and reflection (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 

385). For this study, all respondents were provided with the interview guide in advance, 

both since it was a request from many and since it was assessed to contribute with a 

positive outcome for the data collection if respondents were given a chance to prepare. 

The respondents were also provided with additional time during the interviews to reflect 

upon the questions if clarification and extra time was needed. Respondents may feel 

undisclosed during the interview or insecure about the purpose of the study and thereby 

become uncomfortable and defensive (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 389). This calls for a need 

for researcher to present credibility and confidence. Respondents may also become more 

comfortable if the researched confirms that ethical guidelines and confidentiality are 

being ensured (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 389). In order to do so, the background and 

purpose of the study together with ethical assurances was always presented during the 

introduction of each interview. However, if any interview seemed resistant to a specific 

question, it was excluded, as recommended by Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 137). 

 
During qualitative interviews it is important that the researcher applies attentive listening 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 491; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 393). The implications of attentive 

listening are several. Attentive listening gives the researcher impressions and insights that 

recordings or transcripts may not capture (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 491). It also implies 

that the researcher should be active but not intruding during the interview (Saunders et 

al., 2012, p. 393).  

 
How the researcher approach interview questions are a risk of bias since it may affect the 

respondent (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 389). Additionally, body language and tone of voice 

are relevant factors of consideration (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 393). Given that the 

interviews of this study were conducted through technological means, the effect of this 

may have decreased, however it was consciously avoided by striving for a professional 

and neutral approach. 
 

3.6.5 Recording & Transcription  

Each interview was recorded using Apple’s free tool Voice Recorder. To use mobile 

phones for recording is common by students (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 134). When 

recording a research interview, it is compulsory to ensure permission for the recording 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 494; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 136) and to motivate the 
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respondent of why recording is necessary (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 396). None of the nine 

respondents in this study rejected the recording or had any related concerns. To secure 

the quality of audio recording, the interview should take place in a quiet place (Bryman 

& Bell, 2015, p. 495; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 386). Since the interviews in this study was 

done through internet-based platforms both researchers and respondents naturally chose 

quiet places for the interviews. Furthermore, the use of telephones and internet-based 

platforms also allowed the researchers to increase the volume for quiet respondents. 

However, audio recording should also be combined with notes in case of technical issues 

(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 394). Beyond the use of notes during the interviews for this 

study, two devices were always used to record in case one of them would run into 

technical problems. 
 
Even if interviews have been audio recorded, it may be suitable to produce a transcription 

(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 400). Transcriptions are a useful support for the researcher’s 

memory of the interview content and provides the possibility of conducting a more in-

depth review of what has been said (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 493). Since the data set of 

this study was based upon nine semi-structured qualitative interviews there was a distinct 

need to transcribe the interviews in order to structure the further analysis. The choice of 

transcription method depends on the research approach and analysis method (Saunders et 

al., 2012, p. 400). Transcription can be conducted at different levels of details depending 

on the purpose of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 494). This includes a scale from 

word-by-word transcription into tracking voice nuances. For this study, the focus was on 

the content of respondents’ responses, and thereby the transcriptions produced covered 

only what was being said during the interviews and not in which way it was said. 

Furthermore, repetitive words and nonsense was excluded from the transcriptions, in 

order to keep the transcriptions relevant and consistent (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 497). 

Transcription could also be supported by software (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 400), for this 

study Audipo was used to slow down the audio and ease the transcription process. All 

transcriptions were made as short after each interview as possible, in accordance with 

Saunders et al., (2012, p. 551) recommendation. As mentioned earlier, and to be noted 

once again is that the interviews were all held in Swedish and therefore also transcribed 

in Swedish. Due to this, the researchers had to translate the transcribed material into 

English.  The translation was conducted in a meticulous and precise manner in order to 

avoid any risk of changing the meaning of separate words or meanings expressed by the 

respondents in addition with ensuring a credible and valid representation of the entire data 

collection.  

 

3.7 Analysis Method 

According to Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 154) researchers analyzing qualitative data 

encounters a number of challenges since there is no clear standard method which 

corresponds with the analysis method for quantitative data. As of this, there are numerous 

approaches to choose between when analyzing qualitative data (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008, p. 

107). Similar to Miles and Hubermann’s (1994, cited in Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 157) 

general analytical procedure for analyzing qualitative data, is qualitative content analysis, 

which allows for various types of qualitative researches to analyze its collected data in a 

systematic way with an overarching aim of describing and quantifying phenomena. More 

specifically, content analysis allows a process of identifying the relationships between 

distil words and categories which eventually can be aggregated into main categories (Elo 

& Kyngäs, 2008, p. 108). With regards to this study, the content analysis was considered 
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as an appropriate choice for an inductive approach due to its general applicability. 

Additionally, since the respondents did not always directly answer the interview 

questions for each theme respectively, various sub-categories across the interview themes 

which belonged to certain generic categories could be identified more easily with this 

analytical approach. There are three stages of preparation, organizing and reporting in 

the content analysis process (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008, p. 108). 
 
Before conducting any qualitative analysis, the researcher needs to familiarize with the 

transcribed data by reading through it multiple times (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 595; 

Mason, 2002, p. 159). In the preparing stage for this study’s analysis, each transcription 

was read through multiple times. Since, the interview questions were not explicitly asked 

for Sustainable HRM or Employer Attractiveness, the presence of such aspects in the 

transcriptions had to be identified by the researchers. Interpretive reading is when the 

researcher consciously allows the readings to be incused by the researcher’s own 

involvement in terms of reading beyond the data, which to some extent will always be 

present in qualitative analysis (Mason, 2002, p. 149). This aspect should be 

acknowledged and held true for this study, since it has a direct influence on the result of 

this study. 

 
In the second stage of organizing the qualitative data, the process of open coding, creating 

categories and abstraction is being executed (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008, p. 108). Open coding 

comprised the act of writing down notes and headings in the text while reading it. The act 

of creating categories served the purpose of utilizing the headings identified in the open 

coding by grouping them into higher order subcategories based on the belongingness of 

each respective heading. Followingly, the stage of abstraction involved the process of 

grouping subcategories with similar events and occurrences into main categories. The 

purpose of abstraction was therefore to enable the establishment of a general description 

of this study’s research topic for the regeneration of categories. This process is illustrated 

below by Figure 6. 

 

 
Figure 6. An Overview of the Abstraction Process. 

Source: Elo & Kyngäs (2008). 
 

Reporting the analyzing processes and the results was the final stage within the inductive 

content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008, p. 110). It should be noted that the content analysis 

is a complex process, as there are no right or wrong way of performing it. Since there are 

no clear guidelines of how to execute this procedure the quality of the analysis relies upon 

the researcher’s analytical abilities, skills and insights (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008, p. 113). 

Therefore, the researchers invested a large amount of time in the analytical part by 

assessing relevant literature, the collected data and by discussing related issues with the 

supervisor. 
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3.8 Ethical & Social Considerations 

Research ethics and its related principals are important aspects to consider, as a variety 

of ethical issues arise and has to be carefully managed throughout the research process 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 122). In a wide pool of ethical considerations, Bryman & Bell 

(2007, cited in Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 31) compiled a comprehensive list of ethical 

principles to act upon during business research including: harm to participants, dignity, 

informed consent, privacy, confidentiality, anonymity, deception, affiliation, honesty and 

transparency, reciprocity and finally misrepresentation. Affiliation, concerns the 

professional or personal associations potentially influencing the study, was never an 

ethical consideration for this study as it was not sponsored or in any way infiltrated by 

interest of the participative organizations (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 32). For instance, 

the collaboration with the local consulting company was built upon a shared interest of 

the field of Sustainable HRM, which related to reciprocity also created mutual benefits 

from this association. 

  

Moreover, ethical considerations are argued by Orb et al., (2001, p. 93, 95) to differ 

between qualitative and quantitative research, which for qualitative studies alleviates 

three general ethical principles of Autonomy, Beneficiary & Justice.  In terms of 

autonomy, participators are viewed as autonomous individuals with a freedom of choice 

which are entitled to certain rights throughout the research process (Orb et al., 2001, p. 

95). These rights are constructed with a protective purpose which encompass ethical 

principles of informed consent, voluntarily participation, transparency, honesty and 

dignity. As of this, the research subjects were upon accepting to participate provided with 

informed consent of what the study was about, their role in the study and that their 

participation is fully voluntarily which can be rejected at any time during the research 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 31-32). 

 

Beneficiary states that research shall not be harmful for the researchers nor the 

participators, and by that ‘doing good’ for the individuals enrolled in the study (Orb et 

al., 2001, p. 95). Harm to the participators can be expressed various terms. For instance, 

research should not expose participators for any physically and psychologically harmful 

conditions or indirect consequences of participating in the research (Bryman & Bell, 

2015, p. 135). Additionally, harm can refer to the lack of confidentiality and anonymity, 

which entails that identities and records of the participators should be confidential the 

extent of which it is negotiated and agreed upon by the participators. Failing to do so 

invades the participators right to privacy and can have legal repercussions (Orb et al., 

2001, p. 95; Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 143). Therefore, the research subject’s, 

incorporating both the individuals and organizations, well-being and safe participation 

was emphasized by informing them of, and complying with their right confidentiality and 

anonymity through all stages of the research process (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 31). In 

addition, when presenting any information about or collected data from the respondents 

in the methodology-, findings and analysis-chapter, anonymity was kept by not revealing 

gender, age, specific job title, organizational belongingness or any other descriptive 

information. Each of the respondents was also coded with a capital letter and a number 

and was for each respondent group presented as a generic persona in the beginning of the 

findings in order to minimize the risk of displaying any harmful information. Justice 

address the importance of avoiding exploitation or abusive treatment of the research 

subjects within the research, as it is built upon the idea of equality and fairness (Orb et 

al., 2001, p. 95). This broad concept therefore invites for ethical considerations such as 

the earlier mentioned reciprocity and no harm of the participants as well as 
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misrepresentation. The latter represents for example the need to prevent any sort of 

misleading or misunderstanding when interacting with the research subjects, as it will 

essentially delude the findings of the study making it deceptive (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 

145-146; Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 32). 

 

3.9 Chapter Summary 

In this methodology chapter multiple choices regarding how the research design and 

research process will be carried out have been determined (see Figure 7). These choices 

are based upon critical analyses of methodological alternatives by which the most 

appropriate choices have been selected with regards to the purpose of the study and the 

research question. First, the choice of subject and researcher’s pre-understandings were 

presented, underlining and explain how Sustainable HRM is of personal, academic, 

professional and societal interest and importance. The philosophical assumptions were 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. An Overview of the Methodological Choices. 

 

followingly established within the philosophical framework by choosing subjective 

ontology, interpretivist epistemology and interpretivist axiology as it was deemed 

appropriate with qualitative nature and purpose of the study. The section of research 

classification presented that the study will be structured and carried out according to the 

study’s classification of being exploratory, qualitative, inductive and basic research. The 

literature selection raised the importance of using literature of scientific art which is up 

to date in addition with incorporating multivocality to scientifically strengthen the 

author’s choice of literature inclusion, stringency and overall line of arguments. 

Practicalities of methodological consideration were also discussed, including e.g. the 

choice of a semi-structured interview, snowball sampling, criterion for respondents, 

alongside with how to format of the interview guide and the choice of conducting a pilot 

interview. The primary interviews were set to be carried out through a two-to-one 

interaction over phone or digital platform, by which both researchers were present. The 

interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded and stored accordingly with the ethical and 

social considerations discussed in the last section. More importantly, the choice of 

execution an inductive content analysis method was made and explained. In all, this 

chapter has fulfilled its purpose of presenting and motivating the methodological choices 

from both a theoretical and practical perspective.  
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4. Empirical Findings  

 

The following chapter presents the empirical findings drawn from the interview process 

and is structured in accordance with the characteristics of the integrative view of 

Sustainable HRM, which was outlined in the theoretical frame of reference including: 

long-term, impact, substance, partnership, multiple bottom line and paradox. More 

importantly, the findings presented will serve as a basis for the upcoming analysis and 

discussion chapter. The structure of this chapter starts with a brief overview of the 

respondents and their employing firms. The findings are then presented from the HR 

perspective and the employee perspective, in which the latter includes the respondents 

perceived Employer Attractiveness in relation to Sustainable HRM. 

 

 

4.1 Overview of the Interviews 

4.1.1 Presentation of the Respondents 

To ensure the anonymity of the respondents and the confidentiality of the collected data, 

the findings are presented in such manner that safeguards the social and ethical research 

criteria. Instead of an individual presentation of the respondents, two categories have been 

formed with regards to the profession group of either Consultant or HR and includes a 

general description of the participants within each group. Followingly, the firms in which 

the respondents belonged to will be presented in a generic manner. Altogether, Table 7 

present an overview of the data set. 

 
Table 6. Overview of Coded Data Set. 

