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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to connect fragmented research on
sustainable human resource management (SHRM) and sustainable
leadership (SL), conceptualising approaches, trends, and hypothetical
propositions for use in future empirical studies. Furthermore, modern
organisational theories and trending paradigms on sustainability and
their economic, social, and environmental approaches were explored and
contextualised by selecting 169 articles from the Web of Science (WoS)
from 2004 to 2024. Subsequently, a keyword analysis was conducted using
Vosviewer software; the most representative qualitative and quantitative
research methods were also analysed. The results showed a growing
integration between SHRM and SL, and between performance and
sustainable practices (SPs). This research provides a holistic view and its
significance lies in linking two key emerging concepts for understanding
long-term organizational sustainability.

KEYWORDS: sustainable human resource management; sustainable
leadership; literature review; sustainable practice; sustainable
organization; SISH
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ABBREVIATIONS

SHRM, Sustainable Human Resource Management; SL, Sustainable
Leadership; SPs, Sustainable Practices; SISH, Human Sustainability
Integrated System; RL, Responsible Leadership

INTRODUCTION

Organisational adjustments and transformation should be grounded in
responsible processes and in a clear understanding of corporate strategy,
since internal procedures are designed to optimise priorities and
strengthen organisational adaptive capacity. Firms face simultaneous
pressures to generate economic, social and environmental value over the
long term. In this context, organisational change must align with
responsible strategies and sustainability goals that transcend budget
cycles and managerial periods, implying action in the present guided by a
long-term vision and realistic objectives consistent with the overall
strategy [1,2].

Long-term objectives direct firms towards stability, responsible growth
and comprehensive sustainability [2,3], whereas short-term objectives
respond to immediate operational needs [4]. Achieving balance between
these horizons requires leadership capable of connecting corporate goals
with human development, supported by a coherent and participatory
organisational culture [5,6]. Under this perspective, humanistic
management rests upon trust, flexibility and communication, thereby
fostering more sustainable and cohesive working environments.

Social, technological and environmental change has reshaped
organisational management, driving firms to rethink structure, culture
and stakeholder relationships [7]. Within this scenario, sustainable human
resource management (SHRM) and sustainable leadership (SL) emerge as
strategic pillars linking people development with organisational
sustainability [2,3,8]. This shift is notable because firms have long
prioritised growth models focused almost exclusively on profitability [4,9].

More recent approaches emphasise that people management and
leadership can trigger sustainable development across economic, social
and environmental domains [6,10], enabling organisations to turn
sustainability challenges into opportunities for shared value creation [11]
and to promote employment relations grounded in collective wellbeing
[12].

Despite the expansion of both fields, bibliometric evidence and
literature reviews indicate that SHRM and SL have largely evolved along
parallel trajectories, with limited conceptual and operational integration,
resulting in theoretical duplication, terminological overlap and difficulties
in transferring insights across subfields [3]. Co-occurrence analyses also
reveal dispersion across adjacent strands, such as green HRM, common-
good HRM and responsible leadership, which still appear partially
disconnected across the human resource and leadership literatures [13,14].
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This fragmentation constrains cumulative theorising and reduces clarity
about how sustainability can be embedded in organisational systems and
translated into competitive outcomes.

To address the theoretical gap, the Integrated Human Sustainability
System (SISH) is proposed as a framework that brings together three
interconnected planes of analysis and action: (i) the structural-operational
plane, where SHRM is positioned as an architecture of people-
management policies, practices, and systems oriented towards sustaining
organisational and sustainability outcomes [2,4,15,16]; (ii) the cultural-
behavioural plane, in which SL shapes values, decision criteria, and
behavioural patterns that translate sustainability into direction and
collective action [17,18]; and (iii) the relational-systemic plane, which
makes explicit the coherence between structure and culture and describes
how their coupling enables the consistent implementation of sustainable
practices and their translation into competitive performance [19-21].

Within this plane, SISH conceptualises complementary causal roles:
SHRM as a moderator (by configuring structural conditions that
strengthen or weaken effects) [2,4,22] and SL as a mediator (by
channelling cultural and behavioural mechanisms) [17,23]; therefore, by
integrating SL and SHRM, sustainable practices can operate cohesively
with organisational structure, business strategy, and environmental
demands [19,20].

The contribution of this manuscript is twofold. First, it provides
bibliometric and literature-based evidence for the period 2004 to 2024,
mapping foundational nodes and bridging authors between SHRM and SL,
and positioning this evolution within the broader context of sustainability
thinking [2-4,24,25]. Second, it formulates SISH as an integrative
framework offering ontological and epistemological foundations to
articulate both fields, while supporting more robust sustainability
theorising aimed at explaining convergence across systems.

Accordingly, our inquiry addresses three questions: how SHRM and SL
evolved in parallel and in a fragmented manner between 2004 and 2024;
what conceptual and operational gaps hinder their integration within a
shared framework; and how SISH articulates the structural plane linked
to SHRM, the cultural plane linked to SL and the relational plane linked to
systemic coherence. To answer these questions, we adopt an integrative
synthesis design that combines a systematic literature review based on
Web of Science records, record refinement through the PRISMA protocol
and bibliometric analysis using VOSviewer [26].

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Recent research recognises SHRM and SL as key drivers for guiding
organisations towards sustainability. However, bibliometric evidence and
review findings indicate that both domains have evolved in parallel, with
limited conceptual and operational integration, generating theoretical
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duplication, terminological overlap and difficulties in transferring
findings across subfields [3,7].

Within SHRM, advances have consolidated the integration of economic,
social and environmental dimensions into people- management policies
and systems, yet challenges persist in operationalisation, cross-sectional
measurement and the availability of validated empirical models [2,4].
Within SL, the literature expands leadership towards ethics, justice and
culture as mechanisms of coherence, although its systematic connection
with the architecture of people management remains incomplete [8,27].

Within this triangle, SPs operate as the plane where structure and
culture become observable. However, without an integrative architecture
they tend to fragment or be conflated with practices that are exclusively
HR-related [13,14]. Therefore, SISH is proposed as an integrative
framework that specifies complementary roles, structure, SHRM, cultural
cohesion, SL, operational translation and SP, to explain how sustainability
is translated into competitive performance and organisational resilience.

Conceptual Delimitation Between Sl and Rl

Building the SISH system requires delineating the role of leadership as
a mechanism of cultural and functional cohesion. In this domain, it is
imperative to recognise the conceptual proximity of responsible
leadership (RL), understood as a relational and ethical approach oriented
towards responding to the demands of a multi stakeholder society. In line
with this, the systematic review by [28] defines RL as a distinctive
construct, multilevel in nature, that integrates ethical, social and
environmental responsibilities and emphasises accountability and trust in
the leader’s relationship with diverse stakeholder groups. Likewise [29],
synthesising eighteen years of research, highlight the consolidation of RL
and organise the existing evidence on its antecedents, mediating
mechanisms, contingent conditions and outcomes, providing criteria to
differentiate it from other moral leadership approaches and to explain its
contribution to long term outcomes linked to sustainability and
stakeholder relations.

This study seeks to explain how sustainability becomes routines and
outcomes through the nexus between SHRM, leadership and the
implementation of SP. For this reason, SL is selected because it explicitly
integrates economic, social and environmental goals [30] and activates
long term mechanisms, cultural cohesion and resilience, that sustain
consistent implementation. Consequently, RL is treated as a closely related
perspective, but SL better captures the cultural and behavioural conduit
that translates SHRM enabled capabilities into practices and outcomes.

Theoretical Foundations of SHRM

SHRM has consolidated as an approach that integrates the economic,
social and environmental dimensions into talent management, moving
beyond the instrumental efficiency-centred view of HRM and positioning
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people as strategic agents of sustainable value [4,25]. This development is
commonly interpreted through the distinction between hard and soft HRM
models. Hard HRM prioritises productivity and cost control, whereas soft
HRM emphasises commitment and motivation [31]. With the expansion of
the sustainability paradigm, both logics have been reframed by
incorporating wellbeing, equity and environmental preservation as core
considerations for people management [4].

Among the main theoretical antecedents is the contribution of [32], who
conceptually foregrounded employment sustainability and employee
voice as mechanisms linking HR decisions with sustainable outcomes.
Although not an indexed publication, it remains a salient historical
reference because it anticipated later debates on moving beyond a purely
economic view of people management and helped pave the way for more
consolidated proposals advanced by [2,4].

Kramar (2022) [2] marks a turning point by positioning SHRM as a
strategic normative paradigm that broadens the scope of the HR function.
Her framework explicitly integrates social dimensions such as wellbeing,
equity and organisational justice, alongside environmental dimensions,
such as the work-related ecological footprint, green competencies and eco-
efficiency. These dimensions are operationalised across recruitment,
training, appraisal, rewards, participation and health and safety. The
proposal draws on the triple bottom line logic [24] and translates it into
the routines and decision domains of people management.

Kramar (2022) [2] extends this conceptualisation by arguing that SHRM
should not only integrate economic, social and environmental
considerations, but also transversally embed SPs in decision-making,
thereby strengthening organisational resilience and adaptability.
Complementarily, Cosenza et al (2024) [14] stress that the internal
consistency of HR practices and their alignment with organisational
strategy are necessary conditions for SHRM to yield meaningful effects on
competitive performance.

