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Abstract: The ramifications of the COVID-19 pandemic continue to emerge across all facets of the
world of work, including the field of human resource management (HRM). Sustainable HRM, drawing
on the triple bottom line elements of the economic, environmental and social pillars of sustainability,
provides an ideal basis from which to understand the intersection of the COVID-19 pandemic and
HRM. In this systematic literature review, we analyze peer reviewed articles published in the nexus
of the pandemic and sustainable HRM, identifying the dimensions and extent of research in this
topical area of study. Our CEDEL model—complicator–exposer–disruptor–enabler–legitimizer—
conceptualizes our understanding of the role of COVID-19 in sustainable HRM. This paper provides
a framework from which future studies can benefit when investigating the impacts of COVID-19,
and a comprehensive identification of future research avenues.

Keywords: the COVID-19 pandemic; sustainable HRM; triple bottom line; sustainability

1. Introduction

Scholarly interest in incorporating sustainability into the human resource management
(HRM) of organizations has been growing in the last two decades (e.g., [1–6]). The COVID-
19 global pandemic and its aftermath have accentuated the necessity and significance of
this trend, with an increasing number of articles published on COVID-19 and sustainable
human resource management (sustainable HRM, hereafter) (e.g., [7–9]). There has been
a variety of approaches and definitions for sustainable HRM in the literature. Based
on Dyllick and Muff’s [10] business sustainability typology, Aust et al. [1] classified four
sustainable HRM types following a largely chronological order: sustainable HRM as socially
responsible HRM activities, sustainable HRM as green HRM, sustainable HRM as triple
bottom line HRM, and sustainable HRM as common good HRM. We take a pluralistic
and eclectic approach to the definition of sustainable HRM, which comprises all these
four approaches, to ensure all key literature is captured. Following this definition, HRM’s
focus on the management of employees at work is particularly relevant in understanding
the implications of COVID-19 on work and employment. Worldwide, most employees
have experienced changes in their work that are linked to the pandemic, from furlough
and retrenchment, to increased working from home and the movement of work online, to
occupational health and safety concerns for those working on the frontline. However, there
remains a gap for a holistic understanding of the impact of COVID-19 on Sustainable HRM.
This article addresses this lacuna through a systematic review of the literature intersecting
sustainable HRM and the COVID-19 pandemic.

With COVID-19 related publications spiking [11], we argue that the human resource
(HR) field remains in want of a review article that systematically takes stock of what we
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now know about the impact of COVID-19 on sustainable HRM for three reasons. First,
COVID-19 has had, and will continue to have, a substantial reconfigurational effect on the
strategic framing and delivery of human resource strategy in the years to come. Insights
into the specific reconfigurational mechanism COVID-19 exerts on sustainable HRM are
critical to our understanding and shaping of the future directions of the field. As Vaiman,
Cascio, Collings and Swider [12] state, “It’s difficult to begin any discussion on the future
of talent management without considering the impact of COVID-19” (p. 253). Though
the topic is garnering research interest, the approach remains piecemeal and singular.
A systematic review approach can provide a holistic and integrated view of the growing
field and highlight avenues for future research.

Second, through the centuries, notable global pandemics such as the Black Death in
the mid-1300s and the Spanish flu pandemic of 1918 wreaked havoc on societies, but hu-
mankind survived through resilience and drawing lessons from experiences and reflection.
COVID-19 represents the latest in a long series of pandemics from which epidemiologists,
and equally management scholars, could build knowledge and derive lessons. This review
article can, therefore, generate insights and novel frameworks, which not only constitute
a part of our collective COVID-19 pandemic related knowledge repository, but also inspires
and facilitates the knowledge creation process in other fields (e.g., COVID-19 and orga-
nizational change; COVID-19 and organizational behavior; COVID-19 and international
business) through selective or innovative generalization.

Last but not least, an initial literature search with the key words of “COVID-19” and
“Sustainable HRM” yielded over 30 articles (though the final number of articles included
in this review is 56). This indicates that there is sufficient research interest on the topic to
warrant a review article. This timely literature review will support future research in this
contemporary and topical area.

After applying our exclusion criteria (explained in the subsequent methods section),
we end up with 56 articles for this review. In the process of analyzing these studies, our
inquiries were guided by the following research questions:

• What dimensions of sustainable human resource management have been addressed at
the COVID-19 and sustainable HRM nexus, and to what extent have they been studied?

• How has COVID-19 been portrayed to impact sustainable HRM in the extant literature?
• What opportunities exist for future research?

Overall, this review study makes two contributions. First, the incorporation of sustain-
ability into HRM represents an academic trend that continues to gain traction (e.g., [13–15].
The unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic marks a turning point across many academic disci-
plines, including sustainable HRM. The purpose of this review aims to crystalize knowledge
at the nexus between COVID-19 and sustainable HRM. We conceptualized a complicator–
exposer–disruptor–enabler–legitimizer (CEDEL) model to account for COVID-19′s impact
on sustainable HRM. This model constitutes a framework that future COVID-19 oriented
scholars can build on and apply, to deepen their investigation into the profound impact of
COVID-19 on other academic disciplines.

Second, by providing a systematic review of pandemic related studies on sustainable
HRM published in English language journals, this study captures a snapshot of human
history, and, concurrently, contributes to the collective knowledge pool of pandemic related
lessons learned, from a sustainable HRM perspective. This review article also contributes to
the crisis management capacity building of HR practitioners by helping them understand
how infectious diseases might complicate, expose, disrupt, enable and legitimize certain
workplace practices, HRM policies and stakeholder dynamics, to name a few examples.
The knowledge gained could help organizations and HR practitioners to improve their
future preparedness for pandemic induced public health emergencies and/or other similar
critical incidents.

In the next section, we explain our methods of data collection and analysis. Then
we present the main findings from the review, in particular, our CEDEL model. We
subsequently propose several future research avenues, both based on CEDEL and beyond it.
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2. Methods of Data Collection and Analysis

A systematic literature review summarizes existing evidence and identifies gaps and
directions for future research [16]. It differs from a narrative review because of the steps
taken to select, scan and analyze the literature, which allows for review of commonalities
and disparities and therefore extends the knowledge of the field [17]. Despite the challenge
of a cross discipline synthesis of data, this review method remains valuable in terms of
identifying the breadth of current propositions on COVID-19 and sustainable HRM, as well
as exploring future research opportunities. In this literature paper, qualitative techniques
of pattern matching and thematic analysis [18] have been employed to descriptively cate-
gorize the journal articles by theoretical lens, geographical focus, methodology and other
thematic categories.

To capture the underlying relationship between COVID-19 and sustainable HRM, this
study uses predefined selection criteria inspired by principles and guidelines outlined in
a preeminent systematic literature review method—PRISMA (preferred reporting items for
systematic reviews and meta-analyses) [19]. Following the PRISMA protocol, this system-
atic literature review offers a revealing standalone evaluation of purposefully considered
literature related to COVID-19 and sustainable HRM. Similar to De Cieri and Lazarova [20]
and Cooke et al. [21], we adopted the PRISMA approach and modified it into the following
steps: (1) search and selection, (2) data extraction and (3) data analysis.

2.1. Search and Selection

Our search of the literature was limited to peer reviewed journals, to concentrate on
sources that are likely to provide the highest level of impact in the sustainable HRM disci-
pline. Books, reports and other non-peer reviewed publications were explicitly excluded,
as journals are preferred sources of knowledge with higher reliability [22]. In searching for
relevant primary studies, the initial list of articles was generated using electronic journal
database SCOPUS, followed by a secondary search on EBSCO Host database, which are
among the most widely recognized and used academic databases in the business and
management fields [23].