Code Category Length of interview 

(h:m: s) 

H1 HR 35:31 

H2 HR 59:31 

H3 HR 49:46 

H4 HR 36:14 

C1 Consultant 45:32 

C2 Consultant 34:39 

C3 Consultant 37:52 

C4 Consultant 37:51 

C5 Consultant 1:01:26 

 

4.1.2 The HR Persona 

Out of nine respondents for this study, four respondents were categorized within HR. The 

categorization was based on the criterion of which underlined that the HR-respondent has 

to have some interaction with the operationalization of the respondent’s firm’s HR 

strategies. As of this, there was a variety of organizational members that had different 

titles, positions, authority and power to influence the HR-strategy making and 
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implementation of the firm. The respondents academic background differed including 

both previous degrees within human resources, business and engineering.  Also, the 

organizational role of HR differed between the HR-respondents. For some of the 

respondents, HR-related issues were concerned as a shared responsibility of the top 

management and therefore there was no clear-cut HR-positions or titles. While for other 

respondents, there were employees with specific HR-titles and HR-responsibilities at 

various organizational levels. The mixture of respondents provided a diversity of 

perspectives on interview questions. A profound similarity of the HR-respondents was 

the enthusiasm and strive to create a good working environment for the employees.  

 

4.1.3 The Consultant Persona  

The other five respondents were categorized as consultants, based on the criterion that 

these respondents are employed at the studied firms, working at clients and define 

themselves as consultants. This makes the group of interviewed consultants more 

homogeneous than the group of HR-representatives although differences occurred 

regarding both education, experience and gender. Among the interviews both men and 

women are represented from a variety of geographical areas in Sweden. The consultants 

had a variety of educational backgrounds, both within business, engineering and 

technology. All of the interviewed consultants had at least one decade of experience 

within their working area, however, not only in the role as consultants. This mixture of 

respondents contributed to a range of different perspectives in the conducted interviews. 

Common features of the consultants were a genuine interest in their expertise area, a strive 

to continuously develop their competencies, and a strong need to have a variety in work 

assignments and the will to structure their own work. 

 

4.1.4 Consultancy Firm Overview 

In accordance with the focus of this study, data was collected from respondents employed 

at small-and medium sized consultancy firms which had been officially recognized as 

attractive employers in Sweden.  The firm size was based upon number of employees, by 

which six of the respondents belonged to a small-sized firm (0-49 number of employees) 

and the remaining three respondents belonged to a medium-sized firm (50-250 number 

of employees). In total, three different firms were interviewed. However, it should be 

noted that during the interviews it was found that one of the medium-sized firms had 

currently merged with another firm, resulting in a total of 300 employees (large-size 

firm). This was however disregarded given that by the time this firm was officially 

acknowledged as an attractive employer in 2018 it was a medium-sized firm in addition 

with recent and incomplete merge, allowing the respondents to reflect upon times when 

the firm was medium-sized. Moreover, consultancy firms were specialized within either 

IT or technical engineering and in what the respondents expressed as a fast-moving, 

innovative and dynamic market. The consultancy firms were geographically located in 

Sweden, mostly in the larger cities for each respective part, in which some had multiple 

offices across the country. The majority of head offices were located in larger cities. One 

of the firm's was active in the Nordic countries as well. A common feature of the 

consultancy firms was the relatively short presence on the market (six to twelve years) 

and the overall objectives of business growth, specifically in terms of increasing the 

number of employees. In terms of HR, two out three firms had an official HR-function, 

in which one instead had divided the responsibility of managing HR-issue to the managers 

or ‘leaders’ of the firm. 
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4.2 HR-Perspective 

The data collection from the HR-perspective was done in order to assess the current state 

of Sustainable HRM at the studied firms. The empirical findings presented below serves 

as a contextual presentation from which the employee perspective originates. The 

structure is based upon the integrative dimensions of Sustainable HRM, presented in 

Table 6. 

 
Table 7. Integrative Dimensions of Sustainable HRM. 

Source: Compiled and Modified from Ehnert (2013). 

Sustainable HRM Characteristics and Strategies 
Long-term-oriented  Integrating the future into the present by recognizing and balancing today’s 

requirements to use human resources efficiently and effectively with 

tomorrow’s requirements to maintain and develop people’s health, 

qualification and well-being.  

 

Impact-control 

oriented 

Controlling the impact of work and HR practices on the organization, HRM 

itself and on the employees’ qualification, engagement and health.   

 

Substance and self-

sustaining oriented 

The ability of the HRM system and organization to sustain itself “from within” 

its social, ecological and economic environment while allowing fostering the 

conditions of HR regeneration, health and employee well-being. 

 

Partnership-

oriented 

The ability of the HRM system to develop trustful and mutual exchange 

relationships with key stakeholders.  

 

Multiple-bottom 

lines oriented 

Maintaining both efficient work organization plus treat HR socially 

responsible and integrate ecological goals.  

 

Paradox-oriented The ability of the HRM system and individual organization members to cope 

cognitively and emotionally with plurality complexity and tensions. 

 

 

4.2.1 Long-Term-Oriented Activities 

A common and recurrent feature of the HR-respondents answers accounted for the long-

term horizon of the firm in terms of the durability of its employment base and the overall 

willingness to stay as an employee at the firm. The implementation of long-term strategies 

involving HR-elements partially served as an explanatory variable for how and why the 

firm had historically progressed and achieved its current successful state of art in terms 

of Employer Attractiveness. For example, Respondent H1 whom belonged to a firm with 

historical low personnel turnover explained this success as a result of basing its long-term 

vision explicitly on the employees. According to Respondent H1: 

  
“We do not have any other management control measures other than this vision, so it is this 

one that is in the back of our heads all of the time, which we utilize in all of the decision-

making we conduct […] by basing all of the decision upon it I believe you get a lot from 

start.” (Respondent H1) 
  

On the other hand, as the HR-respondents expressed how consultant firms operate in a 

very dynamic market, reflections of the long-term HR-related questions also highlighted 

the importance of maintaining the already achieved HR-strategies of success over time. 

  
“[…] we do not have that much long-term goals in terms of changing a lot of things really, 

instead it is more about keeping what we already have.” (Respondent H2) 
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The ability of maintaining a static state of being perceived as an attractive employer over 

time held true for the majority of the respondents, by which all the HR-respondents stated 

or indirectly acknowledged that the ability of retaining valuable employees is a temporary 

state of which needs strategies and practices to be upheld. More specifically, the HR-

respondents expressed how valuable the employees are for the longevity of the firm by 

describing the human resources as vital.  

  
” Our employees are our only capital. If they walk out of the door, the business will no longer 

exist.” (Respondent H2) 
  

Strategies for coping with the retainment of employees in the long-run were similarly 

presented by all four HR-respondents, namely by developing strategies based on the 

needs and wants of the consultants. This would be done from continuous communication, 

collaboration and active employer-responsiveness which allowed a continuous update of 

HR-strategies to ensure an attractive offer to the firm’s employees and that corresponds 

with their expectations and preferences. Furthermore, the long-term orientation of 

retaining its employer base is also a concern of the recruitment process according to 

respondent H1, H3 and H4, as recruiting new employees can have a strategic effect in 

both negative and positive terms on the existing employer base and long-term horizon of 

the firm.  

  
“[…] we do not enter into an employment if we do not see something long-term about it.” 
(Respondent H3) 
 
“[...] recruiting is important for long-term orientation in terms of getting people with right 

competencies, attitudes and values.” (Respondent H4) 
  

Furthermore, Respondent H1 explained how all the employees within their firm 

possessed an equal power of veto when choosing which potential recruits to hire. This 

was a strategy implemented to ensure that the existing consultants would be a part of 

maintaining the current characteristics of the firm, while ensuring that the right person 

for the job was recruited. 

 

4.2.2 Impact-Oriented Activities 

Given the overall agreement of which the employees were regarded as central to the 

firm’s success and survival, all of the HR-respondents highlighted the importance of 

supporting the health and well-being of the employees both in- and outside of work. A 

shared view amongst the HR-respondents was that this area of concern was a central 

responsibility of the upper management or ‘the leaders. This responsibility also accounted 

as a part of the overall ability of retaining the firm’s employees. 

 
“The leaders have the primary responsibility in terms of retaining the employees. They are 

the key people.” (Respondent H4) 
 

When asking if there was any HR-specific function or position which managed HR-

related issues, interviews with the HR-respondents showed that there were two different 

approaches to HRM. Two of the consultancy firms had HR-specific roles and 

responsibilities that also clearly distinguished between HR and other organizational areas, 

whereas one firm did not explicitly use the term HR and viewed activities related to HR 

as a shared responsibility of the management.  
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” [...] I would say that we have strategies and plans for the most areas and then we have it 

as a part of the upper management, but it is never specifically about HR.” (Respondent H1) 
  

The means used and the frequency of measuring the impact of HR activities on the 

organization and the employee experience varied amongst the respondent’s firms. What 

the HR respondents firm had in common was the yearly strategic undertaking of the 

employee survey provided by Great Place to Work which includes questionnaires with 

answering options and open space questions. In addition, all the HR-respondents 

expressed a regular organizational usage of other employee surveys or HR-related 

measurements as a strategy for tracking the work satisfaction and overall employer 

experience.  

  
“One strategy to measure work satisfaction is to use [software name], as well as a Great 

Place to Work which we have used earlier.” (Respondent H3) 
  

Nonetheless, during the interviews all of the HR-respondents implicitly referred to a 

communicative claiming and granting process between the employees and the managers 

as a way of identifying harmful work-related issues of the employees. Respondent H2 

and H4 exemplified the life puzzle dilemma, of which flexibility and by allowing 

employees to have a greater impact of their work situation and working hours was 

emphasized. It was considered to be important with managerial support in activities and 

structures directed towards minimizing the risk of a negative work impact on the 

employees’ health.  

 
“[...] but for the most part, it is a lot of moms here at the firm and it is a puzzle to make life 

come together. And it has to work. And then you have to have the freedom to influence 

yourself how the work should be set up. We strive for that.” (Respondent H2) 
  

The respondents gave several examples of how their firms engage in both reactive and 

proactive HR-activities to prevent occupational illness, most frequently referred to the 

respondents as mental illness or stress due to the work features of a consultant and the 

blurred lines between leisure and work. When reflecting upon this respondent H1, H3 and 

H4 expressed the proactive and open communication of mental illness engaged within 

the firm, dealt with by offering workshops or lectures about the topic to increase 

knowledge and insights about employees’ individual situations. All of the HR-

respondents touched upon the rights and options if such occupational illness would take 

place including medical insurances and therapist treatments offered by the firm. Another 

‘soft’ aspect of this was referred to the culture and the attitude towards mental illness. 

Respondent H4 reflected upon how an open and accepting culture allowed people to 

express their feelings and to communicate about mental illness without any shame in 

doing so.  

 
“It is a part of the culture, that it is ok to feel bad. It is ok to talk about it.” 
(Respondent H4) 

 

4.2.3 Substance-Oriented Activities 

In terms of maintaining employee health and well-being in addition with supporting a 

sustainable lifestyle, all four of the HR-respondents stated that the employing firm 

engaged itself within this area both inside and outside of work. Strategies to achieve this 

included health and fitness benefits and offerings such as training and recreation during 

work-hours (e.g. yoga and gym-classes), financial support of sports- and race fees (e.g. 

marathons), usage of ergonomic equipment and tools at the office, including more 



 49 

vegetarian diet options for conference lunches, and lectures about mental well-being and 

personal development (e.g. personality tests). 

  

The most highlighted and frequently used term by the HR-respondents related to the well-

being of the employees concerned the work-life balance for the employees. Flexibility 

was found as the main strategy for a firm to accomplish a sustainable lifestyle of the 

employees, with emphasis adapting the work correspondingly with the individual wants 

and requirements. Flexibility was mostly cited in terms of working hours and workload 

by Respondent H1, H2 and H4. 

  
“We are clear on the fact by which we [referring to all employees] are not supposed to work 

more than 40 hours per week as we have decided upon. We are aware that this is not possible 

in all cases but should be over time.” (Respondent H4) 
  

Another recurrent strategy expressed by all the HR-respondents referred to employee 

development, including practices that aimed to improve or provide the employees with 

new skills, competencies or knowledge mutually valuable for both the individual’s career 

enhancement and the organization’s performance over time. For Respondent H1, 

competency development was described as a core strategy for organizational 

competitiveness but also a mean to achieve Employer Attractiveness by offering 

individual competency plans and trainings, in addition with competence groups and 

organizational trainings. 

  
“[...] we work a lot with competency development. Together with our employees, we establish 

an individual competency development plan for each employee in which follow-up multiple 

times per year. […] there are competency groups. It rains competency development.” 
(Respondent H1) 

  

Multiple respondents, for example Respondent H1, H2 and H3, also referred to the 

sharing and cross-sectional transferring of skills and competencies between the 

employees as a strategic mean for competence development. A challenge expressed by 

Respondent H2 was to minimize the time gap between the acquirement of new skills and 

the practical usage of the skills, as they may be forgotten. Respondent H2 and H4 

explained a strategy of close collaboration with subcontractors and salespeople related to 

upcoming consulting cases as a way of identifying which skills and competencies that 

should be acquired by the employees. Overall, all of the HR-respondents viewed 

competency development as a large part of the regeneration process and work satisfaction 

of the employees. To create a challenging work environment and work content was also 

a concern according to the HR-respondents, as the consultants were frequently described 

as ambitious and challenge-driven.  

