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Abstract: A major contribution to humanity’s wellbeing is expected to be gained from the 

United Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda, which specifies 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals. The agenda is based on the triple bottom line (TBL) concept, where 

economic development cannot continue without social inclusion and environmental 

sustainability (Sachs, 2015). Since human resource development (HRD) is a relatively new 

concept, HRD journals call for more conceptual and theoretical papers to understand HRD 

further and appreciate its vital multidimensional role, especially in sustainable development. 

Although sustainability is becoming the most important aspect, the focus, so far, has been more 

on physical resource sustainability rather than human resource sustainability.  

According to a growing body of research evidence, many corporations are struggling to 

strategically incorporate sustainability in their business - with an increased interest in extending 

the focus from purely economic and ecological to include more social perspective (Kainzbauer 

& Rungruang, 2019). This trend sheds light on the importance of investigating the role of HRD 

in sustainability. Researchers, academics, practitioners, organisations, societies, governments, 

ecologists, and many other stakeholders are interested in learning more about these two fields 

of study and application.   

The aim of this study is to review some academic literature to identify the integral role of HRD 

in sustainability, to develop the TBL framework further to include and focus on the HRD 

dimension, and to test the relationship in future empirical research. A conceptual study is 

conducted based on state-of-the-art literature and is critically analyzed. Hence, several studies 

are selected mainly from the refereed journals in the field of human resources and 

sustainability. This paper is among the first to enhance one’s understanding of the HRD concept 

and appreciate its integrative role in the sustainability agenda through HRD multi-level 

incorporations. Today’s complex, sustainability-threatened world must be viewed in a more 

humanitarian perspective through the HRD lens.  
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Introduction 

Sustainable development (SD) has been an important global concern since 1980 (Emas, 2015; 

Klarin, 2018) and will continue to be in the foreseeable future. One can find partial SD in 

organizations, but not as comprehensive, or as effective as humanity aims. One of the reasons 

is that businesspeople do not care about SD as much as they care about productivity and profit-

making. According to shareholder theory, corporations’ priority and primary obligations are 

toward their shareholders’ wealth optimization and not ecological aspects (Valentin, 2015). To 

change profit-oriented mindset, other scholars have been trying to motivate corporations to 

look beyond profit maximization and start getting concerned with their moral and ethical values 

toward society and the environment (Khan, 2011; Mishra et al., 2013). 

However, this is easier said than done. Hence, one should talk the same language as that of 

profit-oriented minds; in other words, one needs to ask “what’s in it for me?” According to 

Coşkun Arslan and Kısacık (2017), enterprises that focus on profit objectives alone, while 

ignoring service to society, have a lower rate of success. Thus, SD becomes critical for the 

corporate’s own sustainability. “Corporate sustainability” is defined based on stakeholder and 

legitimacy theory. According to stakeholder theory, anyone who is either harmed or benefited 

from an enterprise’s activities and whose rights are either exploited or protected by the 

enterprise’s operations is defined as a stakeholder (Coşkun Arslan & Kısacık, 2017). As a 

convincing argument, corporations are encouraged to view the environment as one of its 

stakeholders; hence, they are compelled to care about their own employees, customers, 

suppliers, and the whole community (Valentin, 2015).  

The legitimacy theory posits that the enterprise is affiliated with society, and thus, its value 

system must conform to the society value system. Therefore, corporate operations are 

considered legitimate only when they adapt to and are accepted by society. Moreover, profit 

wise, companies must note that gaining customer trust and having good market reputation have 

increasingly depended on the company’s operational impacts on society, economy, and 

environment (Coşkun Arslan & Kısacık, 2017).  

Companies have been accused of insufficient typical, reactive responses against major 

ecological challenges like environmental degradation, global warming (Valentin, 2015), and 

the recent COVID-19 crisis. Many industries, such as tourism, hospitality, oil and gas, trade, 

manufacturing, and real estate, have suffered severely from lockdown (Olisah, 2020). It is not 

coincidental that the two major surviving industries (besides the technology industry) during 
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the COVID-19 pandemic have been medicine and education (Craig-Bourdin, 2020). The 

survival is attributed to the human capital—not the financial capital—that saved most 

industries even if they had to work virtually. Hence, for their own survival and sustained 

business, corporations need to care about the environment and people. One can claim that now, 

more than ever before, is the right time to take SD more seriously and urgently. 

Although sustainability is becoming on the top of priority in the world and humanity agenda, 

the focus has been more on physical resources sustainability rather than human resource 

sustainability. “A search of Google scholar finds 20,800 entries for the term ‘ecological 

sustainability,’ 53,000 for ‘environmental sustainability,’ 12,900 for ‘social sustainability,’ and 

569 for ‘human sustainability’ ” (Pfeffer, 2010, p. 4). Accordingly, the number of studies 

conducted for human sustainability is lesser than that for the other fields, particularly where 

one can find only 136 studies relating sustainability to human resource development (HRD). 