For the purpose of this study, a combination of terms related to both areas (i.e.,
COVID-19 and sustainable HRM) were used to identify relevant peer reviewed journal
articles. It was assumed that researchers could use the terms ‘COVID-19′ and ‘sustainable
HRM’ in various ways, therefore, a set of broad search criteria was applied. To exclude or
include articles, similar terms were considered in the composition of the keywords. We
retrieved existing literature related to COVID-19 and sustainable HRM that were published
after January 2020 because we want to understand what has happened with regards to
sustainable HRM since the COVID-19 outbreak. The search process and inclusion/exclusion
criteria are summarized below:

• Key word (“COVID“ OR “COVID-19“ OR “coronavirus“) AND (“sustainable“)
AND (“HRM’ OR ‘Human Resource Management“ OR “HR“) OR
AND (“work practices“) OR
AND (“employment“)
Search in: “Abstract“ and “Keywords“
Document type: “Journal article“ and “peer-reviewed“

• The inclusion criteria were:
the articles had to discuss COVID-19 within the business context AND
the articles had to discuss COVID-19 and HRM AND
the articles were published in English and have full text available AND
the articles are published after January 2020

• The exclusion criteria were:
Full text not available within the selected database or targeted journals
articles that were not written in English
non-peer-reviewed articles, such as book chapters, conference, abstract papers or case
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studies
articles not referring to COVID-19
articles referring to COVID-19 without a focus on HRM

We must acknowledge that our search may not have included all articles published
on this topic during the research period because of database unavailability or the use of
search terms not reflected in article titles or abstracts. However, we are confident that our
comprehensive search revealed the vast majority of the articles on this topic in academic
journals. Thus, this data set enables us to outline what has been studied, where studies
were conducted in the case of empirical studies, the methodology, the theories used and
knowledge gaps that may exist.

2.2. Data Extraction and Analysis

The initial keyword search resulted in 233 articles in SCOPUS and 78 in EBSCO Host.
Limiting the search to peer reviewed journal articles published in English with full text
being available resulted in 185 articles in SCOPUS and 48 in EBSCO Host. This initial set
was then used as the basis for further review and subjected to our inclusion/exclusion
criteria. In the first stage, all articles were skimmed for consistency and accuracy of the
keyword search. A total of 95 articles were selected out of 185 articles in SCOPUS and
34 articles were selected out of 48 articles in EBSCO Host after duplicates were removed.
In the second stage, initial coding was conducted based on a preliminary read of the title,
abstract and key words (and introduction section if needed) of the articles. This step
resulted in a selection of 60 articles in SCOPUS and 13 in EBSCO Host. In the final stage, all
remaining articles were read in full, particularly assessing for the relevance to COVID-19
and sustainable HRM, which resulted in a final selection of 56 articles included for data
analysis. Among the 56 articles, 45% are empirical in nature (n = 25) and 55% (n = 31)
are either review papers, conceptual papers, or viewpoint papers. These articles were
published in 31 academic journals in the fields of business, healthcare, HRM, management
and social science (see Table 1). We then employed a manual content analysis approach
and qualitative coding methods to analyze the 56 articles for review purpose [24].

Guided by the most common operationalization of sustainable HRM as triple bottom
line HRM [13], the 56 articles were classified into folders, namely, COVID-19 and social
sustainability of HRM, COVID-19 and environmental sustainability of HRM (or green
HRM), COVID-19 and economic sustainability of HRM, COVID-19 and sustainable careers.
The research team double checked and finalized this coding system through deliberation.
Then the team jointly processed these articles via an Excel spreadsheet, recording the
authors, year of publication, journal, type of article (e.g., empirical or conceptual paper),
research objective, key words, theories used, research questions, methodology, findings
and our analysis of the aspects of HR studied.

A deeper thematic analysis of the 56 papers was then undertaken. Clusters of themes
and subthemes emerged. For example, articles in the folder of COVID-19 and the social
sustainability of HRM further revealed subthemes such as employee’s wellbeing amidst
COVID-19 (n = 21), HRM practices and systems amidst COVID-19 (n = 22), COVID-19 and
sustainable careers (n = 6), and corporate social responsibility (CSR) amidst COVID-19
(n = 3). This process was replicated until all articles were coded. The subsequent analysis
included the thematic and mathematical extraction of information under the guidance
of the research questions. We acknowledge that this qualitative approach is laced with
a certain level of subjectivism, but our double checking of the codes enhances the reliability
and consistency of the data processing and interpretation of the qualitative data [24].
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Table 1. Scholarly journals publishing articles on COVID-19 related to sustainable HRM issues.

Discipline Journal Titles
No. of Articles Related to the

Impact of COVID-19 on
Sustainable HRM

Business

Business Strategy and The Environment 1
Compensation & Benefits Review 1
European Journal of Marketing and Economics 1
Journal of Business & Economics 1
Journal of Business Research 2

Healthcare
International Journal of Environmental Research
and Public Health 1

International Nursing Review 1

HRM

Advances in Developing Human Resources 3
Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources 3
Human Resource Development International 3
International Journal of Human
Resource Management 1

Journal of Career Development 1
Journal of Vocational Behaviour 1
New Zealand Journal of Employment Relations 1

Management

Business and Management Studies 1
Human Resource Management 2
Human Resource Management Journal 2
Human Resource Management Review 3
International Journal of Contemporary
Hospitality Management 1

International Journal of Hospitality Management 4
Journal of Intercultural Management 1
Journal of Management 1
Journal of Management Studies 4
Management Research: Journal of The
Iberoamerican Academy of Management 1

Uncertain Supply Chain Management 1

Social science

International Journal Of Sociology and
Social Policy 1

Journal of Applied Psychology 2
Journal of Studies and Research in
Human Geography 1

Organizational Dynamics 3
Sustainability 6
Worldwide Hospitality and Tourism Themes 1

3. Main Findings

The conceptualization of sustainable HRM in the COVID-19 related literature is varied.
A key focus within the literature was on sustainable HRM as socially responsible HRM
(n = 52) (e.g., [25,26]), with limited consideration of sustainable HRM as green HRM (n = 3)
(e.g., [27]) and sustainable HRM as economic (n = 1). This is reflective of the conceptual-
ization of sustainable HRM along a triple bottom line approach (e.g., [5]), common within
the sustainable HRM field. The focus on social aspects within sustainable HRM, while
understandable given the significant person focused impacts of the pandemic, is a notable
shift of foci within the broader field. As Paulet, Holland, and Morgan [28] noted, the
economic aspect of HRM has been well traversed under the strategic HRM banner, and the
environmental aspect had also become a significant focus, with publications in the green
HRM area increasing five-fold since 2016.

Following our delineation of articles according to the three key dimensions of sus-
tainable HRM as described above, we then identified the key areas of study. We next
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identified the various roles of COVID-19 on sustainable HRM that emerged through the
literature, revealing the pandemic to have varied roles as a complicator, exposer, disrupter,
enabler and/or legitimizer on sustainable HRM, represented through our CEDEL model.
The process leading to the construction of these aggregate dimensions is illustrated in
Tables 3–5 where first order categories and second order themes are presented. Table 2
summarizes these key dimensions of the sustainable HRM in the literature reviewed and
the different roles COVID-19 was portrayed to play, which this paper now further explores.

Table 2. Dimensions of sustainable HRM in the literature and the roles of COVID-19.