Parallel contributions have explored the environmental strand of
people management [33-36]. However, much of this work evolved in a
fragmented way, often separated from broader strategic integration and
without systematically incorporating social dimensions, such as wellbeing
and labour equity, thus constraining its consolidation as a comprehensive
framework.

Aust et al (2020) [13] underline the value of [2,4] synthesis for
articulating SHRM as an integrative agenda connecting sustainability and
HR. Overall, this progression supports a shift in the HR function from a
narrow emphasis on economic efficiency towards a broader strategic
orientation linking sustainability goals with organisational practices and
their internal and external impacts. These strands are summarised in
Table 1.
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Table 1. Definitions and Thematic Areas Aligned with SHRM.
Thematic Representative  Central Focus/Main Theoretical c e .
. . . Limitations
Area Authors Dimension Contribution
Introd .
ntrocuces . Partial approach
recruitment, training .
. focused mainly on
Environmental HR and performance environmental
Green HRM [36] practices/Environmental policies aimed at . o
. . . sustainability; does not
dimension reducing the . .
Lo integrate social or
organisation’s . .
. . strategic dimensions
ecological footprint
Rep981t10ns wellbeing, Weak alignment with
. - equity, safety and .
Socially Internal responsibility : . economic and
. . diversity as key .
Responsible [14] towards employees/Social environmental
. . components of L o
HRM dimension . objectives; limited
sustainable systemic perspective
development y PErsp
Integrates the three Risk of conceptual
Triple Economic, social and pillars of sustainability  dispersion and
Bottom Line [37] environmental into HR management, challenges in achieving
HRM balance/Triple dimension promoting strategic consistent empirical
coherence application
Expands the HR -
: . Lacks empirical
Common good and social function towards . .
Common- . . . . validation and remains
[13] values / Ethical and societal  creating collective . . . .
Good HRM : . : little operationalised in
dimension value and social o
. organisational contexts
legitimacy
Establishes SHRM o s
s S::rgc ?ﬁasmewofli & Limited availability of
Strategic integration of HR tlsllat coherently links validated empirical
SHRM [2,4] and sustainability / Integral y models; difficulties in

economic, social and
environmental
dimensions

cross-dimensional
measurement

dimension

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on data extracted from the literature review and bibliometric analysis.

In this line, and following the contributions of [2,4] SHRM can be
conceptualised as a system of organisational convergence that aligns
policies, strategies and values under the logic of sustainability. From this
perspective, SHRM functions as a bridge between strategic aspirations and
everyday work experience, connecting corporate priorities with human
wellbeing and environmental regeneration. Table 2 compares key
conceptual and empirical contributions that underpin this transition.

Building on this synthesis, Table 2 shows that SHRM has evolved from
a functional alignment logic focused on efficiency and compliance toward
an approach of structural convergence in which HR policies, processes and
metrics are oriented towards sustainable value creation. At the same time,
the literature highlights gaps in how policies, systems and outcomes are
articulated when examined through an integrated and convergent lens.
This trajectory also reflects an ontological shift in people management,
where individuals are not treated merely as an operational resource, but
rather as a vital component of organisational systems capable of activating
learning dynamics and resilience [2,14].
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Table 2. Conceptual and Practical Evolution of SHRM: Comparative Synthesis of Key Authors.

ﬁ\uthor/Yea Article Title Journal Focus Method used Context Main Findings
Beyond
Strategi Th e .
ratesic ° . . Distinguishes
Human International Economic, C . is
. . Organisational/Conceptu traditional SHRM from
Resource Journal of socialand  Theoretical/conceptual ) . .
[4] : al (SHRM, sustainable  its sustainable form and
Management: Human environment method . - .
. . : SHRM) establishes integrative
Is Sustainable Resource al integration rincinles
HRM the Next Management P P
Approach?
. . Industrial and Social and Cor}ceptugl proposal of
Conceptualisin . . o SL including facets and
[27] Commercial environment Conceptual approach Team/Organisational . o
g SL . practices that legitimise
Training al focus . ;
sustainable routines
Common-Good . Proposes tl}e Common—
HRM: A Human Economic, Good HRM’ paradigm
o ., Resource social and Critical conceptual o oriented towards
[13] Paradigm Shift . . Organisational . .
. . Management environment review societal wellbeing;
in Sustainable . "
Review al focus critical conceptual
HRM? o
contribution
Work
Flexibility, Job
Satisfaction
and Job
Performance . Individual/Organisation Empirical evidence
among Economic Cross-sectional survey; al (Employees in linking work flexibility
[38] . Sustainability  and social ; ’ . . . .
Romanian focus regression/SEM Romania; N=1100; with job satisfaction
Employees- multiple sectors) and performance
Implications
for
Sustainable
HRM
Sustainability
L hip i -
gaders pmn Empirical assessment of
Higher . s .
. R Social . Team / Organisational traits and challenges of
[39] Education Sustainability . . Empirical survey . .
e dimension (50 HEIs; 29 countries) leadership for
Institutions: sustainabilit
An Overview y
of Challenges
Sustainable
HRM in Crisis
Contexts: . . .
ontex S Corporate Social Empirical evidence of
Interaction of s . o . .
. Responsibility ~ Social and o Organisational SHRM in crisis contexts;
Socially . Multivariate models . . .
[40] . and economic . . (Employee wellbeing:  socially responsible
Responsible . (interactions) . . .
Labour Environmental focus satisfaction, stress, trust) labour practices
Practices for Management support wellbeing
the Wellbeing
of Employees
To Walk in
Beauty: SL, Economic, Empirical model linking
Frugal Management . . .
. .. social and Survey; SEM .. SL, frugal innovation
[30] Innovation  and Decision . o Organisational .
. environment (mediation) and environmental
and Economics . .
. al dimensions performance
Environmenta
1 Performance
Sustainable  Asia Pacific Economic, o Proposes
. Organisational / . .
Human Journal of social and . . . implementation
[2] . Conceptual review Definition of six core
Resource Human environment s pathways for SHRM
. . SHRM characteristics .
Management: Resources al dimensions practices to
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Author/Yea

v Article Title Journal Focus Method used Context Main Findings
Six Defining operationalise metrics
Characteristics and guide policy
When Firms International . .
Adopt Entrepreneurshi Economic Organisational (Firms Explains adoption of
. . fsQCA (multiple causal . SHRM through
[41] Sustainable pand and social . . across countries; o e
configurations) institutional pressures
HRM: A Fuzzy- Management  focus secondary/survey data) s
. and resource conditions
set Analysis  Journal
Sustainable
HRM
Practices, International
Employee . Economic, Individual / SHRM fosters resilience
- Entrepreneurshi . . o i
[15] Resilience and and social and Multi-wave survey; Organisational and positive outcomes
Employee environment SEM (Employees in China; grounded in common-
Management
Outcomes: al focus N>300) good values
Journal
Toward
Common Good
Values
Work
Engagement
and Employee .
Satisfaction in International
. Entrepreneurshi . Individual (=1100 Links engagement and
the Practice of . Cross-sectional survey; . A .

[42] . and Social focus . employees across satisfaction with SHRM-
Sustainable Management regression/SEM sectors) based practices
HRM-Based on ]ourn§1 P
the Study of
Polish
Employees
SHRM, GHRM
and
Envi . .

nvironmenta . Distinguishes terms
1 HRM: . Economic, N
. Quality . Conceptual/documenta Organisational (WoS; (SHRM, GHRM, EHRM)
Analysis of . social and X s . . o

[14] Innovation . ry review; bibliometric 543 articles; co-citation and maps

New and . environment . . .
. Prosperity . . review clusters) conceptual/terminologic
Emerging al dimensions al boundaries
Terms Related
to the Human
Resource Area
Sustainable  The
HRM: The International . o o Captures HR managers’
) Economic Qualitative study; Organisational .
Perspective of Journal of . . . perceptions and

[16] . and social semi-structured adaptation (32 HR .
Italian Human Human dimensions _ interviews managers in Italy) contextual adaptation
Resource Resource & y of SHRM practices
Managers Management

o . 1 of s . . -
A Bibliometric J Oum"’T ° . . Bibliometric analysis .. Identifies themes, gaps
. Organizational Economic Individual/ . .
[3] Review on Effectiveness:  and social (Scopus; Organisational (765 and links with
SHRM (1982- ’ Biblioshiny/VOSviewer & . organisational and
People and focus publications; 1982-2023)
2023) ) labour performance
Performance

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on data extracted from the literature review and bibliometric analysis:

leading journals and representative authors.

Based on the preceding evidence, Table 3 contextualises the role of
SHRM within the SISH through seven structural principles: policies,
processes, systems, SPs, internal outcomes, external outcomes and
organisational dynamic capability. Each dimension links the SHRM
literature with a corresponding structural principle, its projected impact

] Sustain Res. 2026;8(1):e260015. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20260015



Journal of Sustainability Research

9 of 39

and its specific contribution to the SISH, highlighting the role of SHRM as

a vector of coherence and strategic structuring.