This gap in literature needs to be filled. 

1.1. Human Resource Development 

 

In the last decade, many expectations were placed on corporations and governments to focus 

on social, environmental, and economic goals while maintaining high profitability (Matten & 

Moon, 2008; Garavan & McGuire, 2010). Organizations are expected to undertake different 

roles beyond the scope of profit-making, such as adapting green work practices; calling for 

human rights, climate change, and environmental protection; eliminating illiteracy; supporting 

education; and ensuring organizational involvement in the development of the community 

(Davies & Crane, 2010). It is only recently that attention got directed toward HRD, which plays 

a role in helping organizations achieve societal, environmental, and economic goals. HRD has 

emerged from within two distinct traditions: one that is functionalist and emphasizes 

performance, and the other that emphasizes human learning and development. Therefore, HRD 

encourages organizations to implement activities that encourage both the abovementioned 

objectives (Garavan & McGuire, 2010).  

HRD is an emerging field of practice and research, which is concerned with the human side of 

the organization. It focuses on what concerns the career and organizational development of the 

employees (Kola-Olusanya, 2013). Many scholars have proposed different definitions of HRD. 

For example, McLean and McLean (2001) defined it as “any process or activity that, either 

initially or over the long term, has the potential to develop adults’ work-based knowledge, 
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expertise, productivity, and satisfaction for the benefit of the community, nation, or ultimately 

the whole of humanity” (p.322). Further, HRD draws on a framework for developing human 

capital within organizations and the structure that enables individual development for 

satisfying organizational goals (Kola-Olusanya, 2013). HRD is also defined as “a process of 

developing and/or unleashing human expertise through organization development, and 

personnel training and development (T&D) for the purpose of performance” (Kolachi & Shah, 

2013, p. 104). Of late, HRD is described as a “creative combination of strategies, structures, 

work systems, technologies, and people, in ways that promote the individual and organizational 

learning that creates and maintains the organization’s effectiveness” (Katunian, 2019, p. 407). 

Note that HRD is drawing enterprise attention to perceive human resources (HR) as an 

important “capital” that is worth investing in and caring for, which is a significant step toward 

SD. One can also notice that the HRD activities are by default sustainable activities as they 

maintain the employees/organizations’ long-term success through T&D, career development, 

and organizational development. HR is recognized as a critical accelerator in increasing the 

organizational ability to build and sustain its competitive advantage in the market (Wirtenberg 

et al, 2007). More recently, Russ-Eft (2014) argued that human flourishing can and should be 

the guiding value of HRD and that the latter can and should be viewed as a primary aspect of 

the broader concept of human development.  

Sustainable HRD is conceptualized as an interdisciplinary field that emphasizes the growth and 

development of human resources and hence plays an integral role in sustainability (Katunian, 

2019). Many critiques have been drawn toward the current strategic business practices as 

enterprises forgot that sustainable businesses need sustainable HR. Therefore, societal-level 

goals of SD cannot be attained without individuals and organizations who are committed 

enough to take a role in sustainability mission (Ardichvili, 2012). 

1.2. Sustainability 

There is an abundance of literature on sustainability (Sheehan et al., 2014); however, the term 

“sustainability” is most commonly associated with concepts, such as “long-term,” “durable,” 

“sound,” and “systematic.” On hearing this word, one would first think about ecological 

sustainability (Ardichvili, 2012), which refers to the viability of local communities and 

conservation of natural resources, such as using renewable energy and eliminating waste from 

production (Fenwick, 2007). However, this term is also used to discuss a wider range of other 
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resources, most notably the HR. The World Commission on Environment and Development 

was the pioneer in defining sustainability, and many scholars built their sustainability studies 

based on this definition: “It is the development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Ardichvili, 2012, p. 

875). 

Sridhar (2011) and Sheehan et al. (2014) highlighted the distinction between “ecological 

sustainability” and “human sustainability.” The first concept emphasizes the protection and 

renewal of the biosphere, whereas the second is concerned with the development and 

fulfillment of human needs. The idea of human sustainability is a recent addition to the 

sustainability concept. In a seminal contribution, Pfeffer (2010) and Garavan & McGuire 

(2010) highlighted the absence of the human factor in defining sustainability, stating that just 

as physical sustainability considers the consequences of organizational activity for material, 

physical resources, social sustainability may consider how organizational activities affect 

people’s physical and mental health and wellbeing, and the stress of work practices on the 

human system (p. 35).  