Dimension of
Sustainable HRM Areas of Study Role of COVID-19

Social (n = 52)

Employee wellbeing (n = 21)

CED

• Complicator
• Exposer
• Disrupter

HRM practices and systems
(n = 22)

CEDEL

• Complicator
• Exposer
• Disrupter
• Enabler
• Legitimizer

Sustainable career
(n = 6)

CEDE

• Complicator
• Exposer
• Disrupter
• Enabler

CSR (n = 3) Legitimizer

Environmental (n = 3)

Implications of COVID-19 on
environmental sustainability (n = 2) Complicator

Green HRM and performance (n = 1) Exposer

Economic (n = 1) SMART team design and performance
during COVID-19 (n = 1) Enabler

3.1. COVID-19 and the Social Sustainability of HRM

Four major themes emerged from the articles focused on COVID-19 and the social
dimension of sustainable HRM: employee wellbeing (n = 21), HRM practices and systems
(n = 22), career implications of COVID-19 with an implicit sustainability focus (n = 6), and
CSR (n = 3). These four key dimensions are now explored in more detail and categorized
within our CEDEL model.

3.1.1. Employees’ Wellbeing Amidst COVID

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought employees’ wellbeing issues to the forefront of
sustainable HRM. The current COVID-19 related sustainable HRM literature this review
included were devoted to examining the effect of COVID-19 on employees’ wellbeing,
in particular, special groups such as the self-employed [29], young people and women
with unstable employment relationships and in temporary work situations [30], people
with mental disabilities (PWMDs) [31] and international employees [20]. Our coding
revealed that the roles COVID-19 played in the various employee wellbeing issues could
be conceptualized by the “CED” components of the CEDEL model, namely, complicator–
exposer–disruptor. See Table 3 below for a summary.
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Table 3. The impact of COVID-19 on employee wellbeing (n = 21).

Aggregate
Dimensions

Second Order
Themes

First Order
Categories

Theoretical
Underpinning Factors Type and

Contexts Examples

Complicator

Amplifying or
diminishing the
existing
challenges faced
by employees

Flexible working
Working from
home (WFH)
Work–life balance
Work–life
enrichment
Gender equity

Ethics of care,
Human resource
development
(HRD) approach,
Work–life conflict

Human resource
development
(HRD)
interventions
Gender

Conceptual [32–35]

Work–life conflict
Sustainable
development
goals
Sustainable
human capital
development

Amplifying
challenges: add
domestic duties
to women,
strengthen gender
roles, increase
work–family
conflict and stress.
Diminishing:
reduce
commuting time;
more personal
time.
Gender
(moderator); age.
Generational
differences;
educational level;
occupational;
experience with
teleworking;
duration and
intensity of
telework
Mental
disabilities
Work–life
enrichment

India: mixed
methods,
working women
of Mumbai
metropolitan
Lithuania:
quantitative, 436
teleworkers.
UK: mixed
methods, people
with mental
disabilities
(PWMDs).
Poland:
qualitative, 18 HR
professionals and
16 employees.
US: quantitative,
two studies,
latent transition
analysis.
Romania:
quantitative.

[26,31,36–39]

Exposer

Exposing
structural
inequalities in
workplaces or
factors that
impact on
employees
wellbeing.

Employee
wellbeing.
Job security.
Job satisfaction.
Social
inequalities.

Job demands-
resources model
(JD-R model);
psychological
wellbeing;
subjective
wellbeing.
JDCS model (job
demand–control–
support).
Systems
perspective.

Positive factors
(resources) and
negative factors
(demands);
professional
identity;
job satisfaction
(moderator).
Generational
differences
(moderator)
Regions, age,
gender,
employment
modes.
Job demands;
labor control
(mediator);
Social
relationships and
perceived social
support
(mediator).
Employee
wellbeing based
on sustainable
HRM principles
leads to increased
organiza-
tional trust.

India: hotel
employees.
China: university
teachers.
South Korea:
Seoul, employees.
Portugal: all
employees.
Ecuador: the
self-employed.
Review article.

[7,29,30,40–43]
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Table 3. Cont.

Aggregate
Dimensions

Second Order
Themes

First Order
Categories

Theoretical
Underpinning Factors Type and

Contexts Examples

Exposing
vulnerabilities
with certain
employee groups

Flexible global
working
arrangements
(FGWAs).

Value creation.
Value destruction.
International
HRM.

Forms of global
working
arrangements.
Functionality.
Health and
wellbeing.
Strategic and
sustainable
IHRM.

Review of flexible
global working
arrangements

[44]

OHS of
international
employees

Global work.
Health and safety.

Personal health
and safety; health
and safety
behavior factors;
social and family
factors; job/work
related factors;
organizational
factors and
external factors.
Employees’
health.

Review on health
and safety of
international
employees.
Poland:
quantitative.

[20,45]

Disrupter

Altering the
normal work
conditions of
employees and
their experiences
of person–
environment fit
(P–E) fit as well as
sociopsychologi-
cal issues.

Person–
environment
(P–E) fit

P–E fit;
HRM

Work–family
effects.
Family structure.
Entrepreneurship.

Conceptual [40,46]

COVID-19 as a Complicator

COVID-19 further complicated the extant discussions on the benefits and drawbacks
of working from home (WFH) by adding an additional layer of complexity. Some studies
argue that COVID-19 amplifies the challenges of balancing work and life for employees
by creating a new remote work life for employees, leading to an added level of stress
likely to bring out overwork, burnout and lower employee performance (e.g., [35–37]). In
contrast, some scholars argue COVID-19 induced WFH actually diminishes challenges
experienced by employees, such as reducing stress related to communication, ability to
work without being constantly monitored by managers, and saving time commuting to
workplaces. In addition, WFH ensured business continuity, facilitated social distancing and
containment of the virus, and enhanced employee wellbeing (e.g., [34]). This landscape
is further complicated by the identification of possible mediators of this relationship.
Raišienė et al. [26] reported, from a Lithuanian employees’ perspective, that gender, age,
generation, experiences with telework and duration of telework experience might be
mediators of COVID-19′s impact on WFH. Further research points to issues specific to some
cohorts of employees, with Warmate et al. [31] finding little or no flexible opportunities in
place to help people with mental disabilities (PWMDs) succeed in their job roles despite
the rights of PWMDs as denoted in the Sustainable Development Goals [47–49].

The research points to COVID-19 complicating these pre-existing issues surrounding
WFH arrangements. As Green et al. [34] rightfully point out, the experiences of WFH during
the pandemic are likely to shape the future of WFH for employees, organizations, and
special groups of workers. It remains unknown in which direction this shaping effect takes
place. We speculate that, in light of the complicated and inconclusive effect of COVID-19
on WFH in the literature, WFH in the post pandemic era might also remain divergent, with
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some organizations reverting to business as normal, and other organizations seeking to
innovatively embed work from home on a more permanent basis.

COVID-19 as an Exposer

COVID-19 was found to play the role of an exposer in the literature, unmasking
workplace inequalities and injustices, and exposing troubling differential treatment and
status of employees based on gender, race, skills and social class. For example, exposure
to the risks of contracting the coronavirus gravitates towards women and minorities (e.g.,
foreign born immigrants), who disproportionately represent the majority of care workers
(in US and UK) [33]. Further, gig workers [48,50], blue collar employees, and those in
hospitality, tourism and production industries were affected the most, as they experienced
job losses, increased job insecurity, reduced income and career shocks [51]. The potential
for fractures among employee groups has also increased [52].