  
“[…] We make sure that they have interesting work assignments. These are inquisitive people 

[referring to the consultants], they want to learn more, they want challenges.” 
(Respondent H2) 

 

4.2.4 Partnership-Oriented Activities 

All the HR-respondents underlined the two-way engagement and communication 

between organizational leaders and employees needed to enable trust within the 

organization. Trust was often described as a natural part of the organizational 

relationships and overall organizational environment, in which the HR-respondents 

expressed trust as a necessity for how consultants executed their work and how 

themselves were perceived as managers and/or organizational members.  
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“[...] We have extremely competent employees. We trust them. We trust in them doing their 

job.” (Respondent H2) 
 
“[...] We try to live as we learn. If we say that we will do something, we will do it.” 
(Respondent H4) 

  

Respondent H1, H3 and H4 directly or indirectly related the meaning of the latter quote 

to the communicated organizational values and the importance of integrating it to the very 

core of the organizational identity and the daily operational activities, undertaken by both 

managers and employees. The HR-respondents had a tendency to synonymously use 

organizational identity with culture, by which Respondent H1, H2 and H4 expressed 

challenges such as maintaining the organizational culture across geographically distanced 

offices and during organizational growth in terms of both number of employees and 

offices. Respondent H4 was the only one who reflected upon the responsibility of leaders 

to bridge the culture over offices but did together with the other three HR-respondents 

express the need of maintaining a helpful and collaborative culture similar to the current 

state. 

  
“[...] so, we have been working a lot with the leaders since they are the ones that sets the 

culture to each respective geography.” (Respondent H4) 
  

Respondent H1 also accentuated how a helpful and collaborative culture can incorporate 

a type of organizational education system where the consultants can exchange skills, 

knowledge and competencies for individual development. 

  
“[...] we want to help each other because one can see it as chance of developing competencies 

by helping another. A helping culture.” (Respondent H1) 
  

Additional strategies to increase trust and loyalty towards the employer, was according 

to Respondent H1, H2 and H4 transparency and according to Respondent H2, H3 and H4, 

the possibility of becoming a partner of the firm. Transparency and inclusion of 

employees were also found as important strategies to create a sense of partnership in terms 

of the social exchange relationship between the organizations and consultants. Examples 

of how to realize this often referred to daily interaction and communication in addition 

with its related activities such as weekly meetings, team gatherings and general daily 

social interactions. Respondent H4 also highlighted the importance of involving the 

employee strategically, by making them feel as an influential part of the organization and 

its future direction.  

  
“[...] it is important that the employees are very active in the operationalization of the 

business.” (Respondent H4) 
  

Overall, all of the HR-respondents agreed upon the necessity of work and non-work -

related social interactions needed in order to create a unified workforce and to strengthen 

the employees’ work experience and perceived organizational belongingness. 

Nonetheless, Respondent H2 and H4 underlined that such activities should not be seen as 

an additional must or work assignment on the consultant’s agenda and should not 

compromise any work-related orders of priority. Therefore, both the HR-respondents 

expressed there was a clear distinction of which social activities that are mandatory and 

if there were any cases in which consultants tended to participate in too many activities 

while being highly occupied with work, measures were taken. 
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4.2.5 Multiple-Bottom-Lines-Oriented Activities 

When reflecting upon what strategies that are used for the firms in order to act sustainably 

and being perceived as a sustainable employer, the HR-respondents presented a variety 

of answers of how the firm approach and commit to sustainability which demonstrated 

an incohesive understanding of what there is to be sustained. For Respondent H4 it was 

clear that a firm together with the employees should promote a balance between social 

factors of life.  

 

“[…] Sustainability within HR is a balance between three factors. The first one is work, the 

second is family and friends and the third one is individual alone time. When the balance is 

clear and stable over time, then we have a sustainable work. And this involves everything 

from mail-and meeting culture, working hours, flexibility and to the employee’s individual 

well-being”. (Respondent H4) 
  
Respondent H1 expressed the widespread meaning of the concept by underlining three 

sustainability pillars of it and how it is a concern of the entire firm, not just the field or 

function of HRM, which latter also was expressed by Respondent H2. 

  
“To have a sustainable business is about coping and managing many different situations and 

to leave a positive imprint. And that refers both to the environment, the people and the 

economy.” (Respondent H1) 
 
“It is not just HR but the entire upper management that has to do everything in their power 

in order to strive towards the same direction.” (Respondent H2) 
  

Respondent H3 also reflected upon the managers responsibility of sustainability in 

addition with a strong expression concerning the importance of social interaction and 

competency exchange between colleagues and the sense of cognitive safety and 

belongingness. Both respondent H2 and H3 articulated the long-term orientation of 

sustainability, and the significance of strategies and the continuous work needed in order 

to fulfil long-term goals. 

  

Furthermore, when exemplifying strategies intended to address internal sustainability 

issues, both social, economic and environmental related to the employment was outlined. 

The identified and common HR-strategies linked to sustainability was presented by the 

respondents corresponded to flexibility (e.g. work-life balance), gender diversity, 

advancement of women, equal opportunity employer, family-friendly employer, lifelong 

learning, job satisfaction and overall employee health and well-being. Respondent H1, 

H2, and H4 stressed the challenges of attracting women to the male-dominated area in 

which their employers specialize within and the importance of equalizing the gender ratio. 

The respondents also reflected upon organizations responsibility of enabling a work life 

that is practically suitable for parents, and how flexible working hours allowed for this to 

work. Respondent H1 highlighted the environmental aspects of minimizing the carbon 

footprint from work-related travels choosing, if possible, the train instead of flying. 

Foremost, Respondent H1 explained the strategic advantages such as rethinking the 

taken-for-granted organizational assumptions by aiming for a diversified workforce. 

  
“[…] we try to all the time challenge ourselves, and by diversifying us people with different 

perspectives will ask these questions which makes us stop and rethink.” (Respondent H1) 
  

The predominant challenge of enabling a socially sustainable HR was according to 

Respondent H4 the little impact and control that the employer holds over the consultants 

while working for a customer, by which the customer in principle establishes the working 
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situation for the consultants. This was also indirectly expressed by the other respondents. 

Reflecting upon the future of Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness and 

employee retainment, only Respondent H2 was confident that it will be a major concept 

to consider.  

 
“If we would have owned the work of the consultants to a hundred percent, we would have 

been able to distribute the work, to include more people, and to take clear measures.” 
(Respondent H4) 

  
“I believe it will have an enormous importance. I think that I already now identify that the 

most attractive employers are the ones that have sustainability through e.g. a strong culture 

and good employee benefits […] Where it is a lot of consultant firms, I believe it is very 

important with sustainability. To attract people but also in terms of retaining them.” 
(Respondent H2) 

  

According to Respondent H4, Sustainability within HRM was considered one of the most 

important parts for an organization to consider, especially in terms of flexibility, however, 

did not imply an increasing level of attention to the concept in the future. Respondent H2 

was unsure given future trends in the changing labor market that projects more temporary 

employments. However. Respondent H2 highlighted the importance of keeping a red line 

throughout the development process of the firm and to maintain a strong culture, as it 

could potentially affect the individual employment experience. Respondent H1 did not 

specifically address this question, and similar to Respondent H4, both HR-respondents 

did not forecast a growing need of Sustainable HRM comparatively to the current state.   

 

4.2.6 Paradox-oriented activities 

Potential paradoxes and tensions in relation with HR was identified both through the HR-

respondents answers specifically addressing the issue, but also within answers belonging 

to other questions. In direct terms, Respondent H1 did not perceive any holistic 

organizational tensions, mainly explained by the socially oriented vision that did not 

compromise the well-being and regeneration of the employees on the behalf of 

organizational financial performance. However, Respondent H1 exemplified a tension 

drawn from organizational growth as an economic objective but did not see any HR-

specific tensions by viewing it as a separate thing. 

  
“[…] I want to grow and take a place in the local market, but I do not want to compromise 

the quality and recruitment, which can be a tension.” (Respondent H1) 
  

The same growth tension was expressed indirectly by Respondent H2, whom above this 

did not perceive any organizational or individual tensions when asked up-front. Strategies 

intended to maintain the existing culture during a potential or current growth process was 

indirectly suggested by all the HR-respondents to coping which such organizational 

change involving both social and economic goals. 

  
“Our challenge is really to keep this family-friendly feeling in a larger organization.” 
(Respondent H2) 

  

The most profound tension directly and indirectly identified by Respondent H2, H3 and 

H4 referred to the tensions drawn from the customer vs. employer dilemma with regards 

to the employee experience and financial performance of the organization. Respondent 

H2 underlined the balancing priority and organizational will of wanting to take care of its 

employees contra the fact by which consultants needs ensure a certain amount debited 
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hour by being stationed at the customer’s office in order to generate revenue. This view 

was also shared with Respondent H4, which clearly identified the social vs. economic 

paradox within the customer vs. employer dilemma. 

  
“[…] It is the way it is, that we want to have a very high occupancy degree of the consultant 

to earn money, while at the same time we an active participation in activities, team meetings, 

and overall engagement.” (Respondent H4) 
  

Respondent H3 also pinpointed the challenge related to this dilemma, in terms of ensuring 

a strong community for the consultants, given the requirements and characteristics of the 

consultancy work. A way to overcome this challenge was to ensure regular social 

activities, in-and outside of work. 

  

The expressed strategies to deal with the customer vs. employer dilemma mainly referred 

to a close dialogue and communication between the managers and consultants to keep 

track of work-related issues experienced by the consultants. Another strategy was to 

empower the consultants with the ability to make choices regarding their individual work-

related aspects which can be controlled by the employer, such as choosing which 

customers to work with, or which preferred salary structure to adopt. In all, the 

respondents expressed a mutual agreement of prioritizing the consultant’s well-being 

before the organizations given any tension, consultants were seen as the most valuable 

resource by which the organization’s ability to survive is dependent upon.  

 

4.3 Employee-Perspective 

Related to the research purpose, the employee perspective is essential in order to answer 

the research question and to assess Sustainable HRM’s contribution to Employer 

Attractiveness from an employee perspective. The following section presents the 

employees’ view upon the integrative dimensions of Sustainable HRM, presented in 

Table 6. As the orientations of multiple-bottom-lines and paradoxes not were related to 

Employer Attractiveness from an employee perspective, no empirical findings will be 

presented. 

 

4.3.1 Long-Term Orientation 

Within the industry of consultancy, the consultants and their knowledge-based skills and 

competencies were identified as the main resource for the consultancy firms. A long-term 

perspective thereby became closely related to the firms’ ability to stimulate and retain 

their employed consultants. 

  
“[...] The employees are the biggest resource in this branch. If we walk out of the door, then 

there is no machines or tools left… the knowledge only exists in the head of the employees 

within consultancy.” (Respondent C5) 
 

Consistency were being brought up as important aspects for the employees’ choice of 

staying long-term with the employer. Respondent C1, C4 and C5 acknowledged that 

major changes at the firms would increase the risk of them changing employer.  

 
” [...] I guess that if any larger changes are introduced, then I will go home for good. [...]” 
(Respondent C4) 

  

Several respondents discussed the long-term consequences of knowledge work which 

was considered as a stressful and anxious context to work within. Respondent C1, C3, C4 
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and C5 considered the employer’s actions to secure the long-time well-being of the 

consultants to be of high importance for their further employment. Respondent C3 

reflected upon that many employers seemed to search for candidates that are willing to 

work under pressure, whilst that was not the case at Respondents C3’s current employer. 

  
” [...] In most cases, when I have been searching for a new job, the advertising state that the 

firms search for people with a high stress resistance, who can juggle a lot of tasks at once, 

like change and when a lot of things happening. [...] and that is not a very good way to 

present an employer were the employees can sustain over time, if you ask me. [...]” 
(Respondent C3) 

  

Respondent C3 related the support from the current employer to Employer Attractiveness 

through an example that illustrated how the employer’s attitude and way to care for the 

employees contributed to their long-term health and ability to work in a sustainable way. 

This concerned how the employer’s restrictions regarding overtime was so distinct that 

Respondent C3 with confidence could follow these even when working at a client’s 

office. The respondent felt that the employer would endorse C3 if the client made any 

objections. Respondent C2 also illustrated how the employer’s care for the employees’ 

well-being today, irrespective of short-time disadvantages for the firm, contributed to the 

long-term perspective in terms of both the firm’s results and the well-being of the 

employees. The example was about a situation when the employer prioritized the 

consultant’s well-being above a client’s needs and demands, which may have resulted in 

a short-term financial and reputational loss for the employer, but also contributed to 

Respondent C2’s choice of staying with the employer. The consultant did not feel well 

treated by the client and the employer chose to switch consultant for the assignment. A 

similar situation was also brought up by Respondent C1. 

  
“[...] We could place another consultant at the client, and I could move on with a new project, 

so, even if it became a short-time loss for the firm, it became a profit over time.” 
(Respondent C2) 

 

4.3.2 Impact-Orientation 

When reflecting on their employers’ activities to control the impacts from work in relation 

to the respondents' perception of Employer Attractiveness, the leadership was mentioned 

as an important aspect for staying with the employer. Respondent C1 discussed that a 

conscious leader always should be present as a prevention. If something comes up the 

leader should be there ready to act immediately. Respondent C5 complied with this view 

by comparing the attitude of earlier employers, where the focus had been more on pushing 

the consultants for the sake of the firm, whilst the current employer emphasized that they 

did not want their employees working under inappropriate circumstances. This was also 

realized through actual actions and interventions, which was added to this perspective by 

Respondent C5. Both respondent C3 and C4 raised the leadership’s role for their valuation 

of an employer’s attractiveness. Several respondents, for example C1 and C3 also 

positioned the responsibility of impacts from work partially beyond the employer’s 

control since consultants tend to spend a lot of their time at the client’s place of work 

which might include adjusting to these circumstances of work. 