Sheehan et al. (2014) emphasized three levels of sustainability (i.e., individual, organizational, 

and societal) and highlighted the need to achieve a balance across the three levels. They argued 

that sustainability at one level could not be built on the exploitation of the others.  

Cavagnaro and Curiel (2012) stated that on the societal level, SD aims at acquiring a better 

quality of life for current and future generations, attaining responsible economic growth, 

reasonable social progress, and effective environmental preservation. Based on the triple 

bottom line (TBL) model, SD can be achieved only when a balanced attention is paid to three 

dimensions: society, economy, and the environment (Ardichvili, 2012). The TBL concept is 

popularly termed as the 3Ps, “people, planet, and profits,” first introduced by Elkington in 1994 

(The Economist, 2009). This concept focuses on people first, which means the organizations 

hire talented and competent calibers and then concentrate on their wellbeing. With the 

implementation of a people-based approach, employees will be highly satisfied, responsive 

enough to customers’ needs, and act as responsible citizens in the wider community. It results 

in higher organizational profits and greater concern toward the planet (Mishra et al., 2013). 

This goes in line with a concept that was primarily termed by Dunphy et al. (2003) as corporate 

human sustainability, which means: 
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“The contribution of the corporation to developing the capabilities of the workforce members, 

creating a just, equitable and healthy workforce and contributing to the welfare of the external 

community, particularly those community members who have some stake in the future 

organizations” (Mishra et al., 2013). 

Coşkun Arslan and Kısacık (2017) added that corporate sustainability can also be defined as 

“operational strategies that enable fulfillment of current needs of enterprise and stakeholders 

and protection of natural and human resources, which will be required by the enterprise in the 

future” (p. 20). The resource-based theory argues that HR, knowledge, and intellectual capital 

are the critical sources of creating a long-lasting sustainable competitive advantage (Barney, 

1991). The literature has been recently shedding light on the crucial role of HRM and HRD in 

sustainability, where the application of the TBL principle to HRM means championing the 

integration of social, environmental, and economic goals for the organization over the long 

term through HR and human capital policies and practices (Valentin, 2015).  

1.3. Human Resource Development and Sustainability 

 

Relating HRD to sustainability is still a recent trend in literature. There are many criticisms of 

the shortsighted HR in integrating HRM and HRD practices to sustainable businesses while 

still contributing and maintaining a profitable business (Mishra et al., 2013). Some scholars 

have suggested several models/frameworks as briefed in the next section. Most of these works 

are based on the TBL concept, where economic development cannot continue without social 

inclusion and environmental sustainability (Sachs, 2015). Mishra et al. (2013) argued that the 

focus should be on the “people” dimension, that is, caring about employees’ wellbeing that will 

lead to employee satisfaction and thereby, customer satisfaction. “There is a growing strand of 

literature expressing arguments for environmentally conscious practice as a moral imperative 

for human resource development” (Valentin, 2015, p.427). In other words, responsible 

organizational employees will result in responsible citizens on the broader community, which 

will eventually lead to more profit while taking good care of the planet, the ultimate sought 

balance (Mishra et al., 2013).  

HR can play an integral role in sustainability (Katunian, 2019). Some researchers have 

developed frameworks linking HRD to sustainability directly, sometimes calling it Green HRD 

(e.g., McGuire, 2014; Valentin, 2015), whereas others have introduced other variables to the 

equation, such as leadership and corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Khan, 2011; Ardichvili, 
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2012, 2013). The authors have chosen four of these studies for the analysis and contribution to 

the proposed sustainable humanity framework. 

 

2. Sustainability Studies 

First paper. To present how HRD and sustainability have a mutually co-constructive 

relationship, Scully-Russ (2012) compiled previous frameworks and made a sound critical 

analysis. He categorized them into the following three ideologies demonstrating the 

sustainability framework and its corresponding HRD model, and then he criticized them.  

Firstly, “Ecological modernism” framework and its corresponding “strategic HRD” (SHRD) 

model. The objective is to preserve, protect, and regenerate environmental resources by 

integrating new learning culture in organizations’ strategy and performance and through talent 

management to identify the skills and competencies needed for this strategic objective. 

Unfortunately, the world’s outdated political–economic structures impeded the model 

applicability globally, as the required comprehensive collaboration among the relevant 

stakeholders was limited. Moreover, this HRD model was criticized as it is still reactive to the 

management performance agenda and its de-contextualized and disembodied perspective of 

needed skills and knowledge. 