COVID-19 also “exposed” factors that affect the wellbeing of employees of differ-
ent industries across country contexts. For example, Agarwal [40] explores factors that
affect the wellbeing of hotel employees in India from a job demands–resources theory.
Jung et al. [42] showed that the perceptions of job insecurity of deluxe hotel employees in
Seoul had negative effects on engagement. In addition, the engagement of employees fully
mediated the relationship between perceptions of job insecurity and turnover intent, and
job insecurity caused by COVID-19 had a greater influence on generation Y than generation
X in reducing job engagement, indicating that the negative impact of job insecurity is higher
in generation Y.

Two conceptual papers exposed vulnerabilities with special groups. COVID-19 has
presented unprecedented challenges to international employees. De Cieri and Lazarova [20]
performed a review of 180 articles on the occupational health and safety of international
employees to find that international work is associated with negative psychological, phys-
ical and physiological health outcomes and risky behaviors. Jooss et al. [44] offers the
first systematic, integrative review of 100 articles on flexible global working arrangements
(FGWAs). The review indicates that these forms of global work appear to be a somewhat
overlooked double edged sword, in that they may confer significant but unrealized value
for multinationals alongside hidden, adverse consequences for individuals.

COVID-19 as a Disrupter

COVID-19 altered the normal work conditions of employees and their attendant
experiences of person–environment fit (P–E), as well as exacerbating sociopsychological
issues. For example, due to lockdown, employees’ social, relational and communicational
goals were frustrated, their expectations of recruitment and training programs (having
changed to virtual) were reset, and these would invariably influence their P–E fit, wellbeing,
satisfaction and productivity [46]. Further, Agarwal [40] found that COVID-19 has impacted
the HRM process by eroding person–job fit and having disproportionate family effects on
employees [46], in turn affecting the wellbeing of employees [53]. COVID-19 also created
unique challenges for employees with alternative family structures, i.e., single and childless
employees, such as increasing their often high risks of loneliness and feelings of social
exclusion, already reported in the existing literature [54].

3.1.2. HRM Practices and Systems Amidst COVID

Research exploring the COVID-19 and sustainable HRM nexus revealed a focus on
HRM practices and systems, with 22 articles focused on this stream. The HRM practices
covered included: furlough practices, employee turnover/retention, training and devel-
opment during COVID-19, and compensation and benefits. Additional studies viewed
HRM as a system to investigate its interplay with the pandemic. For example, He et al. [25]
examine socially responsible HRM’s impact on employee’s pandemic induced fears and
Manuti et al. [55] explore HRM’s impact on positive organizational behaviors. Within the
HRM practices and systems dimension, all five aspects of the CEDEL model emerged: com-
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plicator, exposer, disrupter, enabler and legitimizer, summarized in Table 4 and explored in
more detail below.

Table 4. Impact of COVID-19 on HRM practices and systems (n = 22).

Aggregate
Dimensions

Second
Order Themes

First Order
Categories

Theoretical
Underpinning HRM Practices Type

and Contexts Examples

Complicator

Amplifying or
diminishing the
effect of some
factors on HRM
practices.

Aged care
workforce
shortage during
COVID-19.
COVID-19
infection and
death rates
amplified
individual
resistance to join
the sector and
lower worker
satisfaction,
increase turnover
intention.

Factors (personal,
institutional and
societal) affecting
the recruitment
and retention of
suitable care
workers in
aged care.

Recruitment and
retention.

Australia:
qualitative,
32 direct care
workers from
three large not for
profit aged
care organization.

[56]

Exposer

Exposing
organizational
practices and/or
core assump-
tions/theories of
the HRM field
were problematic.

Labor
commodification.
Work design,
recruitment and
selection.
Compensation
management.
Job design.

Shareholder
theory.
Labor
commodification.
Strategic HRM.

The flexible firm
model.
The HR
architecture
model.
Primacy of the
stakeholder view
underpinning
strategic HRM.

Viewpoint
papers. [8,57,58]

Disrupter

Altering the
normal work
conditions of
employees and
their experiences
of HRM practices.

Job search.
Onboarding.
Job insecurity,
health complaints
during isolation.
Risk-taking
behavior and
changes in the
organization.
Mega trends such
as flexible
workforce,
digitalization of
business models,
AI and machine
learning.

Job insecurity.
Work related
attitudes and
turnover
intentions.

Work related
attitudes (job
motivation and
job satisfaction).
Turnover
intentions.
Onboarding
practice.
Job search.

Serbia:
quantitative, 624
questionnaires
from hospitality
industry.
Conceptual.
US: quantitative,
conceptual.

[59–62]

Enabler

Enable
organizations to
put into place
new HRM
policies and
employee
wellbeing
programs.

Role of HRM in
curbing the
adverse impact of
COVID-19:
Workplace
guideline and
support;
Access to
information on
pandemic and
financial benefits;
Health related
factors and
quality of life;
Communication
and promoting
message.
A review of the
Covid-19
pandemic on HR
practices

Intrinsic and
extrinsic
motivation

Retention

Recruitment and
selection, remote
working,
motivating
employees,
re-skilling and
communicating

Egypt:
quantitative,
medical supplies
sector.
Review

[63,64]
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Table 4. Cont.

Aggregate
Dimensions

Second
Order Themes

First Order
Categories

Theoretical
Underpinning HRM Practices Type

and Contexts Examples

HRM
professionals
ought to protect
both
organizations and
their workers.

Review. Compensation
and benefits. Review [65]

Economic
hardships.
Furlough policy.
Perception of
fairness.

Equity theory
and social
exchange theory.
Organizational
justice.
Psychological
contract.

Turnover
intentions.
Procedural
justice/duration
of furlough.

USA: mixed,
quantitative
followed by
follow-up content
analysis.

[66]

HR responses to
employee–
organization
relation during
COVID-19.

Relational capital.
Person-
environment fit.
Work–life balance.
Pyramid of CSR.

Remote work.
Safe working
conditions.
Adjustment to
Performance
management and
compensation.
Suspension of
dismissals.
Online HR
practices.
Emotional and
mental support.

Poland: desktop
research.
US: quantitative,
survey from
forty-eight
organizations.

[49,67,68]

Enable scholars to
envision new
HRM designs

New COVID-19
safe workplace
model.
New workplace
contract between
employer and
employee.
Talent
management.
Flexible work
arrangements
(FWAs).
4-R
crisis–normalcy
model of HRD.
A new “normal.”

Workplace design
Talent
management
Professional work
Human resource
development

Flexible work
Workplace design
WFH, succession
planning
Platform
economy
Technology
4-R
crisis–normalcy
model (redefine,
relook, redesign
and
reincorporate)

Conceptual paper [9,12,69–71]

Legitimizer
The pandemic
elevates the status
of certain
sustainable HRM
practices.
Highlight
sustainable HRM
and work-
place/employee.

Broader
performance
outcomes.
Investigate the
influence of
socially
responsible
human resource
management
(SRHRM) on
employee fears of
external threats
during the
COVID-19
outbreak.

Socially
responsible HRM.
Social support
and event system
theories.
Paradox theory.

Sustainable HRM
People-profit
paradox
Short vs. long
term paradox

China: mixed
survey of 408
employees in
hospitality and
tourism firms in
China
Conceptual

[8,25,72]

Employees’
Perception of
sustainable HRM
practices and
positive
organizational
behavior during
COVID-19.

Social exchange
theory.

HRM
involvement
perception.

Quantitative,
self-report
questionnaire,
Italian workers

[55]
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COVID-19 as a Complicator

Similar to its effect on employee wellbeing issues, COVID-19 plays a complicator
role on HRM practices and systems, amplifying or diminishing the effect of some factors
on certain HRM practices. For example, Xiao et al. [56] identified factors affecting the
recruitment and retention of suitable care workers in aged care in Australia. COVID-19
infection and death rates amplified individual resistance to join the sector and lowered
worker satisfaction, increasing turnover intention.

