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Abstract

The goals of sustainable development set priorities for a broad range of stakeholders, i.e. 
individuals, organisations, societies, and states. They translate into career management 
priorities, with a view to making careers sustainable. The article presents the preliminary 
results of the analysis of the concept and the range of meanings of a sustainable career. As 
a result of a critical analysis and the placement of this concept in the area of management 
and quality, the assumptions and the definition of a sustainable vocational career were 
formulated, indicating that it is a  sequential arrangement of personal work and out-
of-work experience related to  the performance of work that make it possible to  retain 
physical and mental health and to match competences in a manner enabling productive 
and meaningful work over a long period.
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Introduction

Employees’ careers are the area of interest of e.g. human resources management, 
organisational behaviour, organisational psychology, and andragogy. In this article, 
a sustainable career will mainly be presented as an organisational behaviour, as it 
is assumed that a career is “the evolving sequence of a person’s work experience 
over time” (Arthur et al., 1989, p. 8), which does not mean that no reference will be 
made to human resources management. The author assumes that organisations are 
able to implement sustainable organisational careers if they are aware of what such 
sustainability means for employees, which is the subject of this article, and what 
legal and institutional solutions could support their internal standards and good 
practices. So far, Polish publications have been identifying human capital as a factor for 
implementing sustainable business (Hilarowicz, 2015), characterising it as sustainable 
personnel, (Pabian, 2011), and indicating sustainable human resources management 
(Pabian, 2015) and typical organisational practices (Król & Winnicka-Wejs, 2009; 
Zaleśna & Wyrzykowska, 2015; Pocztowski, 2016). However, there is a gap when it 
comes to the identification of sustainable careers with an agent approach, in which 
employees are the ‘creators’ of their own careers, and this is the gap this article 
intends to fill. Thus, the objective of this article is to identify the characteristics of 
sustainable careers in the literature, to assess critically the approaches and concepts 
developed to date, and to present the author’s own proposal for a sustainable career.

Careers in the context of sustainable development priorities

According to the priorities set by the United Nations, global development should 
enable to meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs. The need to comply with this standard affects 
decisions of international organisations, states, enterprises, and individuals.

Four of the Sustainable Development Goals are related to professional careers, 
namely:
Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all.
Goal 4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all.
Goal 5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.
Goal 8. Promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment and 
decent work for all.
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These goals refer to the enormous challenges of shaping and managing careers, 
also sustainable careers, including: the changeability of careers in particular 
generations, reconciling work and out-of-work roles, the extending working 
life, matching personal capacities (e.g. health, competences) to  labour market 
requirements, doing a job corresponding to one’s personal values and objectives, 
access to work that is meaningful and valuable to the individual, the community, 
and the economy. Pursuing the goal of increasing the intensity of sustainable careers 
requires reformative and adaptive activities of individuals, enterprises, states, and 
international organisations, which emphasises even more the complexity and multi-
dimensionality of this phenomenon.

Analysing the range of meanings of a sustainable career

The concept of a sustainable career appears in the literature as response to 
challenges related to the generational management of human resources. In the 
first works, K. L. Newman (2011) points out that a sustainable career is a response 
to challenges related to managing the youngest and the oldest generations on 
the labour market, i.e. Generation Y and the Boomers. Sustaining productivity, 
especially in these two groups, is possible by ensuring that three sustainable career 
requirements are met, namely:
• renewability, which supports longer working lives and life balance;
• flexibility, which enhances resiliency to changes throughout the career; and
• integration and integrity at different stages of the career.

The need for renewability stems from the preceding long or intensive work 
activity. The assumption is that a person taking a break from their work or becoming 
involved in a very different activity will not only reinvigorate themselves but will also 
be more eager to resume their work and work productively. As the course of careers 
is becoming increasingly changeable, and so is work and the environment, flexibility 
is growing in importance – a feature that enables employees to adapt to changes, but 
also anticipate them. Irrespective of any changes, the goal is to sustain employability, 
which should encourage continuous learning and looking for opportunities or 
sources of support. The need for integrity and integration, in turn, is a derivative 
of the integration of personal values and professional activities and the need to give 
meaning to changes occurring in one’s career, in particular in the long term.

A broader catalogue of distinctive features of a sustainable career was proposed 
by Kossek et al. (2014) in a number of publications:
• sufficient security to meet economic needs;
• matching one’s core career and life values;
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• flexibility and capability to evolve to suit one’s changing needs and interests;
• renewability, i.e. regular opportunities for rejuvenation.