Secondly, “Sustainable development” framework and its corresponding “critical HRD” 

(CHRD) model. In this ideology, a new political–economic framework emerged to integrate a 

social dimension in organizations to take responsibility for the wider community. The objective 

is to redefine private capital from being a “private wealth” to a broader “community resource,” 

thereby beating poverty and preserving the environment. CHRD’s main goal is to reinforce the 

central role of the individual to establish a more humanitarian workplace by instilling learning 

and change in individuals and organizations. Although CSR emerged as a sustainable 

mechanism, CHRD was not involved in CSR initiatives. A criticism was firstly drawn against 

CHRD questioning its ability to impact the political economy of enterprises and nations. Then, 

it was extended to accuse HRD of employing the management’s performance agenda as a 

priority. 
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Thirdly, “New environmentalism/eco-consciousness” framework and its corresponding 

“holistic HRD” (HHRD) model. The global greedy business toward unlimited growth and 

profit maximization threatens universal resources, including HR, and calls for new mindsets 

named “new environmentalism.” The more aware people/societies are about how human nature 

is interrelated to the planet, the more they will act ecologically responsible (i.e., “eco-

consciousness”). HHRD evolved to cope with the new global mandate. HHRD theory and 

practice are challenged to solve the conflicting interests of globalized societies against local 

ones. This model is criticized for its humanistic nature that does not realize business cruelty 

and lack of morals. 

 

Critical Analysis 

Scully-Russ (2012) did a great job compiling and analyzing different sustainability frameworks 

and HRD models. The currently proposed framework will be influenced by Scully-Russ’s 

(2012) three HRD sustainability dimensions. 

Second paper. Ardichvili (2012) drew our attention to the important ground foundation for 

sustainability to survive, that is, by contrasting traditional “high-intensity work systems” with 

“sustainable work systems” (SWS). The first system’s concern is only about productivity and 

profit maximization at the expense of the HR leading to burnout, high turnover rates, and hence 

waited resources. However, SWS seeks a balance and long-term sustainability of resource 

development. Under SWS, HR is being fostered through “skills, knowledge, co-operation and 

trust, motivation, employability, constructive industrial relations, and broader 

institutional/societal prerequisites, such as training systems.” 

 

Critical Analysis 

The paper discusses a new sustainability paradigm shift in HRD practice to update HRD 

university programs. Although the scope of this paper is different from the proposed one, the 

concept of SWS is of great added value to the TBL model. 

Third paper. To shed light on the crucial role of HR in building a sustainable organizational 

culture, Mishra et al. (2013) developed a model integrating different HR practices to 

sustainability (Figure 1). The model is based on the importance of the individual/human 
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resource described as people first or employer-of-choice culture, where organizations gain 

employee engagement in pursuing activities to protect the environment. Other supportive 

scholars like Tapia et al. (2008) agreed that implementing comprehensive HR practices is an 

effective means to attain corporate sustainability. 

 

Figure 1: HR Model for Assembling HR functions for sustainability 

Mishra et al. (2013) introduced new HR sustainability functions and job titles, such as 

“Sustainability Council,” “Sustainability Manager,” and “Sustainability Coordinator.” 

Sustainability Council is established in some companies to apply social programs for 

employees and the community in accordance with the environmental initiatives. Appointing a 

sustainable manager from within the company is preferred as s/he would be more aware of the 

corporate sustainability agenda and thus could better relate it to organizational culture. Last but 

not least is the sustainability coordinator, whose role is to promote sustainability among 

organization’s employees, managers, and executives (Mishra et al., 2013). 

 

Critical Analysis 

The authors made a great effort developing such a comprehensive model, emphasizing the 

importance of human capital versus financial capital. However, the concept of profit remains 

to be the model’s center. HR functions are not equally distributed between HRM and HRD 

practices. The model discussed three HRM functions: recruitment and selection, employee 

benefits and compensation, and employee relations and communications. Moreover, only one 
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HRD function is discussed: T&D (although the author believed that some HRD practices could 

be involved in employee relations and communications). The model ignores other HRD 

functions, namely organizational development and career development. Note that HRM 

practices are more of a short-term perspective compared with HRD practices that are more of 

a long-term perspective (Katunian, 2019). Further, since sustainability is long-term focused by 

definition, HRD should have taken a bigger weight in the model.  

Besides this point, the paper identified the important aspect that is fed in the current proposed 

framework, the so-called corporate human sustainability, where employees’ wellbeing is taken 

into consideration in terms of fair wages, work–life balance, healthy workforce, positive 

internal, and external community communication and relationship, among others.  

Fourth Paper. Valentin (2015). Greening HRD: Conceptualizing the Triple Bottom Line for 

HRD Practice, Teaching, and Research. 