COVID-19 as an Exposer

COVID-19 exposed on a deeper level the problematic, even dystopian, nature of some
of our core assumptions and theories in the HRM field, which amplify rather than moderate
labor market inequality. Butterick and Charlwood [58] list two such examples, the flexible
firm model [73] and the HR architecture model [74], both of which act as a propagator
of labor commodification, the harmful effects of which on workers’ wellbeing surfaced
amidst COVID-19. Bapuji et al. [57] argued that organizational practices—CSR, work
design, recruitment and selection, and compensation management—could contribute to
the normalization, reinforcement and increase in economic inequalities in society. Exposing
the insufficiencies of the HRM field is the first step towards correcting it; this could be the
silver lining of COVID-19.

COVID-19 as a Disrupter

COVID-19 alters employees’ normal experiences and relevant HRM practices. For
example, Bajrami et al. [59] tests how different effects of COVID-19, expressed through job
insecurity, employees’ health complaints occurring during isolation, risk-taking behavior
at workplaces and changes in the organization, may impact the work related attitudes (job
motivation and job satisfaction) and turnover intentions of Serbian employees in the hospi-
tality industry. Scott et al. [60] discusses how COVID-19 disrupted the normal onboarding
procedures of organizations, proposing the three C’s of onboarding (i.e., create structure,
connect people and continue adapting) to ensure effectiveness. McFarland et al. [61] studies
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on job search behavior using an event transition
perspective and finds that the onset of the pandemic created an immediate increase in
job search behavior (job applications), and this effect endured into the post onset period.
These studies have provided insights into the disruptive effect COVID-19 had on the HRM
practices and employees’ experiences of them.

COVID-19 as an Enabler (Both Positive and Negative)

COVID-19 has enabled organizations to put into place new HRM policies and em-
ployee wellbeing programs, in addition to enabling scholars to envision a future HRM
design (e.g., [9,12,69]. Specifically, COVID-19 has enabled a series of positive HRM practices
to curb the adverse impact of COVID-19, including workplace guidelines and support,
access to financial benefits and pandemic information (e.g., [63]), as well as remote work,
safe working conditions, performance management and compensation adjustments, sus-
pension of dismissals, online HR practices, and emotional and mental support (e.g., [49,67]),
which, in turn, positively influence employee retention [63]. However, it also enabled
economic hardships, furlough policies and the perception of injustice, which contribute to
employees’ turnover intentions (e.g., [66]). Conceptually, COVID-19 has raised discussion
of the responsibilities of HRM professionals and necessary interventions, such as mini-
mum wage adjustment, work week hours, compensation and benefits philosophy, etc. [65].
Przytuła et al. [64] reviews COVID-19′s impact on HR practices such as recruitment and
selection, remote working, motivating employees, reskilling and communicating. They
identify the biggest challenges after COVID-19 for HR to be restructuring the place of work
and the content of work, and applying more advanced technology to recruitment, selection
and performance.
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COVID-19 stimulates scholars to envision new HRM designs in the context of COVID-
19 or after it, including COVID-19 safe workplace model, new workplace contracts between
employer and employee (e.g., [69]) and other talent management issues (e.g., WFH, suc-
cession planning, platform economy, technology) [12]. Arora and Suri [71] analyze Indian
organizations’ responses to the pandemic and proposed a 4-R crisis–normalcy model for
HRD professionals to address the challenges post-COVID-19. Bierema [75] challenges
HRD scholars and practitioners to imagine how HRD might create a new normal through
a bold, critical research inquiry that interrogates exclusion, pursues organizational and
social justice, and creates humanly sustainable organizations and communities.

COVID-19 as a Legitimizer

COVID-19 has brought legitimacy to certain HRM practices and/or highlighted sustain-
able HRM and positive employee outcomes. For example, socially responsible HRM (one way
of conceptualizing sustainable HRM) was found to negatively impact employee fears during
the pandemic [25]. Sustainable HRM is positively related to organizational engagement and
to extra role behavior [55]. These few empirical studies establish a link between sustainable
HRM and employee outcomes and, thus, lend credibility to sustainable HRM.

3.1.3. COVID-19′s Impact on Sustainable Careers

The literature on the career implications of COVID-19 (n = 6) reflects the “CEDE” com-
ponents of the “CEDEL” model. Two out of these six studies are empirical in nature, both
quantitative. Hospitality, university and tourism sectors are the preferred industry contexts.
They all draw heavily from sustainable career/employment/development literature. See
Table 5 for a summary.

Table 5. Impact of COVID-19 on sustainable career.

Aggregate
Dimensions Second Order Themes First Order Categories Theoretical

Underpinning Type and Contexts Examples

Complicator

Future of careers such
as people’s willingness
to be health care
providers (more eager
or more hesitant).
Obscured boundaries
at the work–family
interface.

Challenges and
changes to careers
post-COVID-19.

Career shock.
Resilience.
Sustainable careers.
HRD.

Viewpoint paper. [48,76]

Exposer

Job crafting contributes
to employee’s
sustainable
employability due to
COVID-19.
Skill gap in tourism
and hospitality
industry.
Pervasive employment
disparities.

Explore how
employers’ investments
through job
characteristics engage
employees in job
crafting behaviors that
lead to sustainable
employability through
a motivational process
and accumulation of
job resources.
Addressing skills group
in Welsh tourism and
hospitality industry to
highlight importance of
sustainable tourism
development
post-COVID-19.

Job
demands–resources
theory.
Sustainable
employability.
Sustainable
development.

Pakistan: Punjab,
quantitative,
healthcare and
universities.
UK, Wales:
quantitative, survey
tourism and
hospitality industry.

[77,78]
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Table 5. Cont.

Aggregate
Dimensions Second Order Themes First Order Categories Theoretical

Underpinning Type and Contexts Examples

Disruptor

Widespread
unemployment.
Worker mental health
threat.
Employment certainty.

Investigated the
impacts of the
pandemic on four
distinct but related
domains of
employment and
offered policy
recommendations for
career development
professionals.

Work–family
interface.
Workplace inequality

Viewpoint paper [76]

Enabler

Workplace
configuration (to
accommodate social
distancing); push to
automate.
Certain psychological
resources—such as
career competencies
and resilience—could
make COVID-19 as
career shock more
manageable.
Differential
implications over time
(short-term vs.
long-term; across life
and career stages).
Pandemic, further into
the future it may allow
for more positive
outcomes (e.g.,
upgrade skills and
competencies).
Sustainable career (the
process used to attract,
support and retain
employees in a way
that results in
committed and loyal
employees).

Understand career
consequences of
COVID-19 using career
shocks literature and
offer research
suggestions.
Propose the concept of
sustainable
employment (SE)
against the background
of the COVID-19
pandemic and give
insights into adopting
it/implementing it in
the (hospitality
industry) in the USA.

Career shocks.
Sustainable career.

Editorial.
Viewpoint paper.
USA: hospitality
industry.

[48,79,80]

COVID-19 as a Complicator

COVID-19 complicates the trends of future careers. Specifically, it is difficult to gauge
whether people’s willingness to be health care providers will increase due to the importance
of such roles during COVID-19 or will decrease as they witness higher rates of infection
and deaths with these roles [48]. Similar to the aforementioned complicating effect of
COVID-19 on the discussion of the benefits and drawbacks of working from home (WFH),
COVID-19 was said to have obscured boundaries at the work–family interface [76], which
has implications for the future of careers.