The characteristic that makes this list different from Newman’s proposal (2011) 
is sufficient security to meet economic needs. It is particularly important in the 
case of changes in the career that involve a lower income and thus raise concerns 
about the satisfaction of the material needs of the individual and their close ones, 
e.g. reconciling work with taking care of weaker family members or shortening the 
working time. The authors believe that such a career provides positive work experiences 
over a long period of time and supports individual and organisational effectiveness.

Yet another approach to sustainable career assumes a successful integration 
of one’s personal, family, and work life that provides a sense of security and well-
being (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014). A sense of security is guaranteed not by social 
security, but employability, i.e. having a job and adapting to the changing labour 
market requirements or securing employment opportunities in the future. According 
to the authors, well-being is physical and mental health that should be protected 
and secured against deterioration or loss. This approach could be summarised as 
a happy life with a good job, although it is worth emphasising the importance that 
the authors attach to employability. Employability, i.e. personal ability to perform 
work, guarantees security and thus reduces tension and anxiety about the changing 
environment and changes in one’s personal and working life.

The framework for the scientific discussion of sustainable careers in the Handbook 
of Research on Sustainable Careers (2015, p. 7) was its working definition encompassing 
four main components, i.e.: “sequences of career experiences reflected through 
a variety of patterns of continuity over time, thereby crossing several social spaces, 
characterised by individual agency, herewith providing meaning to the individual”.

The time component is expressed e.g. in the sequentiality and changeability 
over time of various work-related experiences or the lengthening of the period of 
professional activity before retirement. Sustainable careers are careers pursued 
in various workplaces, even at the same time, and providing an individual with many 
options for new activities. The essence of individual agency is that it is the employee 
and not the organisation that ‘owns’ the employee’s career, with all the chances and 
threats that may arise. The meaning, in turn, stems from the need to make choices 
in your work and out-of-work life in accordance with your personal values or career 
anchors. Thus, at this stage of their research, the authors indicate some career areas 
without specifying the qualitative characteristics of a sustainable career. S. De Hauw 
and J. Greenhaus (2015, p. 224), in turn, define a sustainable career as “as a career 
in which employees remain healthy, productive, happy and employable throughout 
its course and that fits into their broader life context”.
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If we assume that a career is the ‘personal business’ of each employee and is 
retrospectively characterised by sequences of work-related experiences, then the 
question arises, how is a sustainable career pursued? According to the authors, 
taking advantage of opportunities and facing their broad portfolio, employees 
decide on each next experience themselves or internalise decisions of other people 
that change their work. To have a career that is sustainable, i.e. one that guarantees 
security and well-being, an employee seeks to adapt appropriately the contents and 
conditions of their work. Changes in responsibilities and the number and types 
of tasks (contents) are made by referring to one’s own experiences, values, and 
priorities. Their direction and intensity vary over the course of the entire career, 
which is noticeable especially when the employee takes responsibility for building 
a sustainable career. Another area of change through which a career can be shaped 
involves changes in the working time and the workplace, continuity vs. breaks 
in professional activity, and changes in the contract regulating employment (working 
conditions). By taking into consideration these seven dimensions of determining 
work characteristics, it is possible to personalise careers. However, an employee may 
make multiple decisions concerning these dimensions that will defy a sustainable 
career. This approach emphasises the agency of an employee in managing their own 
career; an employee changes the sequence of their work experiences by changing 
their job and its characteristics.