Table 3. Structural Principles of the SISH in Relation to SHRM.

SISH Dimension

Linkage with SHRM

Proposed Structural
Principle

Projected Impact

Contribution to the SISH

Strategic alignment of

Integration of

Normative coherence

Ensures the strategic

Policies SHRM with sustainability criteria and institutional
. s - e i coherence of the system
sustainability [2,4,13] into HR policies legitimacy
Enabling and Design of sustainable Improved commitment, Operationalises
Processes opportunity-oriented and inclusive equity and work sustainability within
SHRM practices [14,41] organisational routines  performance everyday management
Development of Enables comprehensive . L
. - . p. . . p Provides objective feedback
Svstems Metrics and indicators integrative metrics evaluation of and a basis for organisational
y in SHRM [2,3,16] (economic, social and sustainable . &
. learning
environmental) performance
Evidence on economic Materialisation of
. . ? . RS Tangible i T 1 i ility i
Sustainable social and sustainable initiatives angible impact on ranslates sustainability into

Practices (SPs)

environmental
implementation [15,38]

within people
management

operations, climate and
organisational culture

visible and measurable
actions

Ensures coherence between

Aligned with evidence Generation of Improved R
L . sustainability, human
Internal on productivity, sustainable human performance, .
. . Cn s . development, organisational
Outcomes satisfaction and value within the commitment and
o . e culture and day-to-day
resilience [15,30,38] organisation employee resilience
performance
Linked to reputation, Territorial and societal ~ Enhanced resilience Extends sustainability
External legitimacy and projection of and legitimacy in towards institutional
Outcomes wellbeing in crisis organisational dynamic and uncertain  legitimacy, reputation and
contexts [13,39,40] sustainability environments stakeholder trust
Organisational Strategic management Continuous feedback Innovation capacity Maintains the system as
Dynamic and resilience in SHRM  and renewal of and responsiveness to living, adaptive, generative
Capability [39] sustainable practices dynamic contexts and regenerative

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on the comparative synthesis of Tables 1 and 2 and on the conceptual proposal

of the SISH, incorporating recent empirical evidence (2014-2024).

SHRM as the Structural Backbone of the SISH

In line with the objectives of this study, SHRM is conceptualised as the

organisational system that connects policies, processes and metrics,
shaping routines and decision-making and enabling coherence across
economic, social and environmental objectives [24]. In this sense, SHRM
translates sustainability values into practice through internally consistent
and adaptable HR configurations, linking individual capabilities with
collective dynamics within the organization.

This logic supports its moderating role in the relationship between SPs

and performance outcomes, such as productivity, corporate reputation,
talent attraction and resilience under uncertainty [13]. When HR practices
exhibit coherence and flexibility, SHRM enhances the translation of SPs
into sustained performance by stabilising core routines while preserving
adaptive capacity. Accordingly, SHRM contributes to operationalising the
SISH by ensuring that strategic intentions become observable behaviours
and by enabling continuous organisational learning from implemented
practices.
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From this perspective, SHRM and the SISH are reciprocally
interdependent: SHRM provides the structural basis through which
sustainability is enacted at organisational level, while the SISH offers the
conceptual framework guiding this structure towards concordant human
value creation. This articulation positions sustainability as an emergent
condition derived from coherence across system levels, rather than as a
purely declarative aim.

Theoretical Foundations of SL

SL can be understood as the outcome of an evolutionary trajectory
within leadership theory, in which successive approaches contributed
partial insights while revealing limitations that progressively expanded
the leadership agenda beyond short-term effectiveness and immediate
goal attainment [43,44]. This progression helps explain how disperse
thematic and practical developments converged into SL as an integrative,
sustainability-oriented approach.

Early contributions include charismatic leadership, which emphasised
personal influence as a source of trust and obedience, yet remained highly
dependent on individual qualities and therefore fragile in succession or
crisis contexts [45]. Transactional leadership, grounded in exchange
relationships through rewards and sanctions, provided clarity and short-
term efficiency but reduced the leader-follower relationship to an
instrumental bond without a transformative horizon [46]. In response to
these constraints, transformational leadership introduced inspiration,
motivation and shared vision as mechanisms for cultural change [47],
while ethical and responsible leadership incorporated integrity, justice
and social responsibility into decision-making, strengthening
organisational legitimacy [48].

Servant leadership further broadened this evolution by prioritising
service to others and collective wellbeing, adding an explicitly community-
oriented dimension to leadership theory [49,50]. Although its empirical
consolidation remains limited and definitional diversity complicates
operationalisation, it provided important foundations for SL by
integrating values of service, community and cultural cohesion [49,50].

Spiritual leadership subsequently foregrounded purpose, meaning and
transcendence at work, with evidence linking it to psychological wellbeing,
organisational commitment and prosocial behaviour, thereby offering
additional conceptual resources for sustainability-oriented leadership [51].
Together, these developments form the antecedents that shaped the
transition towards SL. Table 4 synthesises representative leadership
approaches, their theoretical contributions and their limitations.
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Table 4. Definitions and Thematic Areas of Leadership Approaches.
Leadershi Core Definition or Representative . . . c e
P P Main Contribution Identified Limitation
Approach Central Focus Authors
Personal influence of the Inspires emotional .
Excessive dependence on
leader based on attachment and a sense oy
. . . . . the individual leader;
Charismatic exceptional traits that [45] of belonging through o s
. . . limited sustainability of
generate devotion, symbolic connection . .
o . charisma over time
admiration and trust with followers
Style based on exchange . . . .
e . . & Provides clarity of goals, Instrumental relationship
relationships using . . . .
. > efficiency in supervision that reduces autonomy
Transactional rewards and sanctions to [46] R o
. and performance and intrinsic motivation;
achieve short-term . -
L control short-term orientation
objectives
. R Encourages innovation, . . R
Capacity to inspire, . & Risk of leader idealisation
. commitment and .
. motivate and promote L and absence of systemic
Transformational : [47] organisational .
deep cultural change in mechanisms for long-term
. development through N
the organisation . sustainability
shared vision
Reinforces moral . .
. . - Scarcity of validated
. Leadership grounded in legitimacy and -
Ethical and . L2 L empirical models and
. integrity, justice and [48] organisational trust by . . .
Responsible . o D . weak integration with
social responsibility prioritising ethical .
o sustainable outcomes
principles
Promotes collaborative s L -
. S Difficulties in empirical
Leadership centred on and solidarity-based . i
. . operationalisation and
Servant service, empathy and [49,50] organisational cultures o L
- . . limited adoption in
collective wellbeing grounded in the
corporate contexts
common good
Leadership that Connects work with Emerging field; still lacks
Spiritual encourages purpose, (51] existential values, theoretical consensus and
P meaning and fostering meaning and robust quantitative
transcendence in work inner connection validation
Leadership oriented Integrates strategic,
towards long-term ethical and human Emerging field with gaps
sustainability, dimensions of in cross-context empirical
Sustainable (SL) integrating economic, [30,52,53] leadership, promoting validation and a need for

social and environmental
results with cultural
cohesion

systemic coherence and
organisational
resilience

consolidated operational
metrics

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on data extracted from the literature review and bibliometric analysis.

Building on these antecedents, SL emerged as an integrative approach
that combines long-term orientation, resilience and cultural cohesion with
the capacity to balance economic, social and environmental objectives
[52,53]. In this evolution, SL draws on transformational and ethical
perspectives but reorients them towards the creation of sustainable value
over time. Contributions by [8] have been influential in consolidating SL
as an emerging field within organisational sustainability, particularly
through empirical links between leadership, frugal innovation and
environmental performance. Evidence from family SMEs also points to the
importance of succession dynamics, community ties and intergenerational
values in bolstering organisational cohesion [54,55].

Despite these advances, gaps persist in the joint articulation of SHRM
and SL. [56] note that SHRM contributions remain conceptually disperse
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and weakly integrated across levels of analysis, limiting systematic
connections between practices, outcomes and leadership approaches.
Similarly, [57] highlight the absence of unified frameworks and a
geographical concentration of studies, with comparatively less attention
to smaller-scale contexts and emerging economies. In the limited body or
research jointly examining SHRM practices and SL, integrated models
remain uncommon, even when the mediating role of SL between HRM
practices and organisational outcomes is acknowledged [18].

These gaps partly reflect a persistent separation in the literature. SHRM
is often treated as a people-management domain without explicitly
integrating leadership as a mechanism for execution, cultural alignment
and the translation of sustainability into organisational routines [2].
Conversely, SL 1is frequently analysed independently of people-
management strategy, which reduces its articulating capacity within the
organisation [8,30].

Consequently, SL is better conceptualised in a complementary
relationship with SHRM. While SHRM provides strategic coherence
through alignment between HR policies and organisational sustainability
objectives [2,4], SL contributes cultural-functional cohesion by
strengthening the shared meaning, commitment and behavioural
alignment required for long-term sustainability [8,17].

Table 5 presents a comparative synthesis of key SL contributions,
highlighting objectives, mechanisms, levels of analysis and reported
evidence.

Table 5. Conceptual and Practical Evolution of SL: Comparative Synthesis of Key Author.

