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Abstract

Socially sustainable working life requires more than continued employment or short-term
performance; it depends on relational conditions that preserve health, voice, inclusion, and
capability over time. This critical integrative review examines trust, social competences,
belonging, and psychological safety across individual, interactional, team, organisational,
and institutional levels. A 70-source seed corpus was audited, 38 non-redundant sources
were retained, two nearest-model publications were added, and a documented public
update screened 30 candidates identified through PubMed /PMC, EconBiz, publisher and
DOl records, and citation chaining. Ten new articles were included, yielding 50 substan-
tive sources. The review compares RESWL with workplace social sustainability, swAge,
capability-based sustainable employability, relational coordination, inclusion, psychologi-
cal safety, and multilevel trust models. Its contribution is a new integrative configuration
rather than new constructs: trust enables warranted vulnerability, social competences
enable reciprocal coordination and repair, and belonging enables recognised membership
without assimilation. It proposes to explain why favourable relational perceptions can coex-
ist with silence or unequal participation when they fail to become reciprocally enacted and
institutionally protected team processes. Through repeated interaction, these foundations
may generate team trust climate, relational coordination, inclusive climate, and psychologi-
cal safety, while governance, work design, employment security, digital control, and status
relations condition their effects. Six propositions specify enabling, failure, distributional,
and feedback pathways for multilevel longitudinal research.

Keywords: social sustainability; sustainable working life; trust; social competences;
workplace belonging; psychological safety; multilevel framework

1. Introduction

Sustainable working life is more than continued labour-force participation or short-
term organisational performance. It concerns whether work can preserve health and
well-being, enable decent and meaningful participation, and distribute opportunities with-
out reproducing avoidable inequalities. This social dimension is relevant to the 2030
Agenda, particularly Sustainable Development Goals 3, 8, and 10, although organisational
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practices should not be assumed to advance those goals merely because they are labelled
sustainable [1,2]. Existing approaches variously define sustainability through workplace
social-sustainability constructs, the ability and motivation to remain in work across the
life course, continuity and interruption trajectories, or real opportunities to achieve work
capabilities that people value [3-6]. Relational work-design scholarship further shows that
work is organised through interdependence and proactive relations [7]. These perspectives
establish the breadth of sustainable work but do not fully explain how everyday relational
quality is converted into durable participation, learning, health, and collective adaptability.

The explanatory gap is especially consequential in digitally mediated and unequal
work. Hybrid arrangements change informal contact and communication, algorithmic
systems redistribute visibility, discretion, and control, and insecure employment raises the
cost of vulnerability and voice [8-14]. Treating relational quality as a generic resource can
therefore conceal both mechanisms and unequal distribution. Trust may facilitate cooper-
ation but may also be demanded where accountability is weak. Social competences may
support repair but may also individualise problems created by work design. Belonging may
enable participation but may become assimilation when uniqueness or dissent is penalised.

The relevant studies are also separated by level of analysis. Trust may refer to an
individual judgement, a dyadic relation, a team climate, or confidence in management and
institutions [15-17]. Social competences are commonly measured as individual attributes,
whereas relational coordination is a patterned property of interdependent work [18-20].
Felt belonging is an individual experience, inclusion is a contextual condition that com-
bines belongingness with valued uniqueness, and psychological safety is principally an
emergent team belief about interpersonal risk [21-24]. A defensible integrative framework
must therefore separate constructs and specify the processes through which individual
perceptions and capacities become shared or enacted team properties.

The unresolved relationship is the conversion from individual relational resources to
shared or enacted team properties under unequal structural conditions. Multilevel trust
models specify referents and emergence, relational coordination specifies interdependent
communication, and inclusion and psychological-safety models explain recognition and
interpersonal risk. RFSWL asks when these processes align, when they become decoupled,
and whose participation remains costly despite favourable average perceptions. Its pro-
posed contribution is the joint specification of conversion, misalignment, and distribution;
these individual mechanisms are not claimed as new.