Valentin (2015) created an HRD Sustainability Conceptual Framework for HRD practice, 

teaching, and research - as he believes there is a need to develop multidisciplinary 

understandings. His work is based on the 3 Ps of the TBL: Profit, People, and Planet 

(corresponding to company, society, and nature/environment; and based on Habermas’s (1972) 

division of technical, practical, and emancipatory reasons. The model maps the three HRD 

practices, teaching, and research with the three TBL components. He classifies three 

sustainability orientations named: Compliance, Cooperation, and Coexistence according to 

Habermas’s (1972) three knowledge interests.  

 

Critical Analysis 

Although the model recognizes HRD separately from HRM and appreciates its role in 

sustainability, it is a too comprehensive and complicated framework to be applied. Moreover, 

although the author drew our attention that organizational learning and new organizational 

cultures – which are needed for corporate sustainability – call for sustainability leaders and 

new HRD roles, the author didn’t recommend any. Although this framework will not be 

considered in developing the current proposed framework, it served in proposing a simpler, 

less complicated framework. 
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Fifth Paper. Coşkun Arslan & Kısacık (2017). The corporate sustainability solution: Triple 

bottom line. 

 

Since the Triple Bottom Line is an accounting framework. It first appeared in an accounting 

journal under the title “The Corporate Sustainability Solution: Triple Bottom Line” (Journal of 

Accounting and Finance, 2017). Coşkun Arslan and Kisacik (2017) measured the success of 

an enterprise, not solely through profit-making, but mainly through its sustainable 

accountability towards the environment and the society. They argued that due to globalization, 

competition, long-term risks, and even better investment opportunities, good financial 

performance is not good enough anymore. They even claimed that organizations that care only 

for profit attainment and don’t care about the environment and society could not succeed. 

Therefore, they propose the TBL as a solution for enterprises to become sustainable 

corporations.  

 

The future survival of the enterprise depends on its environmental, social, economic 

performance. Elkington (2006) challenged organizations' management to answer few questions 

such as: “Why does an enterprise exist? Who should have the right to speak about the operation 

of the enterprises? What is the most appropriate balance between shareholders and other 

stakeholders? and What should be the balance within the scope of trilateral responsibility?” 

Executive managers are accountable not only to answer these questions but also include them 

in the board of directors’ agenda. Therefore, the three dimensions of the TBL form what they 

call “sustainability accounting” which is becoming a complementary part of financial 

accounting. 

 

Critical Analysis 

The significant contribution of this paper is proposing a comparison between the features of 

Traditional and Sustainability Accounting Systems - together with more detailed accounting 

formats - to enable enterprises to make the shift into sustainable organizations. 
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As we mentioned earlier, to convince businessmen not to only focus on profit maximization, 

one has to talk the same language. This paper helps enterprises recognize that making a profit 

while maintaining social, human, and environmental welfare is doable and feasible. 

Since enterprise operations impact the world, this study emphasizes the importance of focusing 

on both shareholders and other stakeholders at both the local and the global levels. As much as 

this accounting framework facilitates HRD practitioners' role in convincing enterprises to move 

towards influential sustainable corporations, it challenges them to redesign their HRD roles 

and responsibilities to facilitate their job/mission. 

Sixth paper. One of the most recent frameworks relating HRD to sustainability was created by 

Katunian (2019), according to Pfeffer (2010) and Ehnert et al. (2014–). That is, sustainability 

paradigm should be extended from environmental management and social sustainability to 

include HRD. Katunian (2019) confirmed that investing in HRD will positively impact the 

three levels of employee, organization, and society. According to Kira and Frieling (2005), 

“development of one contributes to the development of all” (p. 4). Hence, the author 

emphasized the importance of human resources as being one of, if not, the most important 

natural resources. Katunian (2019) elaborated his thoughts in Figure 2, where he placed 

“Sustainable HRD” in the middle, serving individual, organization, and society.  

 

 

Figure 2: The Influence of Sustainable Human Resource Development 
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After discussing the importance of both “sustainability” and “human resources” (in the tourism 

sector), Katunian (2019) raised the important question of “why these two aspects are usually 

analyzed separately?” This indicates a need to pay more attention to and to have more 

confidence on the “individual.” With reference to Baum (2006):  

 

“Belief in the individual: sustainability goes beyond a perspective on the factors which 

motivate employees in the workplace and reflects upon the way in which managers and 

supervisors view the potential for development and the capacity for growth of those with 

whom they are working. The traditional human resources model sees people in the specific 

context of the job that needs to be done” (p. 300). 

 

For the sustainability of human resources in the future, Katunian (2019) argued that it is about 

time to start appreciating the HRD paradigm, which focuses on the long-term development of 

the “employee” in contrast with traditional HRM, which focuses on short-term objectives. 

