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Bogusława Urbaniak
Colorful Human Resource Management: What Are 
We Talking About?

Sustainability determines activities not only at the macroeconomic level, but most 
of  all at the company level. Its assumptions are translated into reality by the green 
economy, the development of  which is supported in organizations by human 
resource management. This article presents a HRM trend that has been develop-
ing for around thirty years and that literature refers to as Green HRM (GHRM). 
The notion of  GHRM and its terminology are presented on the basis of  a brief  
overview of  studies. Also explained is why human resource management in a 
sustainability–oriented company is distinct enough to justify the introduction of   
a new term—green HRM.
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Colors have been used to define an economy for some time now. Thus, there are 
a black economy, a white economy, a silver economy as well as blue, brown, and 
green economies (e.g., Szukalski, 2012). Each of  them is accompanied by the de-
velopment of  human resource management. However, only a green economy has 
green human resource management. Western literature on this subject is rich in 
works contributed by numerous researchers, including doctoral dissertations such 
as “Green Human Resource Management and Employee Workplace Outcomes” 
defended at the University of  South Australia in 2015. Since our bimonthly aims to 
present diverse trends in the literature on organizational HRM, this issue is dedi-
cated to selected aspects of  GHRM.

What is Green HRM and how does it relate to the green economy? In very broad 
terms, a green economy is a form of  management that emphasizes efficient use of  
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natural resources and the reduction of  waste and greenhouse gas emissions as well 
as elimination of  social inequalities (Ryszawska, 2013). It seeks to improve well–
being among the population by reducing environmental risks and impacts arising 
from human economic activity (low carbon dioxide emissions and raw material and 
energy efficiency are promoted) and by taking action on behalf  of  social inclusion. 
Its focus is on economic development (the economic objective) aligned with the 
needs of  the environment (the environmental objective), so it promotes projects 
that reduce environmental pollution, support biodiversity, and create services that 
protect ecological systems, while enabling the achievement of  social objectives such 
as the mentioned improvement of  social inclusion, intergenerational justice, reduc-
tion of  poverty and inequality (the social objective).

Therefore, the green economy furthers sustainable socio–economic develop-
ment, but even though they are based on similar assumptions and pursue similar 
goals, the two notions are not interchangeable. A green economy is a socio–eco-
nomic development concept put into business practice. It is also becoming a goal 
for countries that aspire to develop along the lines of  socio–economic sustainability 
(Kozar, 2015). 

Smart and sustainable development that enables social inclusion has been named 
as the primary objective of  the Europe 2020 Strategy, which is to be implemented 
with the help of  supporting actions aimed at creating a green economy.1 The shift 
in the concept of  economy towards a new, green paradigm requires support from 
management (Sabari Raghavendran, 2015). A green economy consists of  “green 
employers” and a “green workforce” or “green–collar workers” whose jobs are ap-
propriately called “green–jobs.” “Green systems,” including human resource man-
agement (HRM), are created in green companies. This leads us to the question of  
whether the special character of  green organizations entails major changes in HRM, 
i.e. whether “green” is associated with qualitative changes in HRM or simply de-
notes the HRM of  a green company.

GHRM is explained using various terms and from various perspectives. It is 
argued that green HRM is indispensable in making sustainable organizations pursu-
ing their green economy goals. A major factor in work towards sustainable develop-
ment is human resources. This is because the success of  an organization depends 
on its understanding of  the green economy and its goals (Gholami et al. 2016; 
Renwick et al., 2013). 

1 See also http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy/what-inclusive-green-economy.
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Today, sustainable development is at the top of  the world’s agenda. Manag-
ers increasingly understand the need for proactive environmental management.2 
Transnational corporations develop specific sustainability–oriented solutions, such 
as the rules for sustainability that the Unilever Corporation published as the “Uni-
lever Sustainable Living Plan,” building it into its business (https://www.unilever.pl/ 
sustainable-living/). The integration of  green concepts into business practice is 
widely covered in literature that supports the efforts of  organizations on their way 
to sustainability with findings on green marketing, green finances, green account-
ing, green retailing, and green management (Ahmad, 2015) as well as by creating  
a green employer brand (Milliman, 2013) for attracting environmentally–aware em-
ployees. An organization’s green HRM practices are necessary for the process of  
“greening.” In the initial period they coexist with traditional HRM. In the next step,  
a GHRM system is introduced and integrated with the organization’s environmental 
management system. This process requires strong commitment from the managers 
and HRM personnel. Studies of  Malaysian companies have revealed that the com-
petencies of  HRM specialists as strategic partners and change agents further the 
implementation of  GHRM practices (Jing et al., 2016).