In another publication of these authors (De Vos et al., 2018), consolidating the 
analysis presented in the Handbook of Research on Sustainable Careers, a sustainable 
career is a career that provides mutual benefits for the individual and their broader 
context, taking into account the long-term perspective. Their conceptual model of 
a sustainable career (De Vos et al., 2018) refers to individuals, encompassing many 
diverse factors making it possible to distinguish a sustainable career from a non-
sustainable career (systemic approach) and introduces the time variable to moderate 
the quality of career sustainability over time (dynamic approach). Although the authors 
propose analysing careers as individual trajectories spanning an entire lifetime, they 
indicate the broad context of the environment in which individuals pursue their careers. 
Benefits for a sustainable career should be analysed with respect to the individual, 
their family and close ones, the organisation, and society as a whole. And although 
the authors do not point directly to the effects of a sustainable career, a hint can be 
taken from factors informing about the intensity of career sustainability, i.e. health, 
happiness, and productivity. A career is the more sustainable, the more it enables 
a person to preserve their physical and mental ability (health), to be satisfied with 
their career, while taking into account other areas affecting work (happiness), and 
to achieve results in the current workplace and enhance their career potential and 
employability (productivity).
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When it comes to the factors of a sustainable career, a number of benefits derived 
by an individual and their broad context can be identified. Maintaining health for long 
years enables an individual to work, which, under the conditions of the employee’s 
market and deficits in certain professions, gives a chance for achieving the objectives 
of the organisation, guarantees income for the employee and their close ones, and 
increases state revenues due to additional revenues from work and lower costs related 
to health services (preventive healthcare is less costly) and rehabilitation and pension 
benefits. Loss of health, on the other hand, and the resultant inability to pursue 
a sustainable career, means costs of absenteeism borne by employers – sickness 
benefits and lost profits from the employee’s work, costs of treatment borne by the 
employee with a lower income, and costs borne by the healthcare system, as well 
as the inability to perform out-of-work roles and increasing alienation, especially 
in the case of serious and chronic diseases. An employee’s satisfaction with their 
own career indicates that the employee has achieved their objectives, which, in the 
assumed majority, are formulated as mobilising and not restricting activity. Career 
objectives are connected with an individual’s own preferences and values and their 
achievement gives a sense of success and happiness. If this is so, we deal with the 
fulfilment of individual potential. Pursuing a career with satisfaction, when it 
is also possible to perform other roles and function in other areas of life, brings 
a range of benefits to employees and the recipients of their activity, e.g. parents, 
children, friends or a local association. Employees perform various activities (e.g. 
they do voluntary work, educate their children or take care of the elderly) which, as 
a result, do not need to be performed by public or social welfare institutions and thus 
relieve their burden, reducing state expenditure. Job satisfaction is an important 
indicator of productivity, which is financially advantageous to all beneficiaries of 
such enhanced performance – the employee, their dependants, the organisation 
or the state. As S. De Hauw and J. H. Greenhaus et al. (2015, p. 224) summed up: 
“being healthy and happy is thus an important prerequisite for employees’ long-term 
performance, as it gives them the necessary energy and drive to work effectively 
throughout the course of their career”.

Productivity at work is the classic result of performed work that gains a broader 
sense in a sustainable career. Two additional components are indicated: first, 
performing given work in a specific manner to increase the potential for performing 
other types of work that are or will be in demand on the labour market. Second, 
productivity understood in this way assumes the fulfilment of an individual’s 
potential, which increases the use of the available human capital for the purpose of 
delivering value. With productivity understood in this way, capital of the highest 
available quality is used, and the value of that capital is increased through work and 
secured for future projects and work activities. Thus, we can speak of the increasing 
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value of the human capital of an organisation and the entire society. Operating while 
using a higher and not lower quality of the available human capital brings additional 
benefits to employees, the organisation, and the society. On the other hand, work 
performed below the competences and expectations is only half-productive as the 
potential benefits are lost. Another issue is the securing of future productivity 
by adapting competences to future requirements and ensuring a workload that 
simultaneously generates benefits for the present and for the future, which, in the 
case of a young employee, can mean the next fifty years.

This approach emphasises the basic objectives of sustainability, i.e. the creation 
of something that is valuable not only to a given entity (the Earth, a country, an 
organisation, an individual) and its environment at a given time, but also to future 
generations. In terms of sustainable careers, transferring (or at least not limiting) 
benefits to future generations is understood as the long-term perspective, although 
when analysing careers as individual trajectories of work activity, we can understand 
the ‘long-term perspective’ as the lengthening of the work activity of individuals 
before retirement and as remaining professionally active for a  long time after 
retirement. In sustainable careers, transferring benefits to future generations is 
related to combining one’s professional role with their parental role.

An elaboration of K.-L. Newman’s concept (2011) was proposed by T. Chin et al. 
(2019), who, on the one hand, adopt the three core dimensions of a sustainable career 
and, on the other hand, extend them with another dimension – resourcefulness. 
Such an extension is particularly important for production workers from industries 
implementing technological innovations and robots with artificial intelligence. The 
current technological changes raise concerns about job losses on the one hand, and 
increased job requirements on the other hand – employees need new resources 
(knowledge, competences, organisational support, additional sources of income) and 
quick access to such resources. Thus, renewability, flexibility, and integration make 
it possible to achieve a sustainable career, but only if, at the same time, employees 
resourcefully secure their needs and resources. As the authors point out, without 
resourcefulness, this particular group of workers in China will not be able to pursue 
a sustainable career. In accordance with the principle of agency, it is the employee 
who manages his or her own career and is responsible for its course. However, 
transformation into Industry 4.0 is a systemic change that requires solutions also at 
the level of states and international organisations, which should ensure that employees 
can pursue sustainable careers. In such conditions, the bottom-up resourcefulness 
of individual employees may be insufficient.