From an industrial-organisational psychology perspective, the central question is
not simply whether positive relational variables correlate with desirable outcomes. It is
how vulnerability, coordination, recognition, voice, and learning become sustainable under
specific governance, work-design, technological, and status conditions. This review asks
four questions: (1) What distinct relational function do trust, social competences, and
belonging perform? (2) How do the nearest sustainable-work and relational models differ
from the proposed Relational Foundations of Sustainable Working Life (RFESWL) frame-
work? (3) At which analytical levels should the constructs and mechanisms be located?
(4) Which evidence clusters support each proposition, and under which conditions should
the propositions fail? The contribution claimed is deliberately bounded: RESWL does not
introduce new constituent constructs or claim priority over all relational approaches. It pro-
poses a specific configuration of non-equivalent functions, cross-level emergence, structural
boundary conditions, failure pathways, distributional asymmetry, and recursive feedback.

For example, RFSWL predicts that high mean trust and belonging can coexist with
low psychological safety and voice when coordination is not reciprocally enacted or when
dissent carries unequal penalties. Conversely, formal protection may not generate participa-
tion when everyday recognition and repair are absent. These predictions qualify favourable
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single-domain expectations by specifying the conditions under which relational resources
fail to convert into shared safety and durable participation.

Three tests follow: non-compensation, where strength in one foundation does not fully
offset weakness in another; cross-level decoupling, where favourable individual averages
do not become shared team states; and distributional divergence, where team averages
conceal subgroup-specific costs. These are proposed configurational and distributional
effects. If they add no explanatory value over the nearest models, the case for RESWL
is weakened.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Review Design and Analytical Purpose

The study is a critical integrative literature review. Integrative reviews are appropriate
for heterogeneous conceptual, quantitative, qualitative, and review evidence when the
purpose is theory development rather than pooled effect estimation [25-27]. The term
critical indicates that the synthesis evaluates construct boundaries, levels of analysis,
causal overreach, power, negative cases, and omissions rather than merely cataloguing
associations. The review is not presented as a systematic review or meta-analysis. A
protocol was not prospectively registered; instead, exact queries, the dated candidate set,
screening decisions, extraction rules, source provenance, and checksums are provided in
the Supplementary Materials (Sections S1-514; Tables S1-517).

2.2. Corpus Construction and Public Update Search

The initial 70 publications formed a legacy narrative working corpus assembled before
finalisation of the six-proposition RFSWL architecture. The original databases or other
discovery routes, search dates, exact strings, and hit counts cannot be reliably reconstructed
because no contemporaneous search log or machine export was retained. The corpus is
therefore a reconstructed starting set, not the output of a reproducible systematic search.
The dated public update below documents a subsequent search; it does not retrospectively
validate the original selection.

Its adequacy is functional rather than representative: the source audit, nearest-model
completion, and public update are intended to cover definitions, mechanisms, levels, and
boundary conditions relevant to the review questions. Neither the size of the starting corpus
nor this targeted coverage establishes theoretical saturation. The resulting framework is
bounded by the literature and discovery routes actually examined.

Corpus construction proceeded in three stages. First, the 70 substantive publications
supporting the initial narrative phase were reconstructed and checked for bibliographic
completeness. Each record was assessed against five retention functions: definition of a
focal construct; specification of a relational mechanism; evidence on analytical level or
cross-level emergence; a structural boundary condition, adverse pathway, or temporal
feedback process; or status as a nearest comparison model. Thirty-eight original sources
were retained, and 32 were excluded because they were conceptually redundant with a
stronger retained synthesis, addressed peripheral outcomes or measurement without a
direct mechanism, or represented a narrow context without a non-redundant theoretical
contribution. Second, two nearest-model sources absent from the seed corpus were added,
producing a 40-source core [4,5].

The five retention functions were formalised during retrospective reconstruction, after
the seed corpus had been assembled and before final coding and proposition wording.
Retention required a non-redundant contribution, not agreement with RESWL. Competing
models, adverse pathways, and contradictory findings were eligible, and the retained trust,
inclusion, and work-design literature informs the failure paths. However, a dedicated
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search designed to retrieve disconfirming studies is not documented; these safeguards
cannot exclude confirmation bias or circularity.

Third, a documented public update was conducted on 13 July 2026. Public discovery
used PubMed /PMC and EconBiz and was supplemented by publisher and DOI resolution,
exact-title checking, and backward and forward citation chaining. Four concept blocks
covered trust; social competences and relational coordination; belonging, inclusion, and
psychological safety; and sustainable working life or sustainable employability. Thirty
candidate records were captured. Twelve duplicated the 40-source core. Eighteen unique
records were screened, 10 were included, and eight were excluded with a standardised
reason. The final substantive corpus contains 50 publications (Table 1), supplemented by
five methodological sources. The supplementary package now separates the candidate log,
source audit, analytical corpus, model comparison, proposition traceability, evidence-status
rules, and provenance records so that the inferential steps can be inspected independently.