GHRM was first adopted by economic sectors that needed environmental man-
agement the most urgently because of  the nature of  their business, i.e. the power, 
chemical, and pharmaceutical industries. GHRM became the part of  environmental 
management that aims to minimize an organization’s adverse impacts on the envi-
ronment. Subsequently, research was initiated to determine how HRM influences 
an organization’s environmental effectiveness defined as the ratio between envi-
ronmental expenditures and the degree to which an organization protects the en-
vironment from its impacts. Researchers were also interested in how employees at 
different organizational levels assist managers in mitigating negative environmental 
impacts and in how employees are encouraged to “green” their organization (Paillé 
et al., 2014).

If  environmental management helps achieve sustainable socio–economic devel-
opment, green HRM is an instrument that enables the implementation of  sustain-
able development strategy across the organization. Because employees, their aware-
ness, and their motivation are central to increasing environmental effectiveness,  
a useful tool is process–oriented management focused on environmental goals. As 

2 Environmental management is usually understood as organization’s efforts to utilize 
innovations oriented at sustainable development, the reduction of  waste, social responsibility, 
and a competitive advantage based in on–going education and development as well as pursuing 
environmental protection goals and strategies fully integrated with the goals and strategy of  the 
organization (Haden et al., 2009). In Poland, requirements concerning environmental manage-
ment are specified by ISO 14001 and the Eco–Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS).
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far as environmental management is concerned, the main task of  HRM is to ensure 
the success of  environmental measures. According to Wehrmeyer (1996), its three 
main functions include: 1) ensuring an adequate supply of  personnel, 2) supporting 
personnel retention, and 3) boosting organizational dynamics. The first of  these 
consists of  the development of  job and task descriptions as well as in attracting and 
dismissing workers. The second function defines training needs, oversees workplace 
safety, assesses employees, takes care of  labor relations, motivates and rewards, reg-
ulates the handling of  workplace complaints, and enforces discipline. The third 
function monitors organizational culture and worker attitudes, promotes environ-
mental ethics, supports change management, encourages lateral thinking, improves 
communication, and builds interpersonal and teamwork skills (Wehrmeyer, 1996). 
While the first two functions are typical HRM functions and use its tools, the third 
function is intended to create an enabling setting for the first two functions. It is 
more focused on pro–environmental activities, particularly on fostering a sustain-
ability culture in the workplace. 

Relationships between HRM and organizations’ engagement in pro–environmen-
tal activity has been studied for at least thirty years by researchers all over the world 
(in highly developed countries as well as in moderately developed, but environmen-
tally–aware countries such as India, and in weakly developed countries, e.g., Pakistan). 
Polish studies on this subject are few. Those that are available examine it in terms of  
corporate social responsibility (CSR). Most attention is given to socially responsible 
firms that pursue environmental goals to effectively manage their CSR.

The term green HRM is considered to have been coined by Wehrmeyer, who 
defined it as HRM policy used to promote the sustainable use of  an organiza-
tion’s resources and more generally to promote environmental sustainability factors 
(Marhatta et al., 2013). The term evolved over the years in line with the increas-
ing importance of  sustainable development. It also promoted research on creat-
ing and adjusting HR practices to meet the needs of  environmental management 
in organizations (Renwick et al., 2012). Initially, the term Environmental Human 
Resource Management (Revill, 1997) was used to emphasize its focus on environ-
mental protection. With HRM becoming increasingly important for organizational 
environmental management, an awareness rose that GHRM practices go beyond 
traditional HR solutions that are designed to support environmental protection, in-
cluding practices specific to strategic HRM, which according to the overall concept 
seeks to support managers pursuing sustainable development in the long–term. 
These observations were first reported in the United Kingdom (Barrett et al., 1995) 
and subsequently in the United States (Milliman et al., 1996). GHRM pursues both 
environmental goals and the strategic goals of  HRM. The environmental goals are 
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also pursued by socially responsible HRM, strategic environmental HRM and sus-
tainable HRM that adapts HRM strategies and practices to enable the accomplish-
ment of  economic (financial), social, and environmental goals while taking into 
account the long–term impacts of  an organization’s internal and external environ-
ments as well as unexpected side effects and negative feedbacks (Järlström, 2016). 
Sustainable HRM is viewed as indispensable in the case of  organizations that build 
their strategies and policies on sustainability principles and want to control their 
influence on the social environment, the natural environment, and on population 
well–being in the long term (Ehnert et al., 2014). 