An analysis of the frequency of words used to define a sustainable career 
in English publications indicates that so far authors have primarily been adopting 
the agent approach, that of a person (broader than an employee) integrating with 
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their out-of-work life. The frequently used word, ‘career’, referred to the length of 
one’s working life, career values, and career-related (work) experiences. Apart from 
the verbs indicating action-related relationships between words, a sustainable career 
also concerns the areas of change, flexibility, needs, renewability, and security.

Figure 1. Analysis of words defining a sustainable career

Source: own work based on: https://tagcrowd.com

The analysis was performed on six definitions and the accompanying descriptions 
of a sustainable career, after the expression studied was deleted. Only words that 
appear at least twice were visualised and presented in Figure 1.

Towards a sustainable vocational career

The basic assumption of sustainable development is that meeting the needs 
of the present does not compromise meeting the needs of the next generations, 
which should be reformulated in the context of careers. The main object of interest 
is a person who develops, matures, acquires proficiency, and eventually grows 
old as time passes. Thus, the next generations can be understood in two ways: 1/ 
in a broader sense, as stages of one’s life and career or 2/ in a narrower sense, as 
subsequent work activities. A sustainable career in the broader sense secures the 
satisfaction of the needs of the present and future stages of one’s life and career. 
In the narrower sense, the present work activity in one or more workplaces at least 
does not limit, despite ageing processes, the ability to perform work in the future.

A sustainable career in which work and out-of-work life are integrated and are 
a source of satisfaction for the individual encourages the reflection that we can 
speak of a sustainable life. However, in the context of management, it is important 
to associate sustainable careers much more strongly with work experiences, which 
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can be gained only in organisations – workplaces. For the purposes of this article, 
it is assumed that a sustainable vocational career is a sequential arrangement of 
personal work and out-of-work experiences related to the performance of work that 
make it possible to retain physical and mental health and to match competences 
in a manner enabling productive and meaningful work over a  long period. The 
adoption of this definition involves a range of assumptions, synthetically indicated 
below, that require empirical verification:
• responsibility and proactivity of individuals in shaping their own careers as 

sustainable;
• providing individuals with regular opportunities for physical and mental 

rejuvenation and for acquiring the necessary competences;
• education and social security systems supporting the maintenance of physical 

ability, competence matching, and work activity;
• identifying a working career from a long-term perspective; inclusion in work 

activity both at the early and the late stage of life;
• varying engagement in work and out-of-work activities over the course of one’s 

working career;
• maintaining a balance between work activity and engagement in other (out-of-

work) areas of activity;
• flexibility in adapting the scope, contents, and conditions of work to the changing 

needs and values of employees and employees’ adaptation to the requirements 
of the labour market;

• integration of changes occurring in one’s work activity, arising from changes 
in personal needs and values and in external conditions;

• identifying sustainable careers through personal effects occurring at the same 
time, i.e. well-being, productivity, and employability, and through non-personal 
effects, i.e. organisational and social effects.

Conclusion

This article has outlined the issue of employees’ careers in the broader context 
of sustainable development and sustainable management of organisations and 
human resources. The dominant position was taken by the analysis of scientific 
publications presenting the concept and the range of meanings of a sustainable 
career. Not many studies have been published so far; the oldest ones date from 2011. 
They describe sustainable careers mainly based on the concept of an individual’s 
agency. The publications are theoretical studies indicating a strong need for 
empirical verification. As a result of the performed analysis of the contents and 



Marzena Fryczyńska 46

EDUCATION OF ECONOMISTS AND MANAGERS • Volume 56, Issue 2, April–June 2020
Marzena Fryczyńska • Towards a Sustainable Vocational Career  • 37–47

word frequency and due to the need to embed this research area in management 
and quality sciences, the author proposed the concept of a sustainable career, 
emphasising the dominant role of productive and meaningful work experiences from 
a long-term perspective, and outlined derivative areas requiring further analysis. 
Thus, the article opens up scope for further research, for testing assumptions and 
formulating epistemological conclusions.
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