COVID-19′s as an Exposer

COVID-19 exposed pervasive employment disparities along the dimensions of race,
gender and social class. For example, many people performing services deemed “essential”
are often underpaid and treated as expendable, whilst white collar workers have been
able to work from home (e.g., [76]). COVID-19 exposed that job crafting contributes to
employee’s sustainable employability due to COVID-19 [77]. It also exposed the skills
gap in the tourism and hospitality industry, and highlights the importance of sustainable
tourism development in post-COVID-19 recovery [78]. Similar to its exposing effect on the
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HRM field, COVID-19′s role as an exposer of global employment and career landscapes
have policy and practice implications for the career development of professionals.

COVID-19 as a Disrupter

COVID-19 caused widespread unemployment and employment uncertainty, and
posed a mental health threat to workers [48,76]. It is also predicted to have differential
implications over time (short term vs. long term; across life and career stages) [79]. This
disrupting effect of COVID-19 on employment and career is self-evident.

COVID-19 as an Enabler

COVID-19 enables an array of career consequences from a career shocks perspective,
and career competencies and resilience could make COVID-19 as a career shock more
manageable. Further into the future, it may allow for more positive outcomes (e.g., the
upgrading of skills and competencies) [79]. COVID-19 enables workplace configuration
to accommodate social distancing; it pushes organizations to automate, impacting the
career paths of some employee groups [48]. It also enables the adoption of the concept of
sustainable careers in the hospitality industry in the USA [80]. Similar to its enabling of
HRM practices, COVID-19 also enables new career paths or a reconfiguration of present
career responsibilities.

3.1.4. COVID-19 and CSR

The last theme within the social pillar of sustainable HRM is concerned with COVID-19′s
impact on CSR (n = 3). The social responsibilities of a firm entails its impacts on society
and the wellbeing of individuals and communities [81]. Charitable partnerships, employees’
mental health and wellbeing, social equity, and community relations are examples of firm
social responsibility [82] and it is following this definition that we have classified CSR under
the social sustainability dimension. The three articles categorized within this key dimension
all identified COVID-19 as a legitimizer within our CEDEL model.

COVID-19 as the Legitimizer

Three articles link the COVID-19 pandemic with CSR. All point to the legitimizing
effect of COVID-19 on CSR, as this unusual public health crisis has firmly enhanced the
importance of CSR to organizations. In particular, He and Harris [83] argue that the
COVID-19 pandemic accelerates post-pandemic CSR development in the long run, if
firms want to achieve long term survival. Aguinis, Villamor and Gabriel [84] focus on
employees’ experiences of CSR, or behavioral CSR, and discuss in the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic how Amazon’s well intentioned CSR initiatives encountered backlash from
its employees over lack of protection during implementation. Calls were made for more
future research on behavioral CSR and COVID-19. Filimonau, Derqui and Matute [85]
report that the COVID-19 pandemic highlights the importance of CSR of hotels as “duty of
care” providers for its stakeholders, and past CSR practices up taken by hotels influence
senior hotel managers’ perceived job security and organizational commitment.

3.2. COVID-19 and Environmental Sustainability Green HRM

Compared with the social dimension of the sustainable HRM and COVID-19 nexus, the
environmental sustainability of HRM and COVID-19 interface yields much less scholarly
attention in the literature. Our review found only three articles, consisting of a litera-
ture review article on green HRM [28], and two empirical articles set in China [27] and
Bahrain [86], respectively. The roles of COVID-19 are reflective of the “CE” components of
the CEDEL model.
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3.2.1. COVID-19 as a Complicator

The COVID-19 pandemic has, understandably, brought the economic survival (eco-
nomic dimension) as well as employee wellbeing issues (social dimension) of organizations’
sustainability to the forefront, which begs the question: is the importance of green HRM (that
is, the environmental dimension of sustainability) relegated by the COVID-19 or reinvigo-
rated? Paulet et al. [28] undertook a meta-review of green HRM literature and concluded that
COVID-19 had a “myriad of far-reaching implications, many of which are still unknown”
(p. 20). Therefore, COVID-19 complicates the field of green HRM, representing either
a roadblock or an opportunity for revitalization [28]. Similarly, Zhang et al.’s [27] empirical
study explores the question of whether environmental sustainability took a backseat after
COVID-19. It found that the ownership types of companies in China influenced the priorities
of sustainability during COVID-19. Further, it indicated that economic sustainability is
highly likely to be in the dominant position post-COVID-19 for all types of businesses, which
leaves environmental sustainability neglected. This potentially creates a “post pandemic
environmental rebound effect”; that is, the potential loss of pre-pandemic environmental
improvements, with indicators such as air quality and greenhouse gas emissions potentially
vanishing post-pandemic as this rebound effect takes over [87,88].

3.2.2. COVID-19 as an Exposer

COVID-19 exposes the relationship dynamics among green HRM, green supply chain
and firm performance. AlZgool et al. [86] examined the relationships between green HRM,
green supply chain (SC) and firm performance in the food industry in Bahrain during the
COVID-19 lockdown. Green HRM was exposed to have a direct and positive effect on firm
performance, and the COVID-19 lockdown a negative role in the firm performance of food
supply companies, and a negative moderating role between green SC and firm performance.

3.3. COVID-19 and the Economic Dimension of HRM Sustainability

To address the question of how, in the literature, the COVID-19 pandemic has influ-
enced the economic dimension of HRM sustainability, we need to first clarify the relation-
ships among the economic, environmental and social dimension of HRM sustainability, and
what counts as the economic dimension. Ehnert, Harry and Zink’s [89] work in sustainable
HRM proposed three relationship dynamics among the three dimensions. First, economic,
environmental and social are all equally important pillars. Second, economic sustainability
is the paramount, with social and environmental ultimately serving the economic pur-
pose. Third, environmental sustainability provides the ecological foundation upon which
economic and social sustainability are possible.

COVID-19 as an Enabler

Adopting the first conceptualization of the economic dimension, we have located only
one article that empirically linked organizations’ human resource management policies
and practices in the context of COVID-19 with discussion of its firm performance. In this
conceptual paper [90], the role of COVID-19 is one of an enabler, as organizations tackle the
issue of how to design SMART teamwork to boost performance in virtual teams following
the challenges of COVID-19. We have yet to locate articles that explore sustainable HRM
practices in the context of COVID-19 with financial performance indicators such as share
price, return on investment (ROI) and return on assets (ROA), examples of often popular
outcome variables in HRM research [91]. The dearth of research in this domain indicates
that scholars take it as self evident that there is a negative correlation between COVID-19
and organizational financial performances on a broad scale [92]. Another reason is the effect
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the economic dimension of HRM sustainability is myriad
and lingering, hence making the measurability issue difficult for scholars. Nevertheless,
our review indicates a lacuna in the economic rationale of sustainable HRM at the COVID-
19 and sustainable HRM nexus, contrary to the HRM performance foci of the strategic
HRM field.
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If we follow the second and/or the third relationship dynamics (i.e., economic sustain-
ability as encompassing social and environmental sustainability, or economic sustainability
as a part of environmental sustainability), then it could be argued that our conceptualization
of COVID-19’s impact on social and environmental dimension of HRM sustainability is
also applicable to the economic dimension of HRM sustainability. That is to say, COVID-19
has brought employees’ wellbeing issues amidst COVID-19 to the forefront (complicating,
exposing, disrupting), shaped sustainable HRM policies (enabling, complicating, exposing
and disrupting), legitimized CSR and raised the discussion on the importance of green
HRM in the COVID-19 era. These, overall, exert an impact on the economic survival of
the organizations.

4. Future Research Avenues

Our review has discussed the contributions as well as the gaps in research at the
intersection of COVID-19 and sustainable HRM. In the following section, we articulate
several possible avenues for future research in light of these gaps, categorized as definitional
and thematic avenues.