A timeline showing the evolution of  organizational HRM between 1980 and 
today should start with a period of  personnel management, followed by years of  
human resource management, leading up to strategic HRM. A similar pattern can 
be observed in the case of  green HRM: Green HRM develops towards Strate-
gic Environmental HRM (Strategic Green HRM), including its Sustainable HRM 
stage. Kramar observed that the development of  sustainable HRM only started 
in this decade (Kramar 2014). The literature uses different terms to denote hu-
man resource management in organizations committed to sustainable development. 
The most common of  these—green HRM—is sometimes replaced by sustainable 
HRM. For some authors, such as Kramar, in the case of  its evolution, personnel 
sustainable HRM is a level above GHRM. This is because it supports the strategic 
character of  an organization committed to sustainability. Moreover, no clear and 
generally accepted definition of  GHRM has been proposed in the literature either 
(Renwick et al., 2012). 

While HR practices play a major role in the introduction and running of  envi-
ronmental management systems as well as for the development of  environmental-
ly–safe products and innovations, green HRM practices are instrumental in plac-
ing the idea of  sustainability in the very center of  an organization’s management 
system. Ehnert et al. (2014) have noted that the purpose of  sustainable HRM is to 
enable organizations to achieve sustainability. Sustainable HRM is useful in build-
ing qualifications, strengthening motivation and creating values that bring about 
a triple–bottom–line effect supporting sustainable development that benefits the 
natural environment, the economy, and the society. In this way, sustainable HRM 
contributes to the long–term improvement of  the health and well–being of  an 
organization’s internal and external stakeholders. Whether or not the organization’s 
ultimate goal—sustainability—is achieved, depends on whether the organization 
has implemented a sustainability strategy as a framework for its operations. The 
success of  this implementation depends on how effectively a GHRM system and 
appropriate HR practices stimulating employee involvement are used to introduce 
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specific solutions enabling the sustainable development that the organization has 
adopted as its strategic goal. 

Green recruitment and selection are noteworthy within the realm of  green 
HRM. Both of  these functions serve the purpose of  attracting and retaining green 
workers (individuals who have the knowledge and skills that a sustainability–orient-
ed organization needs) by means of  tools such as green training and development, 
green learning, green performance management and assessment systems, green re-
warding, and green empowerment (entitling employees to make suggestions for 
environmental improvements) as well as employee engagement in environmental 
issues and the creation of  green corporate culture. Changes can be applied across 
organizations, as illustrated by sport centers in Malaysia that became sustainable 
centers focused on economic, social, and environmental goals representing the 
three pillars of  sustainability. Each center developed its green systems, including 
GHRM (Gholami et al., 2016). 

Therefore, organizations have green HR departments whose personnel are, at 
least partly, engaged in greening the organizational culture by implementing appro-
priate green practices while simultaneously guiding and supporting the managers. 
Green HRM may encompass all or some sustainable measures, practices, and behav-
iors in the organization. Thus, it can influence the execution of  typical HR tasks such 
as personnel recruitment, selection, training, development, performance assessment, 
compensation management, etc. The next step in the evolution of  the GHRM con-
cept consists of  the integration (Muller–Carmen et al., 2010) of  the environmental 
management goals and HR tasks such as recruitment. GHRM bears responsibility 
for encouraging and motivating employees to use green practices and to contribute 
to the goals of  sustainability (Khurshid et al., 2016).

GHRM tasks can be divided into 1) short–term (such as the assessment of  an 
organization’s progress against sustainable development goals and coming up with 
green practices), 2) medium–term (setting targets and creating a culture of  sus-
tainability, including the development of  necessary HR tools and procedures), and  
3) long–term (the raising of  employee environmental awareness and encouraging man-
agers to integrate sustainability into business strategies) goals (Mishra et al., 2014). 

Which green HRM practices make the biggest contribution to environmental 
management in an organization? An employee survey pointed to education and 
training (Bhutto et al., 2016). It also showed that most employees derive satisfaction 
from work in an environmentally–oriented organization applying GHRM practices. 