 
“[...] One should always feel that the manager is there to support and help if something 

comes up. [...]” (Respondent C1) 
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4.3.3 Substance-Orientation 

Related to the characteristics of their work and the nature of consultancy, freedom was 

highlighted by Respondent C1, C2 and C5 as crucial for them to consider their 

employment attractive. This freedom concerned the respondent’s opportunities to 

structure their work independently, both in terms of time and solutions. To be able to 

influence one’s own situation at work was also explicitly presented by Respondent C1 

and C4 as impacts for their retention at an employer. 

  
“I like my freedom [...] at a daily basis there is no one who controls me, it is my client and 

the assignments I get from the client. [...] No one who interfere with the details. [...]” 
(Respondent C1) 

 

All of the consultant respondents brought up working hours as both an important aspect 

for their perception of Employer Attractiveness and as something they considered to be 

within the employer’s control and responsibility. To not be obliged to work overtime was 

one of the main reasons to stay in their current employment according to Respondent C3 

and C2, which Respondent C2 also related to the leadership in term of that the 

management should communicate and compliance with guidelines regarding working 

hours. What Respondent C4 appreciated most with the current employer was that working 

hours were not being verified meticulously by the employer, which also corresponded 

with the overall organizational culture. Both Respondent C1 and C2 raised that a 

flexibility with the working time, which helped them minimize their work’s impact on 

their personal life, contributed to their perception of an employer’s attractiveness. 

Respondent C1 also related this to the use of technology, meaning that also phone and 

email use preferably should be restricted. 

  
“[...] It is a huge advantage according to me, that our CEO communicates that we are not 

allowed to work more than full time, then it should be an exception approved by a manager 

[...] and that is a postulate for my continuation at this firm. [...]” (Respondent C3) 
 

” [...] As long as I get the work done, I can decide by myself when I start in the morning and 

how late I work during the evenings. That is important to me. [...]” (Respondent C2) 
 

One of the main factors which was considered by all of the consultant respondents and 

was related to the substance-orientation was the employer’s ability to support conditions 

for the development of skills. For example, Respondent C1 presented that development 

and constant learning is one of the most important aspects for continuing the employment 

at the current employer. All of the consultant respondents related their personal and 

professional progress to the characteristics of their assignments, deeming that the 

development should happen during their original work. Respondent C4 specified that the 

characteristics of the assignments determined whether the work is enough stimulating and 

interesting for C4 to stay at the firm. The characteristics of consultancy were brought up 

as closely related to this development by Respondent C1 and C2, since a consultant by 

the nature of its work faces new challenges and environments continuously. Within the 

employment of a firm, the variety of different projects and assignments was presented by 

Respondent C2 and C5 as important, both in terms of Employer Attractiveness and in 

terms of supporting conditions for developing the consultant’s competencies and skills. 

Respondent C5 also added that the assignments should be challenging. 

 
“[...] If one does not get the opportunity to update and renew one’s competencies, then one 

is put at risk of becoming irrelevant as an employee. One’s knowledge may become 

outdated.” (Respondent C4) 
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” I have gotten a lot of job offers and declined because I do not think that they can offer me 

this mixture of projects and assignments and the variety I search for. [...]” (Respondent C1) 
 
” [...] That there are interesting projects, good assignments and a variety, not just doing the 

same thing for 10 years. I do not want to do that; my current project is expected to end [...] 

and then I am looking forward for the next challenge.” (Respondent C2) 
  

The characteristics of the assignments were also related to Employer Attractiveness 

irrespective of its contribution to the development for the consultants. Respondent C3 and 

C5 determined that the types of assignments and tasked provided by the employer was 

crucial for them to stay employed for a longer time. Attractive assignments were specified 

by Respondent C4 as fun, interesting and meaningful. The perspective of Employer 

Attractiveness through attractive assignments was also extended further by Respondent 

C3, C4 and C5, who all reflected upon that the content of their employers’ services 

contributed to their choice of employer, and still contributed to their intentions to stay 

employed. Respondent C4 and C5 also considered the characteristics of the firm as 

important. A smaller firm created opportunities for less hierarchy, more influence and 

economic bonuses, according to Respondent C4, whilst Respondent C5 had a personal 

interest in working within a growing firm. 

  
” Projects that I experience as interesting and meaningful. Assignments I consider fun. That 

is what is most important. [...]” (Respondent C4) 
 
” [...] I want to work more with the type of tasks I do right now than the kind of work I had 

before. Here I get that opportunity. [...]” (Respondent C3*) 
 

4.3.4 Partnership Oriented 

Related to the partnership-orientation, the consultants partially viewed themselves as 

external to their firm. This came from the nature of consultancy where the consultants 

work much independently, based on their own knowledge, and where the same work 

could be carried out by the consultant though several other firms. Respondent C3 

acknowledged that this affected the view of employment within consultancy, which also 

was related to the challenges’ consultancy firm’s faced in terms of creating loyalty, sense 

of belongingness and identity with the employees even though the consultants spend a 

majority of their time at clients’ offices. 

  
” [...] For me as an employee, the firm can be pretty easy to replace, since you do not get 

any real, deep and personal contacts as you get at a normal firm. [...]” (Respondent C3) 
  

The firm’s leadership were also highlighted as important for the respondent’s retainment 

at the firms. Respondent C1 defined this as trust for the management, Respondent C3 

translated this to a good relationship with the manager, which Respondent C5 complied 

with and added that the values of the management were of importance. 

 
” A good supervisor and management and that they have solid and sound values. [...]” 
(Respondent C5) 

 

This was closely related to the organizational culture. When reflecting upon the up-sides 

with their current employer, all of the consultant respondents acknowledged the positive 

aspects of the organizational culture and solidarity as the primary factors they valued and 

                                                 
* Quote has been modified in order to not provide details that may compromise the respondent’s anonymity. 
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would desiderate if they changed employer. Respondent C1 considered it important for 

the employer to actively work with social interactions in order to unite the employees and 

create a solidarity within the firm. The relationship with one’s colleagues were also 

expressed as important by Respondent C2 and C4.  

 
” If it had not been a nice and friendly workplace, then I would have left long ago. [...]” 
(Respondent C2) 

  

According to Respondent C2, C4 and C5 the maintenance of the current organizational 

culture was important for them to continue the employment. Respondent C1 further 

exemplified that a united identity could be built through a commonly used graphic profile 

that followed the consultant even when with a client, for example logotypes at bags. This 

was further related to a strong feeling of status and pride related to the employment, which 

also was mentioned by Respondent C2. To meet admiration and envy from external 

client’s contributed to a strong feeling of pride and belonging with the firm, which 

positively affected their loyalty, since the organizational culture appeared relatively 

unique for the branch. However, both Respondent C3 and C4 expressed that they did not 

experience a need to identify with their employer in order to perceive the employer as 

attractive. 

  
“[...] If I look at my computer - I see my firm’s name. On by backpack - It is my firm’s name. 

I almost bring my own mug with me to clients. It is like, ‘I am here at your place, but I am 

not fully with you’. One becomes a bit proud when you hear clients asking for new project 

and that they say that we perform well. This contributes to a feeling of proudness, and 

somehow, it makes you stay. [...]” (Respondent C1*) 
 

” I do not think you need to identify yourself with your employer to like it. I think that you in 

a purely objective manner can consider it as a good firm, with a good management. I give 

them what they need, and they give me what I want. [...]” (Respondent C3) 
  

In terms of resource exchange, the respondents expressed different views on how they 

related this to their employer’s attractiveness and what types of rewards they found 

important. All of the consultant respondents acknowledged that the salary is of some 

importance, however a lot of other rewards were brought up as equally or more important. 

Respondent C1 and C5 highlighted that they appreciated the possibility to choose from a 

range of bonus systems. Vacation and pension were other rewards that were brought up 

of Respondent C3 and C4 as of importance. To be given compensation for health- and 

exercising activities were also mentioned by Respondent C2, C3, C4 and C5. Respondent 

C2 reflected upon the notion that people are different and thereby may value different 

types of rewards. From this, Respondent C2 concluded that a range of different rewards 

and benefits are suitable. 

  
”One single benefit has no significant importance for me staying here or not. It is the 

combination and variety that makes it worth. [...]” (Respondent C2) 

 

4.4 Chapter Summary 

This chapter started by introducing an overview of the respondents and the participating 

firms in a general manner to safeguard anonymity and confidentiality. Followingly, the 

empirical findings were outlined in accordance with the interview structure consisting of 

                                                 
* Quote has been modified in order to not provide details that may compromise the respondent’s anonymity. 
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the six main dimensions of Sustainable HRM, namely, the long-term, impact, substance, 

partnership, multiple-bottom-lines and paradox. Within each category the compiled 

findings from the HR-workers and consultants have been presented respectively to 

capture both the strategic and employee-experienced presence of Sustainable HRM and 

Employer Attractiveness. Throughout the selection and representation of findings the 

research question and purpose of this study was central.  

 

According to both group of respondents, the long-term orientation of firms was deemed 

as a concern of maintaining the current activities which accounts for perceived the 

Employer Attractiveness of the firms. HR-workers primarily addressed how a continuous 

operational and strategic focus must be centered around the employees to allow long-term 

employee retainment. From the consultant’s perspective it was evident that consistency 

of the current caring and open working environment and relations in addition with 

supporting employee health was important for the maintaining their positions at the firm’s 

in the long run.  

 

In terms of the impact-orientation, the HR-respondents concluded that the leaders of the 

firm have the primary responsibility of minimizing any potential negative work-related 

impacts on the employees. It was also highlighted that an open work environment 

including various proactive and reactive HR-activities and measurements were utilized to 

detect and/or cope with any potential risks of degrading a positive employer relationship 

experience. The consultants clearly emphasized the impact-orientation for a long-term 

retainment, as it was deemed that an open-minded and socially responsible leadership 

style which seeks to serve the best interest of the employees was important.  

 

Within the substance-orientation the HR-respondents reasoned that creating an employee 

experience which enables work-life balance, flexibility, competence development and 

promotes a caring organizational culture was key activities concerning employee 

retainment. The consultants shared this view while underlining the importance of freedom 

and ability of influencing their own work, having meaningful work assignments in 

addition not working overtime as conditions for sustaining as an employee. 

 

It was evident that the partnership-orientation including trust, loyalty and organizational 

culture was a shared concern between organizational leaders and employees according to 

the HR-respondents, as it requires the commitment of both parties. Transparency and 

inclusion of employees in addition with communication were also deemed as important 

activities in order achieve a trustful and attractive work environment. According to the 

consultants, a pride and sense of belongingness towards the employer in addition with the 

organizational culture was of large concern for the consultants perceived Employer 

Attractiveness. Foremost, these were important conditions given that consultants spend 

their majority of time at the client’s offices.  

 

In terms of the multi-bottom-line orientation, the HR-respondents claimed that the 

engagement of HR-activities which favored the perception of being a sustainable 

employer is a social responsibility of the leaders. In addition, sustainability within the 

firm and managing the employees in a sustainable way is a concern of the entire firm, and 

not the HR-function exclusively. However, this orientation was not deemed as valuable 

for the employee-perceived Employer Attractiveness in this study. Same held for the last 

orientation of paradoxes, as the consultants did not express any feelings nor thoughts 

regarding this (i.e. not explicitly or implicitly). 
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5. Analysis 

 

This chapter presents an analysis and discussion which is based upon the comparison 

between the empirical findings and the existing literature outlined in the theoretical frame 

of reference. In structural terms this section is presented accordingly with the key values 

of Employer Attractiveness and the six orientations of Sustainable HRM, followed by a 

final section which address specifically how this study’ s findings answer the research 

question. 

 

 
 

Research question: 
How can Sustainable HRM contribute to Employer Attractiveness? 

 

 
 

Research purpose: 
“[…] to explore how the concept of Sustainable HRM is practiced within organizations and 

thereby potentially contributes to Employer Attractiveness within the professional context of 

consultancy. More specifically, the study aimed to investigate how Sustainable HRM was 

perceived by employees as attractive for their choice of staying at their current employer.” 

 

 

5.1 Contextualization of the Study 

The study’s exploratory approach provided important aspects of the context which need 

to be illustrated in order to support the full analysis. The progress of Sustainable HRM is 

considered as the result of a continuous evolution of HRM which reflects upon the context 

of which it is situated within (Freitas, 2011, p. 226). Context, which often is referred to 

the environment or situation (Dey, 2001, p. 5), was in this research’s findings identified 

as one of the key elements for understanding the conditions of Sustainable HRM’s 

contribution to Employer Attractiveness.  

 

 
Figure 8. Illustration of Study's Context. 

 

First, it needs to be noted that the firms situated in the context of this study had attitudes 

directed at providing a likeable employment experience, and therefore showed a strong 

presence of Sustainable HRM within the working environment. Second, the employee 
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perspective of this study was profession-bound to consultancy whereby the specific needs 

and preferences from this category of knowledge-workers should be acknowledged as an 

importantly influential factor for this study. These two contexts together frame the basis 

of this study’s analysis, which is illustrated in Figure 8. 