4.1. Definitional Avenues

First, our review has highlighted a lack of conceptual clarity surrounding the concepts
of sustainable HRM. This presents no surprise, as the field of sustainable HRM has long
been plagued with definitional ambiguity as different approaches were adopted. Some
of the articles reviewed explicitly stated a definition for sustainable HRM (e.g., [25,55]),
in alignment with one of the four said approaches, whereas others were merely implied
(e.g., [26,36,37]). Future research on COVID-19 and sustainable HRM needs to: (1) explicitly
articulate a definition of sustainable HRM; and (2) operationalize sustainable HRM in
a holistic manner. Better understanding of COVID-19 and sustainable HRM integration
requires scholars to reach agreement about what these constructs mean exactly, and, conse-
quently, fill out the missing pieces to create a holistic and coherent conceptual map to guide
future generations, scholars and HR practitioners alike. To this end, the literature review
article by Aust et al. [1] is a good step in the right direction, as the authors compare four
approaches to sustainable HRM and recommend the conceptualization of sustainable HRM
as the common good HRM for future research. We argue the triple bottom line approach to
sustainable HRM will continue to be useful. However, against the backdrop of the COVID-
19 pandemic, it appears that our battle against a global pandemic falls neatly within the
remit of “common good,” as individuals, organizations and societies come together to solve
this “grand” sustainability challenge for all. Hence, future research is needed that explores
the impact of COVID-19 on sustainable HRM when the latter is operationalized as common
good HRM.

4.2. Thematic Avenues
4.2.1. Along the Dimensions of Our Framework

Our review article yielded a five dimension framework—the CEDEL model—that
contextualizes the effect of COVID-19 on sustainable HRM in the literature. We suggest
future research can be guided by the knowledge gaps identified along each dimension of
this framework. Table 6 proposes a series of specific research questions that could ignite
this further inquiry process.
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Table 6. Thematic research avenues for COVID-19 on sustainable HRM.

COVID-19′s Effect on
Sustainable HRM Future Research Avenues

COVID-19 as a complicator

Does COVID-19 and its associated aftermath intensify
employees’ work–life conflicts or does it mitigate the
conflicts? Is this complicating effect mediated by
factors such as gender, profession, organization,
marital and children status or even country contexts?
In the post-pandemic era, should organizations retain
some of the pandemic responsive employee wellbeing
policies or should they revert to the old ways? Before
research reaches a conclusion, how should
organizations innovatively embed working from home
policies in their HRM strategy to achieve economic
and social sustainability?

COVID-19 as an exposer

COVID-19 has exposed some instances of workplace
inequalities and injustices. Based on our review, there
is a need for an integrated framework that
systematically maps out how employees of different
demographics (gender, age, race, social class, skills,
etc.) and industries could be impacted by public
health crises such as a global pandemic. More
importantly, how could these pandemic induced
inequalities be pre-empted or addressed to achieve the
ultimate goal of the sustainable development of
human resources? McGuire et al.’s [33] ethics of care
approach offers a starting point; future scholars could
explore how the ethics of care theory could be
incorporated into sustainable HRM strategy and
practices. Going beyond a firm level, Bansal et al. [7]
suggest a systems perspective to understand the
implications of COVID-19 on business and society. We
argue that other leadership, ethical, sociological
theories present opportunities for the cross
fertilization of ideas and potential for sustainable
HRM to grow rapidly as a field post-pandemic. In
particular, sustainable HRM as common good HRM
[1] seems to fit this purpose better.

COVID-19 as a disruptor

There seems to be assumed knowledge in this regard.
Apart from a few studies (e.g., [60,61]), there is a lack
of empirical research on COVID-19′s disrupting effect
on sustainable HRM strategies and practices. Future
scholars could explore how COVID-19 disrupted
organizational sustainable HRM agendas beyond the
themes covered in this review, namely, job search and
onboarding, the person–environment fit of employees,
sociopsychological wellbeing [46], normal working
conditions [59], and employees’ experiences of HRM
practice (e.g., [60]). From a context perspective,
research efforts could extend beyond the healthcare
industry to look at banking and finance, retail,
hospitality, tourism, education, etc., to gain a holistic
understanding. Longitudinal studies would also be
useful to help us understand the shorter and longer
term effect of COVID-19.
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Table 6. Cont.

COVID-19′s Effect on
Sustainable HRM Future Research Avenues

COVID-19 as an enabler

There are fragmented research efforts that look at
COVID-19′s enabling effect of new HRM
policies/practices such as employee retention,
compensation and benefits, furlough policies,
emotional support policies and performance
management. There lacks, overall, an integrated and
comprehensive framework that uncovers COVID-19
induced HRM responses. For example, how has
COVID-19 enabled other innovative HRM practices
associated with recruitment and selection, training and
development remains unknown (other than the
practices have gone virtual). In addition, COVID-19′s
enabling effect on sustainable HRM strategies and
practices could be both positive and negative. The
literature is tilted towards capturing the positive
examples of a few organizations making sensible
adjustments (e.g., [68]). The dark side of COVID-19 as
an enabler of unsustainable or unbecoming HRM
policies remains underexplored, though there are
media report of disheartening examples of employer
surveillance of remote workers using tracking
software known as “tattleware” [93] or the compulsory
installment of spyware (e.g., Hubstaff) on their
computers while working from home. We need
empirical studies to shed light on this negative
enabling effect of COVID-19 on sustainable HRM
practices in order to avoid making similar mistakes in
the future.

COVID-19 as a legitimizer

The extant literature on the relationship between
sustainable HRM practices and employee and/or
organizational outcomes in the backdrop of COVID-19
is very limited. Two empirical studies were found to
bridge this gap, and legitimize sustainable HRM. For
example, there is a negative relationship between
socially responsible HRM (a conceptualization of
sustainable HRM) and employee fears during the
pandemic [25] and a positive relationship between
HRM involvement perception to organizational
engagement and extra role behavior [55]. Similarly,
there is research evidence for the legitimizing effect of
COVID-19 on CSR. These studies offer preliminary
substantiating evidence that sustainable HRM is more
than a fad. In what other ways are sustainable HRM
strategies and practices related to employee and
organizational outcomes constitutes fertile ground for
future research.

4.2.2. Beyond Our Framework

“By its essence, COVID-19 is a threat to the health and safety of employees requiring
organizations to evaluate employee risk” [8] (p. 3). Consequently, we see employees
being given elevated consideration as a critical stakeholder group in the COVID-19 related
sustainable HRM literature. Albeit commendable in its efforts to incorporate dimensions
of diversity (e.g., gender, race, marriage status, employment mode) when employees
were studied, this conceptualization of sustainable HRM is still not genuinely reflective
of the multiple stakeholder perspective the field advocates for [94,95]. In practice, the
impacts of COVID-19 on organizations are complex, multidimensional, profound and
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multilayered. Effective and innovative COVID-19 responses or ineffective strategies alike
have the potential to offer us valuable lessons. We recognize the value of the employee
focused nature of the current literature on COVID-19 and sustainable HRM, but argue
that a wider research agenda is needed to acknowledge the role of all relevant stakeholder
groups and HRM’s mission in spearheading this “sustainability paradigm shift” [96]
(p. 129). Hence, we recommend that the academic community in the sustainable HRM
field need to “play catch up” and examine the impact of COVID-19 on sustainable HRM
from a wider, more contextual and more multilayered approach that addresses the needs of
multiple stakeholders, including not only employee groups of all backgrounds, but also
customers, shareholders, management, government, community, unions, civil society, etc.
Collings et al. [8], for example, highlighted the lack of research attention to customers as
stakeholders in HR research, despite calls for their consideration [95]. They point out that
future research needs to consider how HR practices need to be modified to account for
shifts in service delivery. Echoing their research calls, we suggest future research could
explore implications for HR professionals of their organizations’ digitalization and COVID-
19 safe service delivery. Similarly, how has the effect of COVID-19 influenced/challenged
the role of trade unions or the dynamics among the government, the unions and other
stakeholder groups?