Author/Year Article Title / Journal Objective and Method Context Main Findings
Responsible Leadership in a Relational perspective of
Stakeholder Society: A Relational Social focus. Conceptual Organisational/ . PErsp .

[58] . X . responsible leadership
Perspective/ and theoretical approach Societal
. . as an antecedent of SL
Journal of Business Ethics
. . . Economic, social and Conceptual proposal of
Sustainable Leadership Practices for . p - Prop .
. . o1 environmental focus. L SL practices applicable
[52] Enhancing Business Resilience and o Organisational i
. Conceptual; 23-principle to resilience and
Performance/ Strategy & Leadership .
pyramid performance
Conceptualising Sustainable . . Conceptual deflmthn of
. . . Social and environmental Team/ SL; facets and practices
[27] Leadership/ Industrial and Commercial . e .
. focus. Conceptual Organisational that legitimise
Training . .
sustainable routines
R o Identifies priority traits,
Sustainability Leadership in Higher C . .
. e L. . Social dimension. Cross- Team/ challenges and actions
[39] Education Institutions: An Overview of . . O,
o sectional survey (50 HEIs) Organisational for SL in higher-
Challenges/ Sustainability L
education institutions
Sustainable Leadership, Environmental Individual -
Cerstup s . . PLS model linking SL
Turbulence, Resilience and Employees Social and environmental 593 employees and . o
[30] o S . . with resilience and
Wellbeing in SMEs/ Frontiers in focus. Empirical; PLS-SEM 373 supervisors; ..
. . wellbeing in SMEs
Psychology SMEs in China
Sustainable HRM Practices, Employee . . . .
. Economic, social and o Empirical evidence
Resilience and Outcomes: Toward environmental focus Organisational linking SPs. SL
[15] Common Good Values/ International ’ Multiple firms in § 558, 5L

Entrepreneurship and Management
Journal

Multisource and multilevel

empirical design; SEM

China

resilience and desirable
outcomes

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on data extracted from the literature review and bibliometric analysis:

leading journals and representative author.
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The comparative synthesis highlights convergences in long-term
orientation, the centrality of values and the pursuit of multiple outcomes,
alongside divergences in how practices and metrics are operationalised
depending on the level of analysis and sectoral context. Despite these
advances, the recent literature and bibliometric evidence underline the
decentralisation and fragmentation of SL in relation to people
management [59], underscoring the need to articulate SL within a shared
systemic framework, as previously discussed in connection with SHRM.

Drawing on the preceding evidence, Table 6 contextualises the role of
SL within the SISH through seven structural principles parallel to those
applied to SHRM: policies, processes, systems, SPs, internal outcomes,
external outcomes and organisational dynamic capability. Each
dimension links SL literature with an operative principle, its projected
impact and its specific contribution to the SISH, emphasising the role of SL

as a driver of cultural and functional cohesion.

Table 6. Structural Principles of the SISH in Relation to SL.

SISH Dimension

Linkage with SL

Proposed Structural Principle

Projected Impact

Contribution to the
SISH

SL guides ethical and

Inclusion of sustainable-
leadership guidelines in people

Greater internal

Ensures cultural

Policies long-term criteria in . . . legitimacy and alignment coherence in normative
. . policies (ethics, stakeholders, - R .
decision-making [52,58] . . with sustainability values  design
time horizon)
SL catalyses . . Increased commitment . .
. . Y . Design of collaborative - . . Operationalises
participation, shared . and innovation oriented L
Processes e processes that enable voice, cohesion in everyday
responsibility and e . . towards the common
. . . participation and social learning management
inclusive practices [50,51] good
. . Integration of social and . .
SL drives metrics of 8 o Balanced evaluation of Provides cultural and
. . environmental indicators . .
Systems wellbeing, resilience and . . . results and responsible social feedback to
i alongside economic ones in HR .. .
legitimacy [30,39] decision-making management systems
and performance systems
SL aligns behaviours with ~ Materialisation of pro- Tangible impacts on .
e e . o . Translates cohesion
sustainability and sustainability routines and organisational climate, . L.
SP . o . . into visible and
common-good values behaviours (equity, inclusion, culture and daily .
. . measurable actions
[15,52] eco-efficiency) operations
Internal SL is associated with Consolidation of a supportive Improved performance, Embeds cultural
wellbeing, satisfaction and sustainable organisational commitment and talent cohesion into human
Outcomes i . .
and resilience [15,30] climate retention outcomes
SL strengthens I . Enhanced reputation, .
sreng . Projection of leadership towards o p Extends cohesion
External legitimacy, reputation . social licence to operate
external actors and the wider . beyond the
Outcomes and stakeholder trust . . and reputational .
social environment i organisation
[13,39] resilience
L SL fosters collective Mechanisms for reflection, . .
Organisational . . . . Agile responses to change  Keeps the system alive,
. learning and adaptation learning and continuous .
Dynamic . . . and strengthened adaptive and future-
o in turbulent adjustment of practices and .o . .
Capability organisational resilience oriented

environments [30]

metrics

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on the comparative synthesis of Tables 3 and 4 and the conceptual proposal

of the SISH, incorporating recent empirical evidence (2014-2024).
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SL as the Cultural Cohesion Mechanism of the SISH

Complementing the role of SHRM as the structural backbone, SL within
the SISH functions as the cultural and relational mechanism that anchors
ethical values, shared purpose and behavioural and functional coherence.
Its mediating role lies in embedding sustainability principles into
everyday practices, thereby shaping employee commitment,
organisational wellbeing and adaptive resilience [8,15]. Beyond
influencing internal dynamics, SL also projects legitimacy, reputation and
trust towards external stakeholders [39,53].

By ensuring that sustainability is experienced as an integrated culture
rather than an abstract policy, SL provides the cohesion required to align
organisational structures with values and long-term culture. In so doing,
it transforms sustainability from a normative aspiration into a tangible
collective practice. Thus, SL. complements SHRM’s moderating function,
consolidating the SISH as an integrated framework capable of generating
structural solidity and cultural legitimacy, with normative, functional and
adaptive consistency for dynamic environment.

Integration of SHRM and SL within the SISH

The articulation of SHRM and SL within the SISH is based on the
recognition of their complementary roles. SHRM provides the structural
backbone, shaping the policies, processes and systems that embed
sustainability into organisational routines [2,4,13]. In parallel, SL acts as
the cultural-functional cohesion mechanism that translates these
structures into shared values, behaviours and stakeholder trust [8,30].

Together, SHRM and SL converge to form an integrated system of
human sustainability. Their interaction ensures both operational
coherence and cultural legitimacy, guaranteeing that sustainability does
not remain confined to strategic documents but becomes embedded in
daily practices and long-term orientation. This synthesis positions the SISH
as a conceptual platform for future empirical exploration.

To move beyond the individual analyses of SHRM (Table 3) and SL
(Table 6), Table 7 presents a comparative synthesis of SHRM, SL and SPs
alongside the SISH. This integrative perspective highlights
complementarities and challenges across domains, reinforcing the
conceptual foundations of the integrated human sustainability system.
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Table 7. Comparative synthesis of SHRM, SL and SPs as foundations of the SISH framework.

Category SHRM SL SP SISH
. Conceptual framework
Leadership that .
. . P . that aligns SHRM and SL to
HRM practices that  incorporates HRM practices and s
. . . . . . foster SPs within a
integrate financial,  sustainability into strategies that link . .
s . . . systemic model oriented
Definitions social and long-term strategies, employee wellbeing
. : . . towards human
environmental ethics and with organisational sustainabilitv at
objectives [2,4] stakeholder sustainability [6,15] .. y
articipation [8,58] organisational and
P P ’ territorial levels.
Implements Aligns people,
Promotes . P . & .p .p .
. Fosters sustainable practices that organisations and society
. sustainable work o1 o . o .
Representative . values, resilience and minimise negative within a systemic
. environments and . . . . . .
Objectives ethical decision- impacts and interaction, ensuring long-
employee . o
. making [50,52] strengthen term resilience and value
wellbeing [4,14] . . .
efficiency [41,38] creation.
Optimises human
. Embeds P . .
Enhances retention, . e s resources while Strengthens systemic
N . sustainability into . . .
Organisational  productivity and . enhancing wellbeing coherence by connecting
organisational . .
Impacts employee and reducing HRM, leadership and
: culture and trust o e
commitment [2,3] negative impacts sustainability indicators.
[8,39]
[15]
. . Systemic alignment across
Fair practices, - Performance - o
Long-term vision, . . organisational, territorial
. development . indicators, people- .
Representative opportunities and ethics and olicy alienment and societal levels,
Factors PP stakeholder poticy alg integrating ethics,
employee engagement [53,58] and workplace convergence and
wellbeing [4] gas ’ wellbeing [36] Vers
resilience.
Incorvoratin Overcoming lack of
sustz:ililabilit & managerial Measuring SHRM Achieving epistemological
Current . y commitment, impact under integration and
strategically . ) . . A
Challenges resistance to change financial pressure methodological validation

beyond economic
priorities [2,14]

and resource
constraints [50]

[38]

across multiple levels [59]

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on the bibliometric analysis, the literature review (2014-2024) and the

conceptual proposal of the SISH.