Thus, he started wondering why the “individual dimension” is not included in the sustainability 

framework. Therefore, he added the “individual dimension” to the other three dimensions of 

sustainability: social, economic, and environmental (Figure 3). 

 

 

Figure 3: The main components of sustainable development (compiled by author)  

 

Katunian’s (2019) final contribution in this study was discussing that many different parties 

play roles in HR’s SD (e.g., companies, governments, and educational institutions) on the 
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national and the international level. Therefore, he calls for inter-organizational collaboration 

among these different parties to have an effective, Sustainable HRD. He believes that an 

“integrated approach” is needed when we discuss HRD on the national level. He elaborated 

further that this integrated approach has certain characteristics. Firstly, it should have a holistic 

view of the tourism sector and incorporate all sub-sectors interests. Secondly, it should attain 

an inter-institutional approach between the private and the public sectors. Lastly, a dynamic 

partnership among the different parties, mainly, education, training, and industry, must be 

incorporated. As a result, he proposed the framework in Figure 4. 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Levels of Sustainable Human Resource Development  

 

Katunian (2019) believed that HRD will only be considered sustainable if it has a long-term 

positive effect on the three dimensions of the TBL: 

“Human resource development is becoming sustainable via a positive and long-term influence 

in the aforementioned areas. Changes created via the development of human resources firstly 

make a positive influence on the individual who becomes more capable to meet the changes 

at work. This positive attitude is then transferred to the organizational level and to the family 

(or broader society) level” (Katunian, 2019, pp. 409–410). 

 

Critical Analysis 

As much as one appreciates Katunian’s (2019) differentiation between HRM and HRD to 

clarify the importance of HRD, his framework is limited to the tourism industry. Nevertheless, 

the paper is of great inspiration to the current (more generalized) proposed framework. 
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Moreover, as much as we would like to agree with Katunian’s (2019) second opinion on the 

sustainability of HRD, we believe that the aforementioned description [i.e., this positive 

attitude is then transferred to the organizational level and to the family (or broader society)] 

should be extended to include the global society.  

 

Figure 2 discussion  

Placing Sustainable HRD in the center of the framework to reflect its influence on the TBL 

three dimensions is highly appreciated. However, it does not reflect the sequential process of 

starting with the SD of the individual who will then impact the organization and eventually the 

whole society, as the study argued.  

 

Figure 3 discussion  

As much as one appreciates recognizing the “individual” as a reflection of humanity, it is 

criticized for considering it as the fourth dimension to the sustainability framework. This is 

because the individual is already embedded in the three main dimensions, especially the social 

one. Society is formed of collective individuals; individuals run the economy for the sake of 

individuals; and the environment is harmed and/or protected by individuals. Therefore, the 

“individual” would have been better positioned at the center of the diagram, as the ones 

affecting, and being affected by the TBL three dimensions. 

 

Moreover, to emphasize the importance of people, we should highlight the “humanity” not the 

“individuality.” In fact, focusing on the “individuality” will indirectly negatively affect 

“humanity” and consequently “sustainability.” One can confidently claim that the 

sustainability-impeding force is the competitive environment in which we live. If we want to 

“sustain” sustainability, we should make an intentional shift from traditional environment to a 

sustainable environment, as shown in Table 1 in the proposed framework.  
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Figure 4 discussion  

Demonstrating the four levels of Sustainable HRD is useful, but the figure mirrors them as 

being parallel to each other, not as a sequential relationship starting from individual to 

organizational to national, and to international levels. 

The three figures will be differently dealt with in the proposed framework (Figures 6 and 7) 

 

3. Proposed Framework: 

 

The proposed “Sustainable Humanity Framework” (Figure 7) is generally based on the 

aforementioned studies, and Scully-Russ (2012) and Ardichvili (2012), in particular, were 

mainly inspired by Katunian (2019). The conceptual framework is discussed in five stages. 

 

First Stage: The TBL 

Updating the three dimensions 

The “economy” dimension needs to be changed to “political economy.” Ironically, although 

some scholars mentioned political economy in their sustainability research, such as Scully-

Russ (2012), Gale (2018), and Sabau (2020), none of them thought of updating the TBL model 

accordingly. To emphasize the importance of the political economy, Sabau (2020) used the 

term The Political Economy of Sustainability in his book, to reflect its rich interdisciplinary 

nature; he blamed modern economics for its ignorance.  