 

5.1.1 Presence of Sustainable HRM 

As the empirical findings has illustrated, the studied firms were all featured with attitudes 

towards prioritizing their employees’ well-being. An open-minded organizational culture 

that generated trustful and mutual social-exchange relationships between employers and 

managers was concerned as highly important, since it allowed having a ‘nice’, 

‘welcoming’ and ‘accepting’ working environment. The need of maintaining the current 

attractive organizational culture and environment during current and future potential 

business growth was deemed as important for keeping the employees satisfied. This 

exemplifies how these firms may encounter tensions related to the present-future-paradox 

as earlier addressed by Ehnert (2013, p. 264), given that the long-term financial objective 

of the firm may compromise social elements perceived as valuable in the present state of 

the firm.  

 

From the empirical findings, it was evident that the employee-centered attitude of the 

organizations was a result of acknowledging the crucial value of retaining the employees 

for the organization’s survivability and sustained competitive advantage, similar to the 

strategic approach to HRM presented by Kramar (2014). The sustainability aspect of 

creating a work context of which reproduces rather than consumes the employees over 

time was found as vital by the studied firms. Altogether, this compiled with Ehnert’s 

(2006) and Katz & Kahn (1987) theory of organizations as an open system that are 

dependent upon their human resource and therefore must ensure an ability of sustaining 

the HR base by coping with external and internal influences.  

 

The concept of Sustainable HRM was and had never been explicitly used or labeled by 

any of the respondents. However, practices related to Sustainable HRM was widely 

discussed and practically experienced in all of the studied firms. It has been argued that 

difficulties derived from not sharing the same view of sustainability can interfere with 

how successfully sustainability is implemented (Ehnert, 2009a, p. 422). The findings 

exhibited that, despite the divergent understandings and weak definitions of what 

Sustainable HRM is, a majority of core elements of Sustainable HRM was being 

effectively implemented. For instance, work-life balance, flexibility, competency 

development, supporting employee well-being and health were being exercised at the 

firms due to their employee-centered priorities. This is an important acknowledgement in 

the context of this study as it illustrates and motivates the studied firms as relevant and 

representative of Sustainable HRM. 

 
As illustrated in the theoretical frame of references in this study, there are multiple 

motives which explains why organizations engage within Sustainable HRM. According 

to Ehnert (2009b, p. 214) attracting talent and being recognized as an employer of choice 

is one of the main reasons for connecting sustainability with HRM. Since the respondents’ 

organization’s operates within industries by which competitive advantages mainly lies 

within the skills and competencies of the consultants, a connection between Sustainable 

HRM and the objective of being perceived as an attractive employer was identified. Other 

objectives such as maintaining a healthy and productive workforce, investing into skills 

of the current workforce, creating sustained employment relationships were also of high 
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importance, however, were identified as underlying objectives that enables Employer 

Attractiveness and encouraged retainment of valuable employees. Thus, the findings of 

this conducted study implied that Sustainable HRM were considered as an integrated part 

of the whole organization, rather that restricted to the responsibility of the HR-

department. 

 

5.1.2 Social Identity of Consultants 

Knowledge-workers such as consultants within the current societal and corporate context 

are exposed to the tremendous and fast-moving changes fueled by increasing market 

competition, globalization and technological innovations that are challenging and 

transforming the nature of work (Eichhorst, 2017, p. 1-2; Loretto & Kowalski, 2017, p. 

2233; Tarique & Schuler, 2010, p. 122). On the other hand, this study’s empirical data 

also presented the positive effects perceived from the consultants working context such 

as flexible and independent work, implying a perceived duality of the respondent’s social 

realities. The empirical findings identified the social identity of the consultants explained 

how and why the consultants perceived Employer Attractiveness. This relates to the 

individual preferences that may determine what factors that increase or decrease the level 

of perceived Employer Attractiveness. These findings strongly complied with earlier 

research, relating Employer Attractiveness to social identity theory (App et al., 2012; 

Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Backhaus, 2002), thus specifically illustrates this ratio in the 

cohesion of consultancy. 

 
The empirical findings illustrated that the consultant employees to a great extent value 

their individual goals and preferences in their choice of employer. Throughout the 

findings, emphasis was found on personal characteristics and values that complied well 

with the characteristics of consultancy work at the current employer. This included for 

example a preference of a continuously changing environment, challenging work and 

independence. Furthermore, in the empirical findings, the choice of employer was often 

based on preferences regarding type of projects, firm sizes and competence reproduction 

opportunities. It was being explained as important factors for the employees to thrive and 

thereby stay with their employer. Such aspects were also being related to a successful 

firm, which also was identified as an important factor for the perceived Employer 

Attractiveness. Since the consultants was driven and motivated by personal success, they 

valued employment with an employer who complied with this, as it has also been found 

by earlier research (Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 13, Lis, 2012, p. 280). In accordance with 

App et al. (2012) and Backhaus (2002) organization’s performance within aspects 

considered important for the individual were heavily influential toward the perceived 

Employer Attractiveness. To belong with a successful and high-status organization was 

identified as essential in the empirical findings. 

 
Furthermore, the empirical findings did not comply with earlier studies (e.g. Turban & 

Greening, 2000) positioning organizational values as an important influence toward 

perceived Employer Attractiveness. Instead, a social belonging was more highly valued, 

as it has been described by Tajfel (1982). Employer Attractiveness was being strongly 

related to organizational culture, companionship and colleagues. In the empirical 

findings, this aspect was identified through both explicit statements but also through an 

extensive use of the term “we”. This was also extended to managerial relationships and 

interactions, and a distinct difference were being drawn by the employer organization and 

client organizations, where the loyalty and belongingness was decided to the employer. 
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5.2 Independent Employer Attractiveness Factors 

In order to examine the contribution of Sustainable HRM, the factors promoting 

Employer Attractiveness first need to be identified independently in order to then relate 

them to Sustainable HRM. Employer Attractiveness has earlier been researched from the 

perspective of coherence between the employee’s and the organization’s values or from 

the perspective of organizational attributes and organizational image as determinants 

(Backhaus, 2002, p. 292-293). However, one does not entirely exclude the other, which 

calls for a more open evaluation of Employer Attractiveness factors. The empirical 

findings of this study have, independently from the perspective of Sustainable HRM, 

provided a great amount of insights on Employer Attractiveness which both complies 

with and extend the aspects identified by Berthon et al. (2005). Figure 9 illustrates the 

process of this part of the analysis, which originates from the stated definition of 

Employer Attractiveness: 

 
“A perception by current employees that their employer is fulfilling the necessary aspects of 

the employment experience to a sufficient extent that establishes the employees’ preference 

of staying within the organization before leaving.” (Definition adopted and modified from 

Backhaus (2016, p. 193) and Lis (2012, p. 287).) 

 

 

 
Figure 9. Abstraction Process Related to Employer Attractiveness. 

Source: Generic Categories and Main Categories Adopted and Modified from Berthon et al. (2005). 

Note: Subcategories Represents Empirical Findings. 

 

5.2.1 Social Value 

Aligning with Berthon et al. (2005, p. 159) who found a relationship between the level of 

Employer Attractiveness and an employment’s perceived social value, the empirical 
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findings of this study found a similar connection. Related to the first area of social value, 

namely the working environment, the findings position this as an important factor when 

reviewing Employer Attractiveness. This was related to social activities, collegial 

relationships and a familiar experience. The second area of concern, relationships, was 

also appearing in the empirical findings as being of importance for Employer 

Attractiveness. The findings illustrated how this was displayed through companionable 

and prestige less interactions with both managers and between consultants. The findings 

indicate that consultants’ values to be able to confront their leaders and bring up concerns, 

without being reminded of hierarchical structures. This open atmosphere was also 

preferred to permeate the interactions between colleagues, where an attractive 

employment should be characterized by geniality and a helping mentality rather than hard 

competition between consultants. Colleagues were a distinct motivation factor for 

retention at an employer. The social interactions were also related to organizational 

culture throughout the empirical findings. It was stated that a maintenance of the current 

organizational culture was essential for the perception of Employer Attractiveness. The 

findings related this to a sense of acceptance and belonging through a strong feeling of 

commitment and identity with the employer and firm. Whilst it was considered as highly 

important by some, it was also stated as less important to strongly identify with the firm 

by others. This was explained through the notion that acceptance and belonging, which 

was considered important, was not related to the level of a conscious organizational 

identity.  

 

5.2.2 Development Value 

Employer Attractiveness has also been found to be affected by the factor of development 

value (Berthon et al., 2005, p. 162). The importance of being provided with personal 

enhancement through the employment were strongly acknowledged as influential for 

Employer Attractiveness in the empirical findings. This was brought up in terms of 

consultants being able to keep their skills and competencies up-to-date and consultants 

being motivated by the ability to manage various assignment as a result of continuous 

development. This also corresponds with Carleton (2011, p. 459) who stated that 

continuous learning and innovation is one of the characteristics that contributes to the 

competitive advantage of knowledge workers. The findings also exhibited that this 

development, as contributory with Employer Attractiveness needed to be provided in the 

consultant’s every day work, for example through challenging projects and interactions 

with colleagues. The findings characterized interesting and challenging projects as an 

important factor for Employer Attractiveness, and the reason behind this was its 

contribution to consultant’s development. Furthermore, the empirical findings found a 

connection between Employer Attractiveness and consultant’s personal view upon the 

firm, which was affected by external stakeholders, for example clients who explicitly was 

paying attention to the firm’s organizational culture and quality deliverance. The feelings 

of pride and status related to the employer contributed to the consultant’s preference of 

staying with the employer. This created a stronger commitment with the employer, since 

the consultant felt that one’s own contribution to the firm upheld this image and 

reputation, which also created a conception that the current employer was rather unique 

and that something likewise would be hard to find. Lastly, contradicting Berthon et al., 

(2005, p. 163), recognition from management were not deemed as important for 

employees’ perception of Employer Attractiveness in the empirical findings of this study. 
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5.2.3 Application Value 

Berthon et al., (2005, p. 162) found an evident relationship between Employer 

Attractiveness and the factor application value, which was not as strongly apparent in this 

study’s findings. While the aspects of the organization being customer-based and the 

opportunity to teach from others were presented as important for the perceived Employer 

Attractiveness of an employer, the opportunity to apply knowledge at a higher level and 

the firm’s actions to support the society were not. The latter aspects were not brought up 

by the respondents, however this also indicates that they lack in their importance. The 

opportunity to teach others was distinguishable in the findings throughout an explicit 

preference of being able to learn from colleagues. The findings also presented that the 

organization’s customer-orientation were of importance for the Employer Attractiveness. 

It was shown that interesting clients were of importance, not least because this enabled 

interesting projects. To cater the openings and opportunities from these client’s it was 

highlighted that the client’s demands and wishes should be met as extensively as possible.  

 

5.2.4 Interest Value 

The relationship between Employer Attractiveness has been related to several dimensions 

of interest value (Berthon et al., 2005, p. 159) from which to some extent complies with 

the findings in this study. The relevance of high-quality products and services was 

strongly related to the feeling of professionality and quality at the firm, which has already 

been analyzed in relation to its relevance for Employer Attractiveness in terms of the 

employees’ view of the firm. Hence, most evident for the importance of Employer 

Attractiveness was the employer’s willingness to make use of employees’ opinions and 

ideas. This was for example related to the employee’s wish to influence the vision and 

objectives of the firm. Furthermore, the employer’s confidence in the employees was 

acknowledged as important for Employer Attractiveness from the perspective of trust, 

whereby the employee had a need to experience trust from the employer’s management. 

This was exemplified through the possibility for consultants to structure their own work 

and overall influence one’s working situation. The empirical findings strongly related this 

aspect to a sense of freedom. In accordance with Carleton (2011, p. 461), this implies that 

the employer should provide the consultants with conditions for them to perform but leave 

the methods and structures to the consultants. 

 
An exciting environment was not related to Employer Attractiveness in a clear way 

through the empirical findings. However, as it has been presented, challenging 

assignments and a knowledge reproducing environment was brought up as important 

aspects for Employer Attractiveness, which can be considered as characteristics of an 

exciting environment. Lastly, innovative characteristics of the employer was not strongly 

related to Employer Attractiveness, nonetheless as it has been presented, the empirical 

findings identified capability reproduction and a continuous developing firm as of 

importance, which indirectly can be related to an innovative attitude from the employer. 

 

5.2.5 Economic Value 

As it has been stated by Berthon et al. (2005, p. 162), employees’ perception of Employer 

Attractiveness is affected by the perceived economic value, which was contradicted in 

this study. In terms of financial compensations from work, salary was acknowledged as 

of importance for the level of perceived Employer Attractiveness, however, other factors, 

such as social value was emphasized as being of more importance. The evidenced 

relevance of the salary, thereby only extend to being at an acceptable level, meaning that 

as long as it is not under a reasonable level, it will not affect the level of Employer 
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Attractiveness. This complies with Carleton’s (2011, p. 465) statement that knowledge 

workers are motivated to retain employed by other factors than money alone. The 

empirical findings also found that other types of financial compensations were not as 

important for the state of Employer Attractiveness as many strategic leaders thought. 