METHODOLOGY

We conducted a systematic literature review based on records from

Web of Science and reported the identification, screening, eligibility, and
inclusion phases in accordance with PRISMA 2020. [60] establish the
reporting standard that underpins the transparency and replicability of
this evidence-selection process. To capture the field’s intellectual structure
and thematic organisation, we complemented the review with a
bibliometric mapping in VOSviewer (v1.6.18) to visualise keyword co-
occurrence networks and identify coherent thematic clusters. This dual
strategy, systematic screening followed by a structured synthesis, aligns
with the methodological logic of integrative reviews that consolidate
fragmented research streams; [56] illustrate this approach by integrating
disperse multi-level contributions to advance the state of the art.
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Building on the thematic architecture derived from the mapping, we
developed an integrative narrative synthesis of the most influential and
thematically central works within each cluster, with the aim of
consolidating a conceptual framework that distinguishes: (i) a structural
layer associated with SHRM, (ii) a cultural layer associated with SL, and
(iii) a relational layer grounded in systemic coherence. Following this, a
sample of the most representative papers was generated to consolidate the
literature review (see Table 8).

Table 8. Classification of the most representative journals, with their impact factor and quartile.

JIF

Journal (2025) Quartile/Index Publisher
Business Strategy and the Environment (BSE) 134 Q1 (JCR) Wiley
Human Resource Management Review (HRMR) 13 Q1 (JCR) Elsevier
Journal of Cleaner Production (JCP) 11.1 Q1 (JCR) Elsevier
Journal of Business Research (JBR) 9.8 Q1 (JCR) Elsevier
The Leadership Quarterly (LQ) 9.7 Q1 (JCR) Elsevier
Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management .
( CSI}:&EM) P ¥ § 9.1 Q1 (JCR) Wiley
Human Resource Management (HRM) 9 Q1 (JCR) Wiley
Journal of Business Ethics (JBE) 6.7 Q1 (JCR) Springer Nature
International Journal of Human Resource Management (ITHRM) 5.9 Q1 (JCR) Taylor & Francis
Personnel Review (PR) 5.2 Q1 (JCR) Emerald
Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources (APJHR) 45 Q1 (JCR) Wiley
Frontiers in Psychology 2.9 Q1 (JCR) Frontiers
International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal (IEM]) 3.9 Q2 (JCR) Springer
International Journal of Manpower (IJM) 34 Q2 (JCR) Emerald
Sustainability 3.3 Q2 (JCR)* MDPI
Administrative Sciences 31 Q2 (JCR) MDPI
Journal of Organizational Effectiveness: People and Performance (JOEPP) 33 ESCI (percentile 58.6) Emerald
Managerial and Decision Economics (MDE) 2.7 Q2 (SJR 2024) Wiley
Quality Innovation Prosperity (QIP) 1.2 Q3 (SJR 2024) Sciendo

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on the bibliometric analysis, the literature review.

Database for Sample Collection

The different articles to be analysed were extracted from the Web of
Science database, which is the most reliable database for research-related
topics and features high quality journals [61,62]. The WoS is considered a
benchmark database in academia, as supported by studies conducted by
[62]. Additionally, this database references information on journals,
countries, authors, keywords, subject areas, areas of knowledge, among
other aspects [63]. This provides quantifiable and reliable data for
scientific mapping, evolution of a field of research, bibliometric analysis,
literature review [63-65] as applied in this study for the combined
bibliometric and literature review analysis.

The extraction was carried out using the terms “Sustainable Human
Resource Managers” OR “leadership Sustainabl”, applied to the Title (TI)
and Topic (TS) fields. The search was operationalised as: ((TI=
(“Sustainable Human Resource Managers” OR “leadership Sustainabl”))
OR (TS= (“Sustainable Human Resource Managers*” OR “leadership
Sustainabl*”))) AND PY= (2004-2024). Because TI restricts results to the
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title and TS covers the title, abstract, author keywords, and Keywords Plus,
their combination maximised coverage while maintaining conceptual
control.

Following the initial identification (406 records), formal and eligibility
criteria were applied for refinement (107 excluded; 299 retained for
screening): non-relevant records were removed based on editorial/initial
selection criteria in line with the PRISMA flow. During title and abstract
screening, 93 records were excluded when: (i) the terms appeared only
tangentially, without developing SHRM or SL; (ii) there was no explicit
sustainability framework (e.g., organisational sustainability, sustainable
practices, sustainability-linked performance) connecting people
management or leadership; or (iii) the focus was generic and did not
contribute to the objective of the bibliometric mapping. In the full-text
assessment (206 articles), 37 were excluded due to: (a) methodological
limitations for the study’s purposes, (b) an explicit absence of focus on
SHRM/SL/sustainability, or (c) insufficient relevance to the SHRM-SL core,
resulting in a final sample of 169 articles for the bibliometric analysis.

Selected Technique for Data Cleaning

The selection process followed PRISMA guidelines. During the
identification phase, WoS returned 406 records. Initial filters and formal
criteria (document type and peer review) were then applied, leading to the
exclusion of 107 records and the retention of 299 for the screening stage.
During screening, through a review of titles and abstracts, 93 records were
excluded as they did not align with the thematic focus and/or failed to meet
the eligibility criteria, resulting in 206 articles assessed in full text. Finally,
in the eligibility and inclusion stage, following full-text reading, 37 articles
were excluded on methodological and relevance grounds (in line with the
study criteria), yielding a final sample of 169 articles for analysis (Figure
1).

As title- and abstract-based searches may yield records where key
terms appear in heterogeneous contexts, a careful screening strategy was
applied to minimise false inclusions. Accordingly, the screening stage
focused on verifying that SHRM and SL were addressed within a
sustainability-oriented frame (sustainable development, sustainability
goals, sustainable practices and related organisational approaches), and
that the relationship between people management and leadership was
substantively connected to sustainability.

To operationalise the theme of interest, the review prioritised studies
explicitly addressing the linkage between SL and HRM, or between SHRM
and leadership, within organisational settings. In particular, the eligibility
assessment retained articles engaging with core HR and leadership
domains, such as recruitment and selection, training and development,
performance appraisal, employee well-being, hiring practices and
decision-making, provided these were analysed from a sustainability
perspective and contributed to understanding the SHRM-SL nexus.
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Identification

Records identified through database
searching (WoS) (n=406)

Total articles on 29/06/2024:
WoS

v

Excluded after initial filters
(n=107)

Screening

Records after initial filters and formal
criteria applied
(n=299)

Y

Records exclude after title/abstract
screening (n=93)
-Not aligned with thematic focus
-Did not meet eligibility criteria

Eligibility

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility
(n=206)

y

Included

Full text article excluded (n=37)
-Methodological limitations
-Lack of explicit SHRM; SL;

Sustainability focus
-Insufficient relevance

Articles included n= (169)

Figure 1. Hypothetical approach. Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA). Source: Authors’ own preparation based on data from the Web of Science (WoS).

Although bibliometrics does not offer a single sample-size threshold
that is valid across all fields, recent evidence suggests that corpus size is
typically determined by the analytical objective and the degree of data
cleaning applied to the dataset [3,66]. In this regard, [63,65] show that
studies can work with larger or more limited collections without losing
interpretive capacity, provided that the final set enables the identification
of stable co-occurrence networks and consistent thematic clusters.

On this basis, a corpus of 169 articles was considered methodologically
sufficient to support robust co-occurrence structures and strategic
visualisations, given that VOSviewer provides established procedures for
bibliometric mapping and the generation of interpretable clusters in

specialised fields [26,67].
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Software Used for Statistical Analysis

VOSviewer (version 1.6.18) was employed for the analysis of the final
sample consisting of the selected WoS articles. VOSviewer is widely used
in bibliometric and science-mapping studies because it enables the
construction and visualisation of bibliometric networks and strategic
diagrams with a high degree of graphical clarity. Authors such as [7] and
[63] recommend its use, highlighting that its interface, widely recognised
as user-friendly and intuitive, enables researchers to conduct and
interpret bibliometric analyses in a more rigorous and efficient manner.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Annual Citation and Publication Trend

It is worth clarifying that, although the study covers the period 2004-
2024, Figure 1 begins in 2006 because the first records in the Web of
Science (WoS) database explicitly incorporating terms related to SHRM
and SL appear from that year onwards. Articles published between 2004
and 2005 did not yet feature a consolidated focus on sustainability in
people management or responsible leadership; instead, they offered
partial approaches to social responsibility, environmental management or
general sustainability.

Figure 2 presents the annual publications of the articles analysed in the
WoS database. It shows the increase in the number of articles published
as the years progress, exhibiting a linear trend from 2006 to 2016, with
minor variations observed 2011, 2014 and 2015.

From 2017 to 2024, there is a significant increase in publications, with
2023 being the year with the highest number of articles published,
totalling 27 (n= 27). However, analysing the graph’s projection, 2024 is
slightly lower than 2023, with in only two fewer articles. It could be
inferred that the highest year of publication is 2024, although the
maximum number of published papers has not yet been reached.