 

Moreover, the TBL has been criticized by Russ-Eft (2014) as the emphasis on its three 

dimensions resulted in separation and concerns for balancing the social, economic, and 

ecology. However, the emphasis should be on the interdependence of these aspects and the 

means for mutually supporting all three. Perceiving TBL framework to be static —unlike 

reality—the proposed framework dynamic nature (presented by the arrows in Figure 7) is 

meant to reflect: a) the interconnectivity among the social, economic, and ecology; b) the 

means by which the three HRD dimensions rotate and mutually support them. 
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Updating framework structure 

Living in the 21st century, the TBL cannot be a static model; it must be organic because SD, 

by definition, is dynamic. We are applying Sustainable HRD in today’s dynamic and ever-

changing environment (Katunian, 2019). One may claim that “sustainability needs 

sustainability.” Since we live in a turbulent political, economic, social, and environmental 

world, SD model needs to be dynamic to adapt to unanticipated future continuously. Therefore, 

the arrows of the three dimensions (Figure 7) reflect the dynamics and interconnectivity of the 

model. 

Another important aspect of maintaining sustainability is resilience; this concept has been 

gaining high consideration recently with regards to community development to the extent that 

some scholars viewed “resilience” as a synonym to “sustainability” (Russ-Eft, 2014). 

Resilience becomes a requirement for change if we sustain those changes. It has two features: 

(a) to recover quickly and survive after any environmental unexpected dramatic circumstances 

(e.g., COVID-19) and (b) to bounce back into shape after “bending to the wind” without getting 

psychologically, economically, or socially broken. Organizational leaders should ensure that 

“the capacity of all staff is geared to rapid change and the development of organizational 

resilience” (Valentin, 2015, p. 434). Hence, this dynamism of the proposed model is assumed 

to be organic and flexible enough to face, adapt, and overcome changes effectively and 

continually.  

Second Stage: The Model’s Center 

In the first TBL model, “sustainability” was placed in the middle (Figure 5). HR scholars then 

modified it to the position of “Sustainable HRD” in the center (Figure 2). According to the 

critical analysis of the aforementioned frameworks, the concept of humanity has been 

emphasized in their work in different ways: once as “people first” (Mishra et al., 2013) and 

once as “humanitarian workplace” (Scully-Russ, 2012). Nevertheless, this broader concept of 

“humanity” has not been included in either framework. Others like Ardichvili (2012) and 

Katunian (2019) have referred to humanity in a narrower scope, that is, individual, as discussed 

above. 
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Figure 5: Triple Bottom Line 3P Formulation  

Coşkun Arslan & Kısacık (2017) 

 

While discussing sustainability, Newton and Freyfogle (2005) mentioned “although the term 

implies ‘considering the long term’, it does not clarify what is being sustained and by whom” 

(Russ-Eft, 2014). One can confidently say that the answer is clear and simple—human 

beings—regardless of their jobs or affiliations, or whether they belong to the economic, 

political, social, or environmental sector. Then, Katunian (2019) stressed the “individual” 

dimension as a forcing sustainability power toward the organization and then the whole society.  

 

Based on the criticism mentioned above, the following is a proposed modification to 

Katunian’s (2019) frameworks (three figures): Figures 2 and 4 can be combined into one, as in 

Figure 6, where the spiral shape serves the previously mentioned dynamic and resilience 

viewpoint. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: The Main Aspects of Sustainable Humanity 
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Regarding Katunian’s (2019) Figure 3, the “individual” dimension must be replaced with the 

broader dimension (i.e., “humanity”), as in Figure 7. Moreover, individual/human cannot be 

thought of as the fourth dimension to the economy, society, and environment, but rather as the 

hub of the TBL model. All sustainability efforts are sought after and to be executed by humans 

and for the sake of humanity. Who is responsible for the economy, society, and environment? 

Who has the power and will to decide to either destroy or preserve the planet earth? It is the 

human being. Thus, humanity should be at the center of the sustainability framework, while all 

other dimensions revolve around, stem from, and lead to it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Sustainable Humanity Framework 

 

Paradoxically, scholars who called for a humanitarian workplace criticized the model for its 

humanistic nature, arguing that it does not realize business cruelty and lack of morals (Scully-

Russ, 2012). This is another good reason to insert humanity in the hub of the sustainability 

framework. Placing it in the center should help HRD practitioners, researchers, educators, 

trainers, and organizational HR staff change the mindset of concerned parties toward the 

inevitability of sustainability. If we are keen to sustain sustainability, it should become a way 

of life, not a voluntary activity taken up now and then. It is for the quality of life of all, in its 

broader sense, including the present and future human inhabitants of earth. 
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Scholars are highlighting the humanity in literature by calling it “sustainable livelihood 

framework,” as introduced by Ashley and Carney (1999), or “corporate human sustainability,” 

as described by Mishra et al. (2013). Others have tackled important human aspects for 

sustainability, such as morals and ethics, sometimes calling it “eco-consciousness” (Scully-