Additionally, our review has highlighted a dearth of research linking sustainable
HRM to organizational performance during COVID-19. This is perhaps explainable by
the noneconomic focus of sustainable HRM [89,97], which originated from the basis of the
critique of economic dominance of the strategic HRM field. Hence, it seems paradoxical to
suggest future research examine the relationship between sustainable HRM and the eco-
nomic performances of organizations in the backdrop of COVID-19. However, sustainable
HRM, though critical of the traditional profit driven HRM models, does not deny the impor-
tance of organizational economic sustainability. It follows naturally that exploring the links
between the two is a necessary component in its course of development. Circumventing or
omitting economic sustainability is not reflective of the tenets of the sustainable HRM field.
In addition, sustainable HRM is at the stage of garnering attention as well as scholarly
and practical legitimacy, if taking a step back (restoring to a study of economic rationality
characteristics of traditional HRM models) means taking two steps forward (sustainable
HRM development gaining momentum), it is no doubt progress, or as Beer et al., [95]
neatly termed, “back to the future”. Underpinned by this reasoning, future research could
investigate: (1) how sustainable HRM strategies and practices during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (e.g., recruitment of employees who have knowledge and experience of social and
environmental sustainability; inclusion of sustainability objectives into performance man-
agement and reward systems) could contribute to the organization’s performance over the
long term; and (2) following Kramar’s [72] call for a broader conception of performance
outcomes for organizations following COVID-19, sustainable HRM post-pandemic could
explore how to incorporate sustainability into the economic dimensions, either manifested
into SDG goals, and/or International Labor Organization Declarations and Initiatives and
so forth.

Lastly, our review identified the need for future research to shed more light on the
environmental dimension of HRM and COVID-19 interface, also known as green HRM and
COVID-19. The few articles there are piqued readers’ curiosity about the status of green
HRM during and after COVID-19, but more questions than answers were generated. Did
green HRM take a backseat during COVID-19 to the economic and social sustainability of
HRM or did it get a status boost? What factors are at play? How can HRM prepare for
the post-pandemic environmental rebound effect [87,88]? How is green HRM linked with
organizational performances during and/or after COVID-19? What are the mediators?
Green HRM and COVID-19 constitute fertile group for future research.
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4.3. Methodological Avenues

Among the 56 articles, only 45% were empirical in nature (n = 25), 55% (n = 31) are
either review papers, conceptual papers or viewpoint papers. Overall, there is a lack of
empirical studies. This could be partially explained by the fact that COVID-19′s impact
is ongoing, and/or the difficulty in data collection associated with various lockdown
measures. We encourage future researchers to be resourceful and undertake COVID-19
safe approaches to gather data from the field to uncover, with a joint effort, the trends of
sustainable HRM under the influence of COVID-19.

Within the 25 empirical papers, the majority of the studies adopted either a mixed
method approach or a purely quantitative design, with only 4 utilizing qualitative methods.
This represents a missed opportunity to uncover valuable in depth insights, as qualitative
approaches are more adept at addressing contexts and underlying “how” and “why”
questions [98]. As the review reveals, the effect of COVID-19 is context bound, subject to
the organizational, industry and national contexts, the role COVID-19 plays in sustainable
HRM agenda varies, and qualitative research utilizing a myriad of methods can complete
the puzzle jointly. In addition to semi-structured interviews, focus groups with HR mangers
and practitioners, CSR managers, general managers etc., as well as participant observation
approaches, and, if circumstances allow, longitudinal case study approaches, should be
mobilized by future researchers. Hence, future research is recommended to explore the
COVID-19–sustainable HRM interface using a mix of methods not limited to case studies,
longitudinal case/survey research, action research or mixed methods.

A small number of the extant literature has sampled a few geographic regions of
the world, and virtually no studies are comparative across different societal contexts. We
need more in depth comparative studies to understand the contextual differences of the
COVID-19–sustainable HRM interface between the East and the West, and to identify
variations, if any, in their approach to sustainable HRM amid COVID-19. In addition,
the industries concentrated on healthcare, tourism, hotel, and higher education. HRM
is identified to be the most localized of management practices [99,100], though there is
emerging evidence that countries are becoming more alike in the way they conceive of
and manage senior executives of multinational firms [101,102]. Does this knowledge apply
to sustainable HRM? If so, how do national characteristics account for the variances in
sustainable HRM practices? Has COVID-19 influenced the conception, implementation and
future development of sustainable HRM strategy/practices in a more localized manner, or
in a standardized manner? What situational factors are at play? Further, different countries
are at different stages of pandemic containment; how did the variances in COVID-19 control
influence the different dimensions of sustainable HRM? In order to further uncover the
impact of COVID-19 on sustainable HRM in a truly contextualized manner, future research
needs to widen the geographical span, industry boundaries and COVID-19 coverage, using
cross national comparative studies to clarify the exact effect this global pandemic has had
across nations on sustainable HRM.

5. Limitations

Though making significant contributions to the relevant literature, our review has its
own limitations. First, by focusing on peer reviewed journal articles published in English,
we acknowledge that we may have missed relevant studies presented in other outlets and
written in other languages addressing the same topic of interest. We hope this review could
stimulate future scholars to join and continue this “current conversation” by including
more sources in multiple languages, such as books, reports, newspaper articles and other
non-peer-reviewed publications. Second, guided by the research purpose (i.e., exploring
the impact of COVID-19 on sustainable HRM), the articles on sustainable HRM we searched
and included had to contain “COVID-19” (and its variant forms of expression). This deems
potential studies on sustainable HRM published prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 beyond
our scope of interest. Though the approach we took is informed by the research purpose,
and we have nevertheless drawn on prior seminal work [2,4] on sustainable HRM for
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the non-COVID-19 part of the analysis, we wonder whether the excluded literature on
sustainable HRM might add anything to our analysis. We therefore encourage scholars to
compare sustainable HRM prior to, during and, hopefully soon, post-COVID-19 to examine
the same issue from a different angle (by utilizing more comprehensive inclusion criteria
for articles) and improve upon our findings. Last, the construction of the CEDEL model is
novel, and has explanatory power, but is likely to be incomplete due to the ongoing twists
and turns in the development of the pandemic. Hence, our theoretical framework might be
“malleable” in nature in light of new evidence to be found. Despite these limitations, the
findings our review generates lay groundwork for future researchers to further theorize
the impact of COVID-19 on various disciplines.

6. Conclusions

Drawing on 56 conceptual and empirical articles published after the COVID-19 pan-
demic outbreak in English language, peer reviewed journals, our review paper explores
how the nexus between COVID-19 and sustainable HRM has been addressed by the man-
agement community. We conceptualized our CEDEL model consisting of five types of
effects COVID-19 has on the sustainable HRM literature (i.e., complicating, exposing, dis-
rupting, enabling and legitimizing). We point out clear paths future researchers could take
to further the development of sustainable HRM as rapidly growing fields post-pandemic.
The ongoing impact of COVID-19 on sustainable HRM is very likely to extend far beyond
the dimensions we have identified and as its effects unfolds. We hope future scholars are
en route to theorizing beyond our CEDEL model.
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