In terms of impact, 2014 was the year with the most citations, reaching
a total of 571, closely followed by 2019 with 518 and then 2023 with 295,
reflecting the growing interest in the relationship between sustainability
and organisational management.

] Sustain Res. 2026;8(1):e260015. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20260015



Journal of Sustainability Research 20 of 39

30

25

20

15

10

2024

-
1o

|19
™

2021 I
2020 EEE—
2019 n—
2018 I -
2017 I
2015 E »

2014 I o

2013 . o

2012 - -~

2011 o

2016 mm ™
2010 mm ~
2009 = ™
2008 m =
2007 B =
2006 m -

202
2022

Figure 2. Years of publication of articles. Source: Authors’ own preparation based on data from the Web of
Science (WoS).

600

500

400

300

200

100

Figure 3.
(WoS).

2024 mm &

With regard to impact, Figure 3 shows the annual citation trend,
measured as the total number of citations received per year by the articles
in the sample. The peak is observed in 2014 (n = 571), followed by 2019 (n
=518). 2023 ranks third (n = 295). Although 2024 shows an upward pattern
in terms of publication volume, its citation count cannot yet be interpreted
as comparable because citations accumulate over time. This dynamic is
consistent with citation-lag effects and the consolidation of influential
contributions published in earlier years, while the more recent growth
indicates a sustained and increasing scholarly interest in the nexus
between sustainability, organisational management, human resource
management and organisational leadership.
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Annual citation trend. Source: Authors’ own preparation based on data from the Web of Science

Accordingly, 2006 is identified as the empirical starting point of the
field, marking the beginning of a more defined and upward conceptual
trajectory [4,36].
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Similarly, Figure 4 also begins in 2006, as citation patterns recorded in
2004 and 2005 are marginal or not relevant to the thematic scope of the
study. This is due to publications prior to 2006 not yet employing the
indexed descriptors sustainable HRM or sustainable leadership as formal
search criteria. Consequently, the values from 2006 onwards more
accurately represent the formal and traceable emergence of the scientific
field, allowing its conceptual evolution and progressive consolidation in
the international literature to be observed, as demonstrated in the works
of [14,22].
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Figure 4. Citations by authors. Source: VOSviewer statistical software.

From the perspective of journals, Table 8 summarises the leading
outlets that have published the analysed articles, their Journal Impact
Factor (JIF 2025), quartile and indexing. The analysis shows a clear
concentration of publications in high-impact journals (Q1), which reflects
the theoretical and methodological maturity of the field. Particularly
prominent are Business Strategy and the Environment (JIF = 13.4, Wiley),
Human Resource Management Review (JIF = 13.0, Elsevier) and jJournal of
Cleaner Production (JIF = 11.1, Elsevier), all of which feature cutting-edge
studies on corporate sustainability, people management and ethical
leadership [22,68].
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In addition, journals such as The Leadership Quarterly (JIF = 9.7,
Elsevier) and Journal of Business Research (JIF = 9.8, Elsevier) have played
a pivotal role in consolidating the theoretical and methodological
foundations of organisational sustainability [50]. Within the specialised
field of human resource management, Human Resource Management (JIF
= 9.0, Wiley) and The International Journal of Human Resource
Management (JIF = 5.9, Taylor & Francis) have been essential in shaping
the conceptual and empirical development of the sustainable HRM
approach [4,41].

Sustainability (JIF = 3.3, MDPI) and Administrative Sciences (JIF = 3.1,
MDPI), although classified in the second quartile (Q2), play a significant
role by providing platforms for disseminating interdisciplinary and
emerging research. Sustainability has been especially influential in studies
on work flexibility, satisfaction and performance in sustainable workplace
contexts [38,39], while Administrative Sciences has evolved towards an
integrative approach to sustainability, leadership and organisational
regeneration, making it an increasingly suitable platform for rigorous
hybrid research related to sustainability.

Overall, Table 8 reflects the balance of an editorial ecosystem composed
of both high-impact journals (Q1) and high-quality open-access Q2
publications that contribute to the democratisation of knowledge in
sustainability, leadership and people management. This editorial diversity
facilitates the articulation of complementary perspectives and supports
the scientific consolidation of the field.

Most Representative Authors

Based on this study, Kramar (red cluster) represents SHRM, whereas
Igbal represents SL (green cluster) (see Figure 4). Thus, by analysing the
network, we can focus on how these areas are connected within the
production of scientific manuscripts. Although [19] and [69] show a high
density of connections in the network, their inclusion is not essential for
the theoretical development of this study. On the one hand, [19] focus on
the relationship between corporate sustainability management and
responsible business strategies; on the other hand, [69] proposes a green
human resource management framework primarily oriented towards
environmental performance in emerging economies, without delving into
the conceptual articulation of SHRM or SL as posed in this research.
Consequently, although both contribute to the field of green management,
they are regarded as peripheral to the core theoretical focus of this work.

Subsequently, analysis of the red cluster reveals the largest node in this
group, indicating that [2,4] work constitutes a central reference on this
topic. In turn, the network shows that the red cluster (Figure 4) links [2,4]
with authors such as [15,16,41] who have continued their lines of research
based on the context developed by [2,4]. Thus, the interconnections within
this cluster centralise authors who have begun to strengthen research on
SHRM.
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The green cluster visualises the connections of Ighal with authors such
as [68,70,71], suggesting the existence of an emerging sustainable
leadership research network within the academic context. This is
supported by the observation that the green network is less dense than the
red network. The analysis of the green cluster reveals a less influential
position within the network than the red cluster, suggesting the need to
strengthen the sustainable leadership line of research.

These two clusters represent complementary approaches to
organisational sustainability; their interconnection within the network
highlights the need to continue deepening this relationship. In this regard,
[3,6,14] act as connecting nodes between the two fields of study, suggesting
an emerging interest in exploring the relationship between SHRM and SL.
Finally, [14], whose intermediate position in the co-citation network
configures them as a connecting node between the red cluster (centred on
SHRM) and the green cluster (associated with SL), offer an evolutionary
and terminological review of SHRM, GHRM and Environmental HRM that
reveals the persistent conceptual fragmentation of the field. Far from
closing the debate, their results highlight the need to move towards
integrative frameworks that explicitly articulate SHRM and SL, precisely
the theoretical gap addressed in this chapter.

Co-Occurrence Network of Keywords by Clusters

Figure 5 presents the generic co-occurrence network, constructed from
an initial set of 825 keywords and refined to 58 relevant terms
contextualised in Table 9. These terms configure the three predominant
clusters: SHRM, SL and Sustainable Organizations (SO). The structure,
comprising 514 links and a total link strength of 1032, reveals a tripartite
architecture that synthesises the need to advance towards human
sustainability as a relational axis of value.

In the red cluster, dominated by terms such as sustainable development,
organisational innovation, technological innovation and economic
sustainability, the structural domain of SHRM is centred, connecting to
processes, systems and organisational capabilities [2,4]. This cluster
reflects the functional orientation of sustainability, where talent
management emerges as a strategic alignment mechanism connecting
productivity, innovation and environmental responsibility [15].

The green cluster groups together nodes such as ethical leadership,
personal development, self-awareness and sustainability reports,
representing the domain of SL and centred on the cultural and
behavioural dimension of organisational change. Here, sustainability is
internalised as a practice rooted in ethical meaning, long-term vision and
collective awareness, consistent with the perspectives of [30,58], who view
sustainable leadership as a moral catalyst of structural transformation.

The blue cluster, encompassing terms such as environmental
performance, CSR performance, corporate sustainability and competitive
advantage, delineates the domain of sustainable organizations, where the
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outcomes of sustainable management are reflected in environmental
performance, institutional legitimacy and competitive advantage [14,22].
This group of links expresses the external and adaptive layer of the
networks, where internal policies and values are translated into tangible,
measurable outcomes.

Analysis of the network suggests the densest lines of connection reveal
an emerging integration of SHRM and SL through the nodes representing
sustainable organizations, impact and sustainable performance. However,
link density is not yet homogeneous, indicating persistent conceptual
fragmentation: SHRM maintains its emphasis on functional coherence,
while SL retains its orientation towards cultural cohesion.
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Figure 5. Generic Co-occurrence Network of Terms. Source: VOSviewer statistical software.

Within this context, SPs appear in the network as an operative
relational node located between the domains of SHRM and SL. Their
intermediate position suggests they act as a transfer channel between the
strategic and cultural levels of organisational sustainability, connecting
management policies with values and behaviours.
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Table 9. Keywords per cluster.

Nevertheless, this function has not yet materialised into a formal
integrative framework, as referenced by the conceptual gap identified in
the existing literature by [3,6]. This gap invites progress towards models
capable of explaining how SPs can simultaneously articulate structure,
culture and action, guiding the transition from thematic coexistence to
genuine systemic and convergent integration of sustainability.