Consultants appreciated economic compensation packages, but it was not highlighted as 

determining for Employer Attractiveness. Another economic value presented in the 

empirical findings was the security provided through the employment. As a consultant, it 

may be tempting to leave one’s employer and start one’s own business. The findings 

illustrated that the security concerning employment, a continuous salary and a lower level 

of responsibility was contributing to the preference of being employed, however, this 

could be accounted for by any employer, thereby making it hard to relate fully to 

Employer Attractiveness in terms of retention at a firm. Related to promotion 

opportunities, in terms of Employer Attractiveness, the empirical findings identified the 

consultant’s own development as being of importance rather than career enhancement. 
 

5.3 Sustainable HRM-related Employer Attractiveness Factors 

Sustainable HRM has been stated to be a strategic perspective to manage employment 

relationships (Ehnert, 2013, p. 259). This is not a one-way process, but a two-way process, 

including both managers and employees. When assessing Sustainable HRM’s 

contribution to Employer Attractiveness, this calls for the need to also include employees’ 

valuation of Sustainable HRM strategies, which was the purpose of this study. An 

assortment of the sustainable HRM activities presented by Ehnert (2009b, p. 211-212, 

218-220 & 225-226) and illustrated in the theoretical frame of reference of this study has 

been acknowledged in the empirical findings as being influential on the employees’ 

perception of Employer Attractiveness. These will be exemplified below as they serve as 

indicators for Sustainable HRM’s contribution to Employer Attractiveness. The 

connection between presented Employer Attractiveness factors and Sustainable HRM is 

based on the factor’s compliance with the integrative view (see Figure 10). It should be 

acknowledged already, that the multiple-bottom lines-orientation and paradox-

orientation, not was not being valued as influential for Employer Attractiveness in the 

empirical findings, these will thereby not be further discussed. 

 

5.3.1 Long-Term-Orientation 

Related to the long-term-oriented segment of the integrative view and Sustainable HRM, 

from a strategic perspective it has been related to strategies and practices directed at 

allowance of short-term sacrifices for the good of the future (Ehnert, 2013, p. 259, 261). 

From an employee perspective, the empirical findings found two factors related to a long-

term perspective that was of importance for the perceived Employer Attractiveness. The 

first one indicated a high requirement from the employees to experience a consequent 

consistency within their firm, which also complies with Moroko & Uncles (2008, p. 160). 

This concerned the firm’s current vision and objectives, which the employees considered 

to be of high importance for their perception of the employer’s current Employer 

Attractiveness. Thus, a changed direction of the firm would most probably negatively 

affect the Employer Attractiveness. The second factor identified in the empirical findings 

was the employees’ preference of working with an employer, who seriously considered 

its employees’ health important. This was extended to not just comprehend the attitude of 

the management, but also concrete actions and arrangements that supported the health of 

the employees. 
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Figure 10. Abstraction Process Related to Sustainable HRM. 

Source: Generic Categories and Main Categories Adopted and Modified from Ehnert et al. (2013). 

Note: Subcategories Represents Empirical Findings. 

 

5.3.2 Impact-Orientation 

It has also been stated within the integrative view and Sustainable HRM, that strategies 

to avoid negative impacts from work on the employees are of importance (Ehnert, 2013, 

p. 259, 261). The relevance of this also appear in the empirical findings of this study. In 

accordance with the empirical findings, this should be explicitly related to the 

management’s attitude toward the employees’ health and well-being, which already has 

been stated to be highly intertwined with Employer Attractiveness. Extended within the 

perspective of the impact-orientation, this was interconnected with the leadership and 

provision of stress management techniques. The empirical findings did position the 

managers as key persons when controlling impacts from work. It was shown in the 

empirical findings that the management of the firm, and their creation of relationships 

across the hierarchical levels were strongly influential of the perceived Employer 

Attractiveness. However, it was also stated that employees should take part in this by 

facilitating and communicating with their superiors. The employees’ own responsibility 

in limiting the impacts from work was also raised as a managerial responsibility through 

the empirical findings. It was considered the managers’ responsibility to provide the 

employees with tools, methods and techniques to manage for example, stress. The 
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empirical findings showed that when the employees’ feel well, it will also create a more 

enjoyable working experience and thereby also improve the Employer Attractiveness. 

 

5.3.3 Substance-Orientation 

The substance and self-sustaining orientation within the integrative view of Sustainable 

HRM consider proactive strategies to improve workplace quality as strategically 

important for managing employment relationships (Ehnert, 2013, p. 259, 261-262). For 

this, the empirical findings provided a majority of insights and concrete examples of how 

this is related to the employees’ perception of Employer Attractiveness. Factors of 

importance that was shown by the empirical findings covered working hours structures, 

level of freedom, the opportunity to influence, capability reproduction and the presence 

of challenges through work. 
 
Regarding working hour structure, the empirical findings show a high preference from 

the employees to be able to plan their own work and not being forced to overtime. This 

encompasses flexible working time, which enables the employees to adjust their working 

time as it suits their personal life. However, in order for this structure to contribute to a 

higher level of Employer Attractiveness, it should be provided with guidelines and 

restrictions, regarding for example limited hours for email responses, as it otherwise may 

create a risk of stress and occupational illness. The work time structure was also closely 

related to the employees’ experience of freedom, which also included that the employees 

preferred to structure their working performance independently. The level of freedom was 

heavily emphasized as determinant for the perceived Employer Attractiveness for the 

employees’ current employer. In the empirical findings, freedom was also related to a 

sense of trust and empowerment from the employer. This was further related to the 

employees’ aim to influence their firm, both in terms of their own working situation, 

which has been exemplified above, but also in terms of the firm’s vision and objectives. 

The empirical finding found that within small- and medium sized consultancy firms, 

where the number of employees is proportionately low, Employer Attractiveness is 

strongly connected to the employees’ possibility to influence and co-create the business. 

Thereby, the firm’s characteristics in terms of size, also is of some relevance for the 

Employer Attractiveness. 
 
Furthermore, within the substance-orientation, the empirical findings of this study 

identified capability reproduction as one of the main influences on Employer 

Attractiveness. This was being related to the aspects of how consultant’s knowledge is 

both the employees’ and the firm’s main resource. Thereby, from an employee 

perspective, the opportunity to update and develop their knowledge and skills were seen 

as essential for them to survive at the consultancy market over time. In turn, this also 

complies with Kramar’s (2014) findings that firms see capability reproduction as a way 

for firms to ensure both positive social and economic outcomes. Furthermore, for the 

employees this was also connected with a strong, personal preference of continuous 

personal development. Capability reproduction were onwards related to the 

characteristics of the work in terms of the need for the work to be enough challenging to 

enable capability reproduction. This was related to the characteristics of the assignments 

and a variety of projects. In the empirical findings, this aspect was also illustrated to be a 

spiral process, where challenging projects would develop knowledge, and new 

knowledge would facilitate the possibility to take on new types of projects.  
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5.3.4 Partnership-Orientation 

Within the partnership-orientation, there is a stated importance of a mutual exchange 

relationship (Ehnert, 2013, p. 259-260). Furthermore, it has been stated to be strategically 

important with reproduction of for example loyalty and identity (Ehnert, 2013, p. 262). 

The empirical findings raise three aspects connected with this; organizational culture, 

pride and compensation. 

 
The organizational culture in terms of the social atmosphere, collegial relationships and 

non-hierarchical interactions were strongly related to the employees’ perception of their 

employer’s Employer Attractiveness. It was stated to be of high importance that one 

experienced the social working environment as friendly, including and helping. 

Furthermore, the managers were expected to actively work to sustain this culture through 

the recruitment process and through social arrangements such as firm meeting and social 

activities. A positive experience of the organizational culture was further contributing to 

the perceived level of Employer Attractiveness through the admiration from external 

people. This contributed to the employees’ feelings of being well-treated and motivated 

to stay with their current employer. The empirical findings also showed that the external 

admiration may include the firm’s quality and deliverance, which contributes to the 

feeling of pride in relation to the consultant’s employer. 
 
The aspects of compensation were raised in the empirical findings as being of some 

importance for the employees’ perception of Employer Attractiveness. However, it 

should be acknowledged that other factors were emphasized as being of more importance, 

while economical contributions were considered to be a second prioritization, yet not 

totally irrelevant. In terms of its contribution to Employer Attractiveness, the connection 

encompassed that as long as economical compensations are not inappropriately low or 

below average, then the level of perceived Employer Attractiveness will be unaffected, 

but if they are, then this will negatively affect the level of perceived Employer 

Attractiveness. Types of economical rewards that was appearing in the empirical findings 

was for example salary, bonus systems and compensation for physical- or health 

activities. The latter can be regarded as a non-financial reward, since the purpose of it is 

rather physical than economic. Another example of a non-financial reward that were 

appearing in the empirical findings were vacation. However, the empirical findings also 

determined that a range of different types or rewards were considered as most attractive, 

since different employees has different preferences. 

 

5.4 Sustainable HRM’s contribution to Employer Attractiveness 

Relating the identified factors of relevance for employee-perceived Employer 

Attractiveness, the relation to Sustainable HRM dimensions becomes clear. As illustrated 

in Figure 11, the values explaining Employer Attractiveness can be translated into the 

dimensions of Sustainable HRM. Social Value is related to the Long-Term-Orientation 

due to its closely relation to a continuous health-promoting work environment. 

Furthermore, Social Value appear related to the Partnership-Orientation since this 

emphasizes the characteristics of the organizational culture. Development value relates 

both to the Substance-Orientation in terms of capability reproduction and to the 

Partnership-Orientation in terms of the employees’ pride from the employment at the 

specific firm. Application value also relates to capability reproduction within the 

Substance-Orientation, a connection further emphasized through the demand for a  
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Figure 11. Employer Attractiveness Related to Sustainable HRM. 

 

characteristically challenging work. Interest value include managerial attitudes and 

thereby relates to the Impact-Orientation. Furthermore, Interest Value also concerns the 

employees’ pride related to the firm which implicates an additional connection with the 

Partnership-Orientation. Lastly, Economic Value, which concerns compensations are 

related to the resource exchange-perspective within the Partnership-Orientation. 

 

Based upon the previous sections of the analysis, a conceptual model has been created in 

order to illustrate Sustainable HRM’s contribution to Employer Attractiveness (see 

Figure 12). From this model, three insights from the empirical findings are presented. 

Firstly, the contextual factor of the firm’s attitude towards its employees promotes the 

conditions for whether Sustainable HRM will be implemented and to which degree. 

Secondly, four dimensions of Sustainable HRM (i.e. long-term-orientation, impact-

orientation, substance-orientation and partnership-orientation) provides a contribution 

towards a higher level of employee-perceived Employer Attractiveness. Thirdly, the 

factors related to a higher employee-perceived level of Employer Attractiveness is 

dependent upon the contextual factor of employees’ values and preferences related to the 

employee’s social identity. From the perspective of this study’s purpose, the empirical 

findings have shown that Sustainable HRM can contribute to Employer Attractiveness. 

 

 
Figure 12. Conceptual Model of Sustainable HRM's Contribution to Employer Attractiveness. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

This chapter conclude the study by first discussing to what extent the research question 

has been met and how the research question was answered. Second, important findings 

will be highlighted followed by a representation of the practical, theoretical and societal 

contributions and implications. Furthermore, the limitations of this study and suggestions 

for future research will be provided. Lastly, the quality of this study will be assessed. 

 

 

6.1 General conclusion 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate and create an understanding of 

how Sustainable HRM is practiced and how it contributes to employee-perceived 

Employer Attractiveness and overall employee retainment. The methodological choices 

of undertaking an inductive approach including semi-structured interviews with 

respondents active within the consultancy industry endorsed the collection and 

representation of the empirical findings. In turn, the findings created the base of which 

the analysis was built upon alongside with scrutinizing existing research, all in order to 

answer the study’s research question: 

 

 

How can Sustainable HRM contribute to Employer Attractiveness? 

 

 

The theoretical frame of reference established that the two key concepts Sustainable HRM 

and Employer Attractiveness separately and combined are topics in need for further 

theoretical and practical exploration. Sustainable HRM has been described as a new 

approach to HRM by scholars, by which Employer Attractiveness serves as one of the 

primary reasons for linking sustainability with HRM. This study has identified several 

interesting findings valuable for explaining Sustainable HRM’s contribution to Employer 

Attractiveness. To illustrate the key findings of this study, a conceptual model has been 

established (see Figure 11). Sustainable HRM was found to as context-bound, which in 

this study proved that the firm’s attitude towards Sustainable HRM and its related 

activities cultivates the conditions of how it is being practiced and to which degree it is 

being implemented and strategized. An underlying feature of this refers to leadership, as 

it was found that the leaders has the primary responsibility of supervising and integrating 

Sustainable HRM within the organizational culture and overall mindset, both strategically 

and through everyday practices. It was also deemed, related to Employer Attractiveness, 

that the employees’ social identities, in terms of their personal values and preferences, 

formed a contextual condition for what the employees determined as important for their 

choice of employer. Furthermore, this study concluded that Sustainable HRM activities 

related to the long-term-oriented, impact-oriented, substance-oriented and partnership-

oriented dimensions particularly contributes to employee-perceived Employer 

Attractiveness. This was due to the identified connections between these four dimensions 

and the five key values of application, development, economic, interest and social which 

was used when assessing Employer Attractiveness. The following list consists of the 

primary Sustainable HRM activities that was found important for employee retainment 

within the consultancy context: 
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• Promoting long-term employee-health and a healthy work environment  

o Long-Term-Orientation & Social Value 

• Foster a trustful and caring organizational culture  

o Partnership-Orientation & Social Value 

• Offering competency development, flexibility and challenging work 

o Substance-Orientation & Development Value & Application Value 

• Feeling pride of being employed by a recognized firm 

o Partnership-Orientation & Development Value & Interest Value 

• Caring and open-minded managerial attitude 

o Impact-Orientation & Interest Value 

• Offering an attractive resource-exchange (financial-& non-financial) 

o Partnership-Orientation & Economic Value 

 

In conclusion, this study identified several ways in which Sustainable HRM contributes 

to Employer Attractiveness. It also sheds light on how certain activities related to 

Sustainable HRM aided the on-going process of continuously managing and offering an 

attractive employee experience for the consultants. More importantly, this study also 

showed that Sustainable HRM can be interpreted as more holistic approach to HRM and 

people management and that the concept practical applicability can be differ depending 

on the context itself. 
 