Russ, 2012). They stressed the environmentally conscious practice as a moral necessity for 

HRD (Valentin, 2015). Hage and Rauckienė (2004) beautifully stated it in their article 

“Ecocentric Worldview Paradigm: The Reconstruction of Consciousness”: 

 

“If we want to change our relations with nature, we should reconstruct our consciousness. The 

basis of the ecocentric consciousness is the values of holistic philosophy and humanistic 

psychology.” They described Ecological consciousness as “new rationality, real wisdom and 

knowledge of real human” that means the perception of ecological “me” (Hage & Rauckienė, 

2004). 

 

Now, it becomes evident that it is all about human being’s morals, ethics, and consciousness 

(i.e., “humanity.”) 

 

Third Stage: HRD Intersectional Rotational Roles 

The proposed HRD dimensions in Figure 7 are based on Scully-Russ’s (2012) collective work 

of sustainability frameworks and his suggested corresponding HRD models (as mentioned 

above): strategic HRD (SHRD), holistic HRD (HHRD), and critical HRD (CHRD). Having 

these three complementary perspectives of HRD enables the proposed framework to be highly 

responsive and proactive to any unforeseen unexpected worldwide changes. Moreover, the 

rotated dynamic nature of our framework enables the three HRD models to serve and intersect 

with political economy, society, and the environment. For example, SHRD will once be 

intersected between political economy and society; then, the rotated model will allow SHRM 

to intersect between society and environment. Further rotation will then allow intersection 

between environment and political economy, among others, for HHRD and CHRD. Each HRD 

model plays its inevitable critical role in SD, as well analyzed by Scully-Russ (2012). 
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Fourth Stage: Sustainable Working System 

Some important questions were raised while developing this model: Where does this model 

exist? Who does it affect, and what factors affected it? After navigating the literature and after 

thorough thought, one finds that for “sustainable humanity framework” to succeed, it has to be 

run in an encouraging, supportive, organizational culture and environment, that is, SWS. 

Therefore, the outer and final layers of the proposed model will not be SWS, as named by 

Ardichvili (2012); instead, it will be named as Global Sustainable Work Systems, which is also 

rotating, resilient, and dynamic in nature (Figure 7). One can neither separate local business 

and society from international ones, nor national from worldwide economy, nor local from 

global environment, as they are all becoming interconnected and interdependent. 

 

Fifth Stage: The Characteristic of The Proposed Framework 

To sustain sustainability, we should make an intentional shift from traditional environment to 

sustainable environment as recommended: 

Table 1: Sustainable Humanity Paradigm 

Traditional Environment Sustainable Environment 

Individual Humanity 

I We 

Competing Collaborating 

Micro-level focused Macro-level focused 

Partial perspective Holistic perspective 

Local concern Global concern 

Enterprise shareholders’ interests Internal and external stakeholders’ interests 

Financial capital Human capital 

Organic models Dynamic models 

Reactive to change Proactive to change 

Isolated islands Multidisciplinary & interdependency 

 

This proposed environment/organizational culture should infuse a sense of sustainability 

stewardship, where each person/employee feels committed and responsible for SD in 
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society/corporations. “No longer is sustainability a social imperative that is a province of few 

‘Do-Gooders” (Mishra et al., 2013). Instead, it is a way of a quality life, a normal way of 

conducting business, and a mandate for people, corporations, societies, and the world to sustain 

sustainability. 

 

Conclusion: 

This paper is among the first to enhance one’s understanding of the HRD concept and 

appreciate its integrative role in the United Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda 

(Sachs, 2015) through HRD multi-level incorporations. There is a need to view today’s 

complex, sustainability-threatened world through HRD lenses. Scholars have been enquiring 

about the vital role of HRD toward sustainability. The scope has been progressively developed 

and narrowed from “society” to “people,” and then to “human capital.” Hence, HRD can 

contribute to a better understanding and implementation of sustainability.  

A thorough literature review and critical analysis of selected relevant studies have been 

pursued, proposing a conceptual framework that is assumed to be resilient and dynamic enough 

to face today’s continuous changes. This framework also contributes to SD through HRD 

practices, serving humanity and the universe. If relevant decision-makers will consider this 

recommended framework, the HRD discipline would become the solution to many interrelated 

complex problems. This could be humanity’s way out of many unprecedented global crises. 

Further research needs to be conducted to test the proposed conceptual framework empirically, 

especially since Corporate Agenda 21 urges all stockholders to reflect environmental and social 

sustainability and responsibility in their businesses (McDermott, 2009). 
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