Sustainable Human Resource
Management (SHRM)

Sustainable Leadership (SL) Sustainable Organisations (SO)

Cluster

-absorptive capacity
-antecedents

-artificial-intelligence
-citizenship behaviour
-creativity

-digital transformation
-dynamic capabilities
-economic performance
-economic sustainability
-environmental
sustainability

-future

-global challenges
-internal communication
-knowledge heterogeneity
-networks

-organisation innovation
- perceptions
-prospective applicants
-socially responsible HRM
-spiritual leadership
-sustainable development
-sustainable HRM
-sustainable performance
-team performance
-technological innovation
-workplace spirituality
Total Keywords: 26

1

-common-good values
- education for sustainable

-2030 agenda

-competitive advantage

development

-ethical leadership -corporate sustainability
-evolution -CSR patterns

-governance -CSR performance

-gri -dimensions

-impact -environmental performance
- knowledge-oriented leadership -motivation

- personal development -organisational transformation

- self-awareness - perspective

-social performance

- social sustainability

- strategy implementation

- sustainability reports

- sustainable HRM practices
- sustainable leadership

- triple bottom line
-vocation

Total Keywords: 18

-stakeholder engagement
-supply chain

-sustainable development goals
-sustainable organisations
Total Keywords 14

Cluster
3

Cluster
2

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on Vosviewer data.

SISH as a Theoretical-Operational Framework for Adaptive
Coherence

The Integrated Human Sustainability System (SISH) is defined as a
theoretical-operational framework that articulates the dynamic
interactions between SHRM, SL and SPs. Unlike fragmented approaches
that address these dimensions in isolation, the SISH integrates them within
a systemic architecture composed of three interdependent planes
strategic-structural, functional-cultural and operational-systemic together
with an emergent property termed adaptive coherence, which ensures the
continuity and resilience of the system.

Although many systemic approaches to sustainability offer useful
typologies and integrative frameworks, they often treat the human
element as an assumption, or as an aggregated social factor, rather than
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as an explanatory mechanism. In corporate sustainability, integration
schemes across levels tend to prevail without specifying how the human
capacity that enables implementation is sustained [72], while, in
sociotechnical transitions, the tendency to privilege macro-level and
supply-side dynamics has been criticised for neglecting the micro-
dynamics of practices, decisions and agency [73,74].

The SISH differs in that it positions human sustainability as the causal
core of the system and assigns complementary functions, with SHRM as
the enabling infrastructure and SL as a cultural mechanism of alignment,
consistent with the sustainable HRM agenda, which explicitly emphasises
how human resources are preserved and regenerated over time [13,73].

In its strategic-structural dimension, the SISH is grounded in the
functional convergence of SHRM, understood as the set of policies,
processes and systems that ensure alignment between organisational
strategy and sustainability principles. This plane defines the structural
coherence of the model, providing direction, stability and consistency to
organisational decision-making. In this way, sustainability acts as a
transversal axis guiding strategic planning, talent management and the
consolidation of competitive performance.

The functional-cultural dimension corresponds to the domain of SL,
which serves as the relational mediator between structural policies and
organisational behaviours. At this level, sustainability is translated into
shared values, attitudes and behaviours, fostering relational cohesion and
a collective sense of purpose. From this perspective, leadership not only
guides but inspires and internalises ethical principles that strengthen
institutional legitimacy through trust, commitment and organisational
reputation.

The operational-systemic dimension reflects the practical
materialisation of sustainability. At this level, policies and values are
translated into observable and measurable actions that influence
organisational, territorial and societal performance. SPs function as an
operative translation axis that connects structure and culture with
tangible outcomes, expressing sustainability through decisions, metrics
and innovations that bolster organisational resilience and learning.

The interaction of these three dimensions manifests as adaptive
coherence, understood as the system’s emergent property, enabling it to
maintain dynamic equilibrium in the face of environmental change. This
coherence is not static but evolutionary, as it expresses the SISH’s capacity
to integrate, readjust and transform its structural, cultural and operational
components without losing systemic identity, as shown in Table 10. In this
sense, the SISH embodies a vision of sustainability as a coherent field of
human interactions, where structure provides direction, culture generates
meaning and concrete practice produces legitimacy and sustainable value
over time.
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Table 10. Levels and Dimensions of the SISH.

. . Associated . .
System Level Dimension Systemic Function Expected Outcome
Component
. . Aligns policies, processes and
Strategic- Functional NS p . processes Structural coherence and
SHRM systems with sustainability L .
Structural convergence . strategic direction
principles
Functional- Relational SL Translates strategy into shared Cultural integration and
Cultural cohesion values, attitudes and behaviours institutional legitimacy
. . Materialises sustainability through Competitive performance
Operational- Sustainable Y & P . p.
. .. SPs observable and measurable and organisational
Systemic operativity . -
actions resilience
Adaptive Result of Integrates structure, culture and Sustainable human value
Emergent L . e s . N
coherence the SISH practice in dynamic equilibrium and systemic continuity

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on the theoretical integration described by the authors, together with the

literature review and bibliometric analysis (2004-2024).

Having defined the SISH as a multilevel architecture (strategic-
structural, functional-cultural, and operational-systemic) and its emergent
property of adaptive coherence, the next step is to specify the design logic
that makes this architecture analytically usable. Accordingly, we derive a
set of design principles that translate the model’s levels into relational
mechanisms, enabling conceptual clarity and generating testable
statements for subsequent empirical work.

Design Principles of the SISH

Drawing on the bibliometric analysis and the specialised literature, six
principles are identified that guide the design and functioning of the SISH,
as shown in Table 11. These principles transcend linear views of
sustainability by conceptualising it as an emergent, configurational and
relational process, in which structure, culture and operativity emerge as
tangible and intangible instruments of adaptive coherence.

In turn, Figure 6 graphically represents the SISH, configured as a
dynamic system of interdependence between SHRM in its structural-
strategic dimension (red) and SL in its cultural-relational dimension
(green), connected through a bidirectional arrow that reflects their
functional convergence. At their point of intersection, the SISH emerges as
the articulating core, from which SPs (blue) are projected as the operative
expression of the balance between structure and culture.

The model incorporates two-way arrows across the organisational,
territorial and societal levels, evidencing the multilevel, feedback-driven
and adaptive nature of the system.
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Figure 6. Graphical Representation of the SISH. Source: Authors’ own preparation based on the principles
of the SISH model. Note: Reading Figure 6 as a proposition-generating device, it operationalises the design
principles by visually linking the structural-strategic (SHRM) and cultural-relational (SL) planes through a
bidirectional mechanism of convergence. The projection of SPs as the operative expression of this
convergence clarifies why sustainable outcomes are expected to be configurational rather than linear, and
why moderation (SHRM) and mediation (SL) become theoretically necessary mechanisms within the model.

In order to strengthen transparency between the bibliometric evidence
and the conceptual synthesis, each design principle is derived explicitly
from the tripartite architecture observed in the co-occurrence network
(Figure 5; Table 9). On this basis, the principles in Table 11 are formulated
as explanatory mechanisms that clarify how structure-culture-outcomes
are connected and why sustainability is expressed in a configurational
rather than a linear manner. In this respect, Table 11 does not merely
summarise conceptual attributes, rather it specifies the causal logic of the
SISH: principles (i)-(iii) establish the model’s relational and
configurational ontology, while principles (iv)-(vi) delineate the roles
through which SHRM and SL condition the effectiveness of SPs and the
system’s capacity to sustain performance, legitimacy and human
wellbeing simultaneously, coherently and across multiple scales-spanning
the organisational, territorial and societal levels.
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Table 11. Design principles of the SISH with bibliometric traceability to VOSviewer clusters.
. Articulation Contribution Suggested Indicators . Key
Design A, . to the . VOSviewer cluster .
Principle within the Triad Originality of (effectiveness, mapping supporting
(SHRM-SL-SPs) the Model efficiency, impact) studies
SHRM, SL and . Effectiveness: degree Clusters: C1-C2-C3
. Explains . .
SPs interact . - of interaction;
. . . sustainability .. . . .
(1) Dynamic interdependently efficiency: adaptive * Bridges: sustainable
as an emergent i > . [2,4,14,59]
Interdependence and vary and relational capacity; Impact: organisations; impact;
according to organisational sustainable performance
phenomenon o
context resilience
Structure C1: dynamic capabilities;
(SHRM? ensures Integrlates., Alignment between 1nnovat19n '
strategic organisational - * C2: ethical leadership;
R . . policies and values; . .
(ii) Bimodality coherence and consistency strategy implementation [30,50,58]
coherence between
SL translates and . .
: . discourse and practice . .
values into commitment * Bridges: impact
action
Sustainable C1: absorptive capacity;
outcomes Supports a Number of successful digital transformation; Al
(i) depend on logic of configurations; * C3: competitive
Configurational  specific sic su ’ ) P [30,8,41]
. . multiple contextual advantage;
Causality combinations of configurations erformance CSR/environmental
SHRM, SL and ; i erfgrmar?ce e
SPs P
1: SHRM ilities » C2:
SHRM moderates ) C S /capab ities + C
. . Defines implementation
(iv) and SL mediates - . .
. . . . complementary Empirical evidence of  /impact
Differentiated the relationship .. . . . [13,39]
causal mediation/moderation Bridges: sustainable
Causal Roles between SPs and . .
mechanisms performance; sustainable
performance L
organisations
The triad C1: economic
. Expands the R
simultaneously . performance/sustainability
. notion of :
. drives . * C2: social
(v) Multiple- i success Achievement of .
competitiveness . performance/impact
Performance towards an multiple goals and [15,38]
. . (SHRM), human . . .
Orientation . integral and societal cohesion * C3: CSR performance;
wellbeing (SL)
L human stakeholder engagement;
and legitimacy . "
(SPs) perspective competitive advantage
SHRM, SL and
SPs‘mtegrate . Conso}ldates N Clusters: C1 + C2 + C3 »
. . while preserving  adaptive Trust, legitimacy and . .
(vi) Systemic . Bridges: sustainable
functional coherenceasa  long-term . . [14,59]
Convergence . - L o organisations; sustainable
diversity and guiding sustainability
. o performance
strategic principle
consistency

Source: Authors’ own preparation based on [2,4,14,30,59] and literature reviews (2004-2025). Note: (codes): C1 = SHRM

(red cluster); C2 = SL (green cluster); C3 = Sustainable Organisations (blue cluster). “Bridges” refer to terms showing

high inter-cluster connectivity (e.g., sustainable organisations, impact, sustainable performance).