In companies aspiring to become sustainable organizations, the implementation 
scope and advancement of  GHRM practices is a strategic decision made by HR 
managers. Research shows that the implementation of  GHRM may pose problems 
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when managers and workers hold different views on the green economy. In contrast 
to managers who tend to idealize the future of  a green company, front–line work-
ers are frequently cynical and prejudiced against any change, sometimes because of  
their first, superficial experiences with the green economy. This difference between 
official and personal views may emerge when the organization fails to make suf-
ficient efforts to create a green culture (Harris et al., 2002).

Studies show that researchers are interested in measuring the “greenness” of  
HR practices as well as in ways of  shaping green culture and teamwork. A major 
line of  research encompasses analyses of  the contribution of  education and train-
ing to the accomplishment of  sustainability goals in organizations based in differ-
ent sectors, industries, and countries (Jabbour et al., 2013). The recommendations 
from this research can be summarized as follows: Green HRM practices should be 
implemented on a regular basis so that employees can be monitored as required by 
environmental management systems. Insufficient formalization of  environmental 
issues within traditional HRM practices may have a deferred, negative effect on 
team performance, organizational culture, and learning (a survey of  Brazilian com-
panies, Jabbour, 2011). The literature on this subject highlights the importance of  
organizational initiatives aimed at developing and raising employee environmental 
awareness and promoting sustainable solutions as well as social and moral responsi-
bility for the accomplishment of  sustainability goals (McGuire, 2010). 

Summary

From this short overview of  publications on green HRM it follows that a new line 
of  research into organizational HRM, focused on the goals of  sustainable socio–
economic development, has been developing for some time now. Its goals go be-
yond the efficient use of  raw materials, energy, and the prevention of  environmen-
tal pollution, including the improvement of  the social condition and, consequently, 
the well–being of  workers. However, for environmental management to deliver the 
expected results, its goals must be supported by appropriate GHRM practices (Ren-
wick, 2013). The implementation of  an environmental management system in an 
organization can be made easier by offering benefits to HR managers. In the United 
States, in corporations such as Browning–Ferris Industries, Coors Brewing, and 
Huntsman Chemical, HR managers receive performance bonuses for achieving en-
vironmental goals. At Browning–Ferris Industries, managers failing to achieve their 
individual environmental targets are not paid bonuses at all (Wehrmeyer, 1997). En-
vironmental management systems, worker satisfaction with work, and recruitment 
and retention benefits have been shown to be strongly and positively correlated 
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with each other (Wagner, 2013). More and more weight is being attached to shap-
ing worker attitudes based on their green values. With the creation of  appropriate 
GHRM practices, organizations can promote an organizational green socio–psy-
chological climate (Dumont et al., 2016). There is an increasing understanding that 
the significance of  GHRM extends beyond organizations. This is because environ-
mental attitudes acquired by workers in the workplace accompany them into their 
private lives as well.

Green management and green HRM in an organization mean that it has adopted 
the principles of  sustainable development as a framework for activities. This field of  
research is immense. It includes all traditional HRM areas and processes designed to 
meet the requirements of  a green economy and environmental management. 

The results of  studies and changes in HRM practices presented in the article set 
the direction for future research on HRM. 
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Kolorowe zarządzanie zasobami ludzkimi – o czym mówimy?
Streszczenie

Zrównoważony rozwój jest wyznacznikiem działań podejmowanych nie tylko w uję-
ciu makrogospodarczym, ale przede wszystkim na poziomie przedsiębiorstw. Prak-
tycznym urzeczywistnieniem jego założeń zajmuje się zielona gospodarka, której 
rozwój na poziomie organizacyjnym wspiera zarządzanie zasobami ludzkimi. Celem 
artykułu jest przedstawienie trendu w obszarze ZZL, który rozwija się od około  
30 lat, zwanego w literaturze przedmiotu zielonym ZZL (Green HRM – GHRM). 
W artykule dokonano krótkiego przeglądu literatury, pozwalającego przedstawić po-
jęcie GHRM oraz pokrewne terminy, a także objaśnić, na czym polega odmienność 
zarządzania zasobami ludzkimi w firmach dążących do zrównoważonego rozwoju, 
które upoważnia do wprowadzenia nowego terminu, jakim jest zielone ZZL.
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