6.2 Theoretical Implications 

As explained earlier in the methodological chapter under the section of research logic, 

this study did not intend to test or revise any theory nor develop its own due to its practical 

orientation. Instead, this study has made a humble attempt of introducing a way of 

merging the two concepts Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness by utilizing 

elements of the integrative perspective and social identity theory to explain a social 

phenomenon. To enable this understanding, this study has first illustrated how the 

concepts of Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness can be understood separately. 

Figure 4 illustrates how Sustainable HRM can be recognized as an integrative and more 

narrow part of corporate sustainability and corporate social sustainability, that is focuses 

on the social, economic and ecological outcomes effecting the HR-system and 

individuals. Employer Attractiveness is demonstrated in Figure 5 as being a concept 

consisting of both organizational activities, deliverance and verification. Foremost, this 

study has established a conceptual model that explains in theoretical terms how 

Sustainable HRM contributes to Employer Attractiveness, and how the context itself may 

restrain or support this process. Given the limited attempts of unifying these two concepts 

as an overlap between HRM and marketing (App et al., 2012; App & Büttgen, 2016; Lis, 

2012), this study further contributes by acknowledging the existence of this research field 

in addition with promoting the theoretical importance of future explorations for 

Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness respectively. Comparatively with 

existing research undertaking a managerial perspective, this study differs and contributes 

to a large extent to the existing knowledge by examining the problem background from 

an employee- perspective. Lastly, this study also contributes specifically to the field of 

Employer Attractiveness, by investigating the topic from a qualitative perspective unlike 

previous quantitative studies. 
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6.3 Practical Implications 

Given that this study collected empirical findings from respondents belonging to 

organizations that are acknowledged for their Employer Attractiveness, this study has 

encountered multiple organizational activities related to Sustainable HRM of which are 

valuable for perceived Employer Attractiveness. This study creates an understanding that 

the centralization of business strategies and practices around firms’ employees’ well-

being and regeneration is crucial for employee retainment over time and in extension also 

the competitiveness and performance of knowledge-based firms. Foremost, the findings 

of this study highlight that Sustainable HRM should be viewed as a more extensive form 

of management and leadership comparatively, opposing the traditional view of HR as a 

separate function. This study also facilitates an understanding of which Sustainability 

within HRM is a shared practice between employers and employees. Although, it should 

be concerned as a main responsibility of the management by which the leader’s ability of 

enforcing and integrating social responsibility and overall organizational culture also 

translates into the perceived Employer Attractiveness by employees. However, it should 

be noted that these practical contributions and recommendations may not be applicable 

for all sizes and structures of organizations, as smaller firms may lack of resources and 

larger corporations may have hierarchical structures and in turn more distanced working 

relationships. 

 

6.4 Societal Implications 

The societal implications of this study relate to a large extent to the changing nature of 

work in which modern business environments encounters rapid and dynamic changes due 

to macro-environmental factors such as globalization and digitalization (see section 2.5). 

This study provides valuable insights of how knowledge-based firms within consultancy 

successfully manage HR-related issues in a sustainable way and in turn generates into 

perceived Employer Attractiveness. As knowledge-intensive work is increasingly 

expanding within markets (Eichhorst, 2017, p. 6; Malik & Kaur, 2017, p. 15) this study 

contributes by addressing the importance of supporting the working conditions of firms 

and societies key stakeholders, namely the humans. This study further amplifies the 

importance of viewing HRM as an important part to consider within the social dimension 

of sustainability. In accordance with the Brundtland Commission’s definition of 

sustainability and sustainable development, this study addresses employer’s social 

responsibilities of taking care of their employees of today and in the future. Given that 

work itself is a considerably large part of life, in which the line between work and leisure 

is due to technology increasingly is becoming unclear (Allvin et al., 2006), findings from 

this study acknowledges how Sustainable HRM can e.g. prevent occupational and mental 

illness caused by dysfunctional work life-balance by. In extension, employer’s failures of 

ensuring employee health and well-being may in turn become a costly burden for society 

as a whole.  

 

6.5 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research  

Reflecting upon the conducted research, the main limitations were deemed to be the scope 

and the generalizability of the study. The primary reason for this is due to the aim of the 

study, as it partially intended to investigate individual’s personal perception of Employer 

Attractiveness within Sustainable HRM. For instance, perceived attractiveness may differ 

from actual experienced attractiveness, which consequently might have interfered with 

the findings and analysis. Also, this study had a limited number of five consultants as 
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primary sources of the ‘employee perspective’, which can be considered as insufficient 

to apply the findings to a broader population. Moreover, the study was limited to 

collecting data from respondents belonging to organizations that are acknowledged or 

rewarded for their Employer Attractiveness, which potentially illustrated a skewed reality 

by minimizing the representation of tensions and paradoxes of which the majority of 

small-and medium sized companies encounter. By studying a diverse pool of 

organizations with and without such official recognitions, the study may have contributed 

with other valuable findings in which this study did not discover. In addition, a wider and 

more diversified pool of participants may address how the multiple-bottom-line 

orientation could potentially lead to Employer Attractiveness.  Lastly, the study 

investigated a social phenomenon at one point in time, however, could potentially capture 

other important insights by carrying out a longitudinal study which measures the 

respondents Employer Attractiveness over a longer period of time for various stages of 

the employee work lifecycle. 

 
Further, this study offers a wide range of future research topics intended to contribute to 

and extend the existing research field of Sustainable HRM. For instance, study could be 

repeated for larger organizations, or for a comparative study between organizations of 

different sizes to see whether the size factor influence the results. Industries other than 

consultancy could be researched, to see whether the Sustainable HRM components 

affecting Employer Attractiveness differs. Another interesting take-off would be to 

conduct the study for knowledge-based firms in another or multiple national-and cultural 

settings in order to determine if contextual factors such as culture influences 

Sustainability within HRM and the overall employee perception of it. This study is also 

relevant for quantitative research, as future research could concentrate on finding which 

Sustainable HRM activities that are valued the most for the perceived Employer 

Attractiveness. Through a quantitative study, a larger amount of data could be collected 

allowing for more generalizable findings. For further in-depth insights, a similar study to 

this could examine the relationship between the identified themes and subthemes to 

understand how these variables interact and influence each other.  

 

6.6 Quality Criteria 

In order to assess the quality and value of this study, the concept of quality criteria, also 

known as truth criteria, have been carefully utilized. The two main criteria considered by 

researchers for qualitative studies refers to trustworthiness and authenticity (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985), which both will be elaborated on in the following. 
 

6.6.1 Trustworthiness 

According to Lincoln & Guba (1985) trustworthiness involves credibility, transferability 

and confirmability. One of the requirements to consider in order to fulfill the credibility 

criterion, is that the research is based upon an extensive pool of previous research. This 

held true for the study, given the use of triangulation which involves the process of using 

multiple theories and sources of information (Bell et al, 2018, p. 365). More specifically, 

an exhaustive empirical research of Sustainable HRM and Employer Attractiveness was 

carried out respectively, assessing and utilizing multiple acknowledged theories and 

concepts, which the empirical findings derived upon. To add further strength to the 

empirical findings multiple interviews contributed with complementary insights to the 

established theoretical framework. Furthermore, Bryman and Bell (2015, p. 401) also 

refer credibility to as the rules of good practice and to ensure a correct interpretation of 
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the findings. With respect to this, all of the respondents participating in this study were 

informed that the interviews were recorded to enable a credible and truthful assessment 

and presentation of the findings and analysis. Also, both the researchers of this study were 

present during the interviews and processed the recordings and transcripts in an equal 

manner and frequency to complement each other’s pre-understandings and to ensure a 

credible selection of information. Therefore, the credibility criterion can be deemed as 

met. Transferability, also known as generalizability, is hard to achieve given the 

subjective nature of qualitative studies (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 402) and is recognized 

for this study as it is exploring personal feelings and experiences. However, since this 

study concerns perceived Employer Attractiveness within Sustainable HRM, it does not 

exclude the ability of transferring the findings of this study to another type of knowledge-

based industry similar to consultancy. Given this, transferability can be accounted for as 

high as it allows the study to be transferred to other industries dependent upon knowledge-

workers. To fulfill the criterion of dependability and to support the choices made 

throughout the research process, it requires clear argumentation and explanation for each 

undertaking (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 403). This also involves adopting a process of 

auditing (Bell et al., 2018, p. 365), which is demonstrated in this research by ensuring 

complete records of each research phase, alongside with providing in text the meaning 

and relevancy of included theories and concepts derived from the critical literature 

review. The supervisor has also acted as an external auditor of this research process and 

has therefore allowed for further support of meeting the dependability criterion. Last but 

not least, confirmability refers to the degree of objectivity within research process and in 

the collection and presentation of the findings (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 403). This has 

been a key concern during the research process, which was highlighted in the 

philosophical assumptions in the methodology chapter, and also complied with by 

ensuring that the researchers’ personal values did not interfere with any part of the 

research process. Therefore, confirmability was also deemed as high. 

 

6.6.2 Authenticity 

According to Bryman and Bell (2015, p. 403) authenticity and its underlying principles 

of fairness, ontological authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity and 

tactical authenticity are important factors to consider when assessing the impact of the 

study. A fair demonstration of various perspectives is required in order to meet the 

criterion of fairness within qualitative research (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 403). By 

including two groups of respondents, HR and consultants, by which the respondents had 

different educational and professional experiences it allowed for diverse pool of 

viewpoints. In addition, as this study concerned the employee perspective it incorporated 

both a direct employee viewpoint by the consultants but also an indirect viewpoint from 

the HR-respondents and their insights of the employee’s perceptions with regards to the 

covered topics. Moreover, the criterion of ontological authenticity is met when the study 

supports the participants understanding of their own social reality (Bryman & Bell, 2015, 

p. 403). This held true for this study, given that multiple respondents expressed 

Sustainable HRM as new way of reflecting upon their work-life situation and the overall 

issues related to social sustainability within the labor market. As a final argument for 

meeting the ontological authenticity, several of the respondents asked to receive the final 

establishment of the research report. Furthermore, educative authenticity concerns 

whether the study provided with any additional knowledge to the respondents in terms of 

understanding other organizational members (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 403). This 

criterion was met, as the HR-respondents were asked to reflect upon situations from the 

employees (consultants) perspective, whilst both groups of respondents also reflected 
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upon the roles and responsibilities of each respective group e.g. in terms of enabling 

sustainable HRM practices such as work-life balance. Moreover, the criterion of 

catalytical authenticity considers potential motivational factors which encouraging 

change (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 403). This study complies with this criterion as it 

promotes knowledge-based organizations of any size to integrate sustainable HRM with 

the incentives of not only safeguarding the well-being and regeneration of its human 

resources, but also to enhance competitive advantage in terms of increasing its perceived 

Employer Attractiveness. As of this the last criterion of tactical authenticity was also 

deemed as met, since it involves participators of the study to act upon the findings in the 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 403).  
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Appendix 1 – Interview Guides (English) 

 

Interview Guide for the HR-Respondents (English Version) 

Theme HR-Respondent Purpose 

Introduction 

▪ Brief introduction of the study and the authors. 

▪ Do you have any question before the interview starts? 

▪ Do you allow us to record the interview? 

▪ We would like to once again inform you that this study complies 

with Vetenskapsrådets ethical research principles. 

To prepare the 

respondent for the 

interview. 

Classification 

▪ Could you please tell us about yourself? 

▪ Please tell us about your professional background? 

▪ How long have you been employed by [Company name]? 

▪ What position do you have at [Company name] today? 

Please describe your role, tasks and responsibilities etc.  

▪ Could you please describe [Company name] as a company? 

To obtain an overview 

of the respondent’s 

previous and current 

professional work 

context. 

Long-Term-

Orientation 

▪ How do you experience that the [Company name] work in order to 

retain the employees in the long-run? 

▪ What are the main challenges that [Company name] encounter in 

terms of retaining the employees?  

Please give specific examples and elaborate on them. 

▪ What role do HR have in the retainment of employees at 

[Company name]? 

To capture the long-

term perspective of 

Sustainable HRM. 

Impact-

Orientation 

▪ What is the HR related goals and strategies based on? 

▪ How does the HR-function track and evaluate its work and its 

impact on [Company name]? 

To capture the impact 

perspective of 

Sustainable HRM. 

Substance-

Orientation 

  

▪ What do [Company name] do to take care of their employees? 

Please exemplify and develop.   

▪ In general, what requirements and expectations do [Company 

name] place on their employees? 