THEORETICAL PROPOSITIONS FOR THE EMPIRICAL VALIDATION OF
THE SISH AND FUTURE LINES OF RESEARCH

Building on the design principles in Table 11, we translate the SISH into
a set of propositions specifying (a) effect directionality, (b) the causal roles
of SHRM (moderator) and SL (mediator), and (c) the expected
configurational character of sustainable outcomes. These propositions
bridge the conceptual architecture (Figure 6) with the study’s analytical
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strategy). They synthesise the theoretical field reviewed, the bibliometric
evidence, and the interrelations mapped in the conceptual network
(Figures 2 and 3), thereby providing a robust foundation for the empirical
model to be estimated using PLS-SEM and examined through fsQCA.

P.1. Strategic Alignment of SHRM with SPs

SHRM, when strategically aligned with SPs, amplifies the effect of the
latter on organisational performance.

This proposition is grounded in the studies of [13,14] and [2,4] who
show that human resource policies oriented towards sustainability
integrate economic, social and environmental dimensions, generating
more consistent and long-lasting outcomes.

Thus, SHRM acts as a structural and functional-convergence
mechanism that translates sustainability strategy into concrete actions of
wellbeing, productivity and institutional legitimacy.

P.2. Mediation of SL in the Relationship between Practices and
Outcomes

SL mediates the relationship between SPs and organisational results by
channelling shared values, behaviours and meanings towards effective
implementation [8,30,50].

SL acts as a cultural-relational cohesion agent that transforms strategy
into commitment, guiding behaviours towards equity, innovation and
organisational justice. Its mediating role is essential for translating
SHRM’s structural policies into behaviours aligned with values, human
dynamics and competitive performance.

P.3. Synergy between SHRM and SL for Organisational Resilience

The interaction between SHRM and SL generates synergies that
strengthen organisational resilience in changing and uncertain
environments.

The studies by [13,39] highlight that the integration of sustainable
management and ethical leadership enables strategic adaptability,
innovation and long-term continuity.

This proposition recognises that sustainability does not depend on
isolated policies but on systemic coherence across structures, values and
cultural processes.

P.4. Robustness of the SISH as an Integrated Framework

By integrating SHRM and SL, the SISH constitutes a more robust
framework than isolated approaches, capable of explaining the
convergence between human sustainability and competitive performance.

This proposition posits that organisational sustainability must be
conceived as an integral system in which the structural dimension (SHRM)
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and the cultural-relational dimension (SL) interact through a bidirectional
flow of learning, innovation and shared meaning.

P.5. Empirical Validation and Applicability of the SISH

Empirical validation of the SISH through multivariate statistical models
(PLS-SEM), configurational approaches (fsQCA) and multilevel analysis
will demonstrate its applicability in diverse organisational and territorial
contexts.

This proposition aims to assess the model’s internal and external
consistency and its explanatory capacity regarding the relationships
among sustainability, human resources, leadership, knowledge
management, SPs and competitive performance. Accordingly, future
research should advance the empirical testing of the SISH, with particular
attention to the interaction between SHRM, SL and SPs and to the
mediating and moderating functions that shape the system’s dynamics. To
this end, future studies should: (1) test the differentiated causal roles of
SHRM and SL across environmental and institutional contexts; (2)
operationalise the indicators proposed in Table 11 to develop comparable
measurement models; (3) examine multilevel spillovers from
organisational outcomes to territorial and societal outcomes; and (4)
compare symmetrical (PLS-SEM) and configurational (fsQCA) approaches
to identify alternative pathways to competitive performance, legitimacy
and human wellbeing. Overall, this agenda operationalises SISH principles
in the organisational domain and enables robust testing of propositions
concerning structural coherence, organisational cohesion and systemic
operativity, thereby strengthening the model’s empirical and predictive
foundations in line with the theoretical premises advanced in this work.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

The SISH transcends an instrumental view of SHRM and SL as isolated
domains by consolidating them within a convergent structure of adaptive
cultural functionality, making integration actionable across
organisational, territorial and societal contexts. In practice, organisations
can translate SISH into (i) HR architecture: Recruitment and onboarding
criteria that prioritise sustainability-related competencies; learning
pathways that strengthen systems thinking and stakeholder literacy; and
performance management that rewards collaborative improvement in
social, environmental and human outcomes alongside economic results;
(ii) leadership routines: regular sustainability sense-making briefings,
distributed decision rights for local problem solving and role modelling
practices that legitimise sustainability as a shared good; and (iii) SP
governance: cross functional portfolios with clear owners, timelines and
feedback loops linking workplace wellbeing, resource efficiency and
community value creation. These mechanisms strengthen institutional
legitimacy by aligning structural coherence, cultural organisational
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cohesion and systemic operativity in ways that are visible to employees,
partners and local communities.

In addition, the SISH supports integrative indicators, for example, a
human sustainability dashboard, to assess effectiveness, efficiency and
impact at multiple levels, responding to the lack of holistic metrics
highlighted in recent work, as described by [3,59].

It is important to recognise that this contribution is primarily
conceptual and rests on the synthesis of prior literature; accordingly, the
proposed mechanisms and indicators should be empirically examined
across sectors, territories and over time to establish their robustness and
practical relevance.

CONCLUSIONS

The bibliometric analysis and literature review confirm that [4]
established the foundational bases of SHRM by positioning sustainability
as the structural axis of human resource policies and practices. However,
recent studies such as those by [3,30] have broadened the discussion by
incorporating the economic, social and environmental dimensions within
the scope of SL, thereby strengthening the notion of integral
organisational sustainability.

The findings show that SHRM transcends an instrumental
understanding of employee wellbeing, consolidating itself as a strategic
mechanism for retaining qualified talent, enhancing institutional
legitimacy and generating competitive value. Complementarily, [6]
highlight that the interaction between SHRM and SL enables organisations
to balance economic objectives with positive social and environmental
impacts, thereby fostering a holistic view of human sustainability.

In parallel, SPs emerge as operative catalysts that facilitate the
implementation and monitoring of sustainable strategies, integrating
ethical values, collective wellbeing and organisational adaptability [14,59].

The bibliometric analysis implemented in this study addressed a
persistent gap in the literature by clarifying the conceptual link between
SHRM and SL through the analysed networks (Figures 2 and 3). Although
both fields have evolved along their own trajectories, they exhibit limited
theoretical articulation. This gap justified the creation of the SISH, an
integrative model that brings together three complementary planes: the
structural-functional convergence of SHRM, the cultural-functional
cohesion of SL, and the relational-systemic dimension of adaptive
coherence associated with SPs.

In so doing, the SISH provides a conceptual architecture that overcomes
the fragmentation identified in the literature and explains how human
sustainability translates into competitive performance, organisational
resilience and social legitimacy. In practical terms, the model opens
pathways for application in human resource policies, leadership styles
and sustainable strategies, extending its influence beyond organisations to
territories and societies.
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The propositions derived from the SISH establish the foundations for
future empirical validations using multivariate statistical models (PLS-
SEM), configurational approaches (fsQCA) and multilevel analysis, all of
which are capable of examining the complexity and multidimensionality
inherent in the interactions between sustainability, leadership and
performance.

In summary, the SISH represents an original contribution to the
organisational sustainability literature by positioning human
sustainability as the articulating axis between people management and SL.
Rather than perceiving SHRM and SL as independent domains, the model
integrates them into a replicable and adaptive structure capable of
projecting its principles into organisations, territories and societies. Its
value lies in proposing a conceptual model for the future of sustainable
management, grounded in structural-functional convergence, cultural
cohesion and a systemic operativity of adaptive coherence, thereby
consolidating a holistic paradigm of human and organisational
sustainability.

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS

As with any bibliometric review, the findings should be interpreted in
light of the analysed corpus and the technical decisions underlying the
mapping process. In particular, cluster identification depends on term
normalisation and the thresholds applied, and so minor adjustments may
change the granularity of the networks without altering their overall logic.
Likewise, citation-based indicators tend to privilege established
contributions and may under-represent more recent publications. These
considerations do not invalidate the results; rather, they delimit their
scope and highlight opportunities for future triangulation using
complementary sources and methods.
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