▪ What do [Company name] do to ensure that the right knowledge 

and competencies are possessed by the company over time?  

Please exemplify and develop.  

▪ What do [Company name] do to be perceived as an attractive 

employer? 

Please exemplify and develop.  

▪ Which financial and non-financial incentives are offered by 

[Company name]? 

To capture the 

substance perspective 

of Sustainable HRM. 

Partnership-

Orientation 

▪ What do [Company name] do to create a shared organizational 

identity? 

▪ What do [Company name] do to create loyalty towards the 

company amongst the employees? 

To capture the 

partnership perspective 

of Sustainable HRM. 

Multiple 

Bottom Line-

Orientation 

▪ What does ‘sustainability’ mean for HR? 

▪ How do [Company name] work in order to become a sustainable 

employer?  

To capture the multiple 

bottom line perspective 

of Sustainable HRM. 
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▪ What role do you believe that sustainability will have in terms of 

employer attractiveness in the future?  

Paradox-

Orientation 

▪ What challenges are there for [Company name] in order to work 

more sustainable regarding its personnel?  

▪ What opportunities are there for [Company name] in order to 

work more sustainable regarding its personnel?  

▪ What are the potential tensions within [Company name]’s 

personnel politics?  

To capture the paradox 

perspective of 

Sustainable HRM. 

Concluding 

▪ Are there any questions or areas that we have not covered that you 

would like to address? 

▪ Can we contact you if we need complementary information 

regarding any question?  

To ensure full interview 

coverage and potential 

additional data 

collection. 

 

 

Interview Guide for the Consultant-Respondents (English Version) 

Theme Consultant-Respondent Purpose 

Introduction 

▪ Brief introduction of the study and the authors. 

▪ Do you have any question before the interview starts? 

▪ Do you allow us to record the interview? 

▪ We would like to once again inform you that this study complies 

with Vetenskapsrådets ethical research principles. 

To prepare the 

respondent for the 

interview. 

Classification 

▪ Could you please tell us about yourself? 

▪ Please tell us about your professional background? 

▪ How long have you been employed by [Company name]? 

▪ What position do you have at [Company name] today? 

Please describe your role, tasks and responsibilities etc.   

▪ How do you personally experience your working situation given 

the role as a consultant?  

  

To obtain an overview 

of the respondent’s 

previous and current 

professional work 

context. 

Long-Term-

Orientation 

▪ How long do you [plan to] or [think] you will stay as an employee 

at [Company name]? 

▪ What would be required by [Company name] in order for you to 

stay [the given period of time] or, [longer]? 

▪ How do you experience that [Company name is working to retain 

their employees in the long-run?  

To capture the long-

term perspective of 

Sustainable HRM. 

Impact-

Orientation 

▪ What factors in your employment at [Company name] are the 

most important in order for you to stay at the company? 

Please exemplify and explain.  

▪ What would another employer have to offer in order for you to 

change employer?  

  

To capture the impact 

perspective of 

Sustainable HRM. 

Substance-

Orientation 

  

▪ How come that you are working at [Company name]? 

▪ What do you appreciate the most with your employment at 

[Company name]? 

To capture the 

substance perspective 

of Sustainable HRM. 
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▪ How you experience [Company name]’s work in terms of taking 

care of its employees? 

▪ Which financial and non-financial employee benefits are offered 

by the [Company name]? 

▪ Which of the employee benefits is most valuable for the 

retainment of your employment? 

▪ What do you experience that [Company name] does in order to be 

perceived as an attractive employer by its current employees? 

Partnership-

Orientation 

▪ In which way do you identify yourself with [Company name]? 

▪ Please describe the impact of which organizational identification 

have on your employment at [Company name]? 

▪ How do you experience [Company name]’s work of creating a 

shared organizational identity? 

To capture the 

partnership perspective 

of Sustainable HRM. 

Multiple 

Bottom Line-

Orientation 

▪ What does ‘sustainability’ mean to you? 

▪ How do you experience that [Company name] work in order to 

obtain sustainability within the work setting? 

▪ Please describe the impact of [Company name]’s sustainability 

work it has on your choice of continuing your employment at 

[Company name]? 

▪ What role do you believe sustainability will have in the future 

within the work setting in terms of employer attractiveness and 

employee retainment? 

▪ What is your experience regarding how sustainability within the 

work setting is discussed amongst the employees? 

To capture the multiple 

bottom line perspective 

of Sustainable HRM. 

Paradox-

orientation 

▪ What are the potential tensions that you experience within 

[Company name]’s personnel politics?  

▪ Please describe the impact of these tensions on your employment 

at [Company name]? 

To capture the paradox 

perspective of 

Sustainable HRM. 

Concluding 

▪ If you could imagine in realistic terms, how would you describe 

your dream employer of choice? 

▪ Are there any questions or areas that we have not covered that you 

would like to address? 

▪ Can we contact you if we need complementary information 

regarding any question?  

To ensure full interview 

coverage and potential 

additional data 

collection. 
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Appendix 2 – Interview Guides (Swedish) 

 

Interview Guide of HR-Respondents (Swedish Version) 

Tema HR-Deltagare Syfte 

Introduktion 

▪ Introduktion av studien och dess författare. 

▪ Har du några frågor innan intervjun påbörjas? 

▪ Tillåter du oss att spela in intervjun? 

▪ Vi vill återigen informera att denna studie följer 

Vetenskapsrådets forskningsetiska principer. 

Att förbereda 

deltagaren för 

intervjun. 

 

Klassificering 

▪ Kan du berätta om dig själv? 

▪ Hur ser din professionella bakgrund ut? 

▪ Hur länge har du varit anställd hos [Företagets namn]? 

▪ Vad har du för roll på företaget idag? 

Beskriv gärna ditt arbete, arbetsuppgifter, ansvarsområden etc.  

▪ Skulle du kunna berätta mer om [Företagets namn] som företag?  

Att få en helhetsbild av 

deltagarens tidigare och 

nuvarande 

professionella 

arbetskontext. 

 

Långtids-

orienterad 

▪ Hur upplever du att [Företagets namn] arbetar långsiktigt för att 

behålla de anställda? 

▪ Vilka är de främsta utmaningarna som [Företagets namn] 

upplever gällande att behålla anställda? 

Ge gärna specifika exempel och utveckla.  

▪ Vilken roll har HR i att få anställda att stanna kvar hos 

[Företagets namn]? 

Att få lång-

tidsperspektivet av 

Hållbart HRM . 

Påverknings-

orienterad 

▪ Vad baseras HR relaterade mål och strategier på? 

▪ Hur följer HR-funktionen upp sitt arbete och dess betydelse för 

[Företagets namn]? 

Att få 

påverkningsperspektivet 

av Hållbart HRM. 

Substans-

orienterad 

  

▪ Vad gör [Företagets namn] för att ta hand om sina anställda? 

Exemplifiera och utveckla.  

▪ Generellt, vilka krav och förväntningar ställer [Företagets namn] 

på sina anställda?  

▪ Vad gör [Företagets namn] för att säkerhetsställa att rätt kunskap 

och kompetens finns hos företaget över tid? 

Exemplifiera och utveckla. 

▪ Vad gör [Företagets namn] för att uppfattas som en attraktiv 

arbetsgivare? 

Exemplifiera och utveckla. 

▪ Vilka monetära och icke-monetära incitament erbjuder 

[Företagets namn]?  

Att få 

substansperspektivet av 

Hållbart HRM. 

Samverkans-

orienterad 

▪ Vad gör [Företagets namn] för att skapa en gemensam 

företagsidentitet?  

▪ Vad gör [Företagets namn] för att skapa en lojalitet mot företaget 

hos sina anställda? 

Att få samverkans-

perspektivet av Hållbart 

HRM. 

Hållbarhets-

orienterad 

▪ Vad innebär hållbarhet för HR? 

▪ Hur arbetar [Företagets namn] för att bli en mer hållbar 

arbetsgivare?  

Att få 

hållbarhetsperspektivet 

av Hållbart HRM. 
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▪ Vilken roll tror du att hållbarhet kommer att ha gällande 

attraktiva arbetsgivare i framtiden? 

Paradox-

orienterad 

▪ Vilka utmaningar finns det för [Företagets namn] att arbeta mer 

hållbart gällande sin personal?  

▪ Vilka möjligheter finns det för [Företagets namn] att arbeta mer 

hållbart gällande sin personal?  

▪ Vilka eventuella motsättningar/paradoxer finns inom [Företagets 

namn]s personalpolitik?  

Att få 

paradoxperspektivet av 

Hållbart HRM. 

Avslutning 

▪ Är det några frågor eller områden som vi inte har tagit upp som 

du skulle vilja lägga till? 

▪ Kan vi kontakta dig ifall vi behöver komplettering gällande 

någon fråga? 

Att säkerställa en 

omfattande intervju 

samt framtida 

möjligheter att samla 

ytterligare data. 

 

 

 

Interview Guide for the Consultant-Respondents (Swedish Version) 

Tema Konsult-Deltagare Syfte 

Introduktion 

▪ Introduktion av studien och dess författare. 

▪ Har du några frågor innan intervjun påbörjas? 

▪ Tillåter du oss att spela in intervjun? 

▪ Vi vill återigen informera att denna studie följer Vetenskapsrådets 

forskningsetiska principer. 

Att förbereda deltagaren 

för intervjun. 

 

Klassificering 

▪ Kan du berätta om dig själv? 

▪ Hur ser din professionella bakgrund ut? 

▪ Hur länge har du varit anställd hos [Företagets namn]? 

▪ Vad har du för roll på företaget idag? 

Beskriv gärna ditt arbete, arbetsuppgifter, ansvarsområden etc. 

▪ Hur upplever du personligen din arbetssituation i rollen som 

konsult? 

▪ Skulle du kunna berätta mer om [Företagets namn?] 

Att få en helhetsbild av 

deltagarens tidigare och 

nuvarande 

professionella 

arbetskontext. 

 

Långtids-

orienterad 

▪ Hur länge [planerar du] eller [tror du] att du kommer att stanna 

som anställd hos [Företagets namn]? 

▪ Vad skulle krävas av [Företagets namn] för att du skulle stanna 

[angiven period eller längre]? 

▪ Hur upplever du att [Företagets namn] arbetar långsiktigt för att 

behålla sina anställda? 

Att få lång-

tidsperspektivet av 

Hållbart HRM. 

Påverknings-

orienterad 

▪ Vilka faktorer i din anställning hos [Företagets namn] är viktigast 

för att du ska stanna hos företaget? 

Exemplifiera och förklara gärna.  

▪ Vad skulle en annan arbetsgivare behöva erbjuda för att du skulle 

byta arbetsgivare? 

Att få 

påverkningsperspektivet 

av Hållbart HRM. 
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Substans-

orienterad 

  

▪ Hur kommer det sig att du arbetar hos [Företagets namn]? 

▪ Vad uppskattar du mest med din anställning hos [Företagets 

namn]? 

▪ Hur upplever du att [Företagets namn] arbetar för att ta hand om 

sina anställda? 

▪ Vilka monetära och icke-monetära förmåner erbjuder [Företagets 

namn]?  

▪ Vilka förmåner har mest betydelse för din fortsatta anställning? 

▪ Vad upplever du att [Företagets namn] gör för att uppfattas som 

en attraktiv arbetsgivare av sina nuvarande anställda? 

Att få 

substansperspektivet av 

Hållbart HRM. 

Samverkans-

orienterad 

▪ På vilket sätt identifierar du dig med [Företagets namn]? 

▪ Vilken betydelse har detta har för din fortsatta anställning hos 

[Företagets namn]?  

▪ Hur upplever du att [Företagets namn] arbetar för att skapa en 

gemensam företagsidentitet? 

Att få samverkans-

perspektivet av Hållbart 

HRM. 

Hållbarhets-

orienterad 

▪ Vad innebär hållbarhet inom arbetslivet för dig? 

▪ Hur upplever du att [Företagets namn] arbetar för att uppnå en 

hållbarhet inom arbetslivet? 

▪ Vilken betydelse har [Företagets namn]s arbete med hållbarhet 

inom arbetslivet för din fortsatta anställning hos [Företagets 

namn]? 

▪ Vilken roll tror du att hållbarhet inom arbetslivet kommer att ha 

gällande attraktiva arbetsgivare i termer av att behålla personal i 

framtiden? 

▪ Vad är din upplevelse av hur hållbarhet inom arbetslivet 

diskuteras mellan arbetstagare? 

Att få 

hållbarhetsperspektivet 

av Hållbart HRM. 

Paradox-

orienterad 

▪ Vilka eventuella motsättningar upplever du inom [Företagets 

namn]s personalpolitik? 

▪ Beskriv vilken betydelse dessa eventuella motsättningar har för 

din fortsatta anställning hos [Företagets namn]? 

Att få 

paradoxperspektivet av 

Hållbart HRM. 

Avslutning 

▪ Om du får drömma, men ändå vara realistisk, hur skulle du då 

beskriva din drömarbetsgivare? 

▪ Är det några frågor eller områden som vi inte har tagit upp som 

du skulle vilja lägga till? 

▪ Kan vi kontakta dig ifall vi behöver komplettering gällande någon 

fråga? 

Att säkerställa en 

omfattande intervju 

samt framtida 

möjligheter att samla 

ytterligare data. 
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