Table 1. Corpus construction and documented selection flow.

Stage

Records Procedure Output

Retrospective bibliographic and conceptual audit;

Starting seed corpus 70 - - 38 retained; 32 excluded
original search provenance incomplete
Nearest-model completion 2 Targeted exact-title and citation-chain search 40-source core
Public update candidates 30 PubMed/PMC, ECO.HB}Z’ publllsher/DOI records, 12 duplicates; 18 unique
and citation chaining
Unique update records 18 Title, ab'stract, full-text, pubhc-a.ccess, and 10 included; 8 excluded
journal-coverage screening
Final substantive corpus 50 Structured extraction and critical synthesis RFSWL comparison and
six propositions
Methodological sources 5 Review-design and search-reporting guidance Analysed separately from
& sn P £8 substantive evidence
Additional theoretical references 5 Foundational multilevel theory added Supports transition rules; outside

during revision the audited 50-source corpus

Two foundational multilevel-theory references introduced during revision support the
transition rules in Section 5.1. They are reported separately from the 50-source substantive
corpus and the five review-method sources, rather than being retroactively counted as
results of the public update.

2.3. Public Discovery and Scopus/Web of Science Coverage Verification

Scopus and Web of Science were treated as citation indexes rather than as hosts of open
full text. Because no authenticated subscription session or database export was available,
this review does not claim a direct subscription-interface search, does not attribute hit
counts to either index, and does not reconstruct non-existent exports. Instead, publicly
accessible candidate articles were identified first, after which journal coverage was checked
separately. Scopus coverage was verified against Elsevier’s official June 2026 Source Title
List. Web of Science coverage was assessed through publicly available Clarivate evidence,
an archived ESI journal snapshot, publisher records, and dated historical notices. These
sources differ in scope and date: ESI is not the full Web of Science Core Collection, and
snapshot presence does not by itself establish coverage of every publication year. Absence
from ESI does not establish non-indexing. Dual-index journal coverage was a pragmatic,
externally checkable boundary for the public update when article-level exports were
unavailable. It is neither a measure of conceptual relevance nor a proxy for methodological
quality, and it does not make public discovery reproducible. The rule can exclude relevant
work solely because of outlet status, particularly new, regional, specialist, or non-indexed
publications; it therefore restricts the scope of the synthesis.
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The search report follows PRISMA-S principles of transparent query reporting where
applicable, and the strings were self-audited against PRESS elements; neither framework is
used to relabel this theory-building integrative review as systematic [28,29]. Public web
interfaces are relevance-ranked and mutable, so unstable platform totals were not treated
as reproducible evidence. The auditable unit is the dated candidate set: every captured
record, access route, DOI, duplicate decision, index decision, and inclusion or exclusion
reason is documented in Table S6.

2.4. Eligibility, Screening, and Data Extraction

Eligible substantive sources were English-language peer-reviewed theoretical articles,
empirical studies, systematic or integrative reviews, and meta-analyses that addressed
work or employment and contributed directly to at least one review question. Foundational
publications before 2000 were retained when they supplied definitions still used in later
work. For the public update, the stated eligibility rule additionally required publicly reach-
able full text or an author/publisher version and journal coverage in both Scopus and Web
of Science at publication. Operational evidence was limited to the journal lists, snapshots,
and notices recorded in Table S8; article-level and complete historical verification was not
available. Sources were excluded when they were conceptually redundant, supplied only
a peripheral outcome or measure, did not add a non-redundant mechanism or boundary
condition, lacked confirmed public full text, or failed the update’s journal-coverage rule.
The dual-index and public-full-text requirements applied only to the public update, not to
foundational seed sources or the additional multilevel-theory references. Method sources
were kept separate from the substantive corpus.

Initial screening and coding were undertaken by the first author (J.S.) using a struc-
tured extraction framework (Table S14). For each included source, the framework specified
the focal construct and definition; referent and analytical level; proposed mechanism; evi-
dence type and context; outcomes; structural conditions; counterevidence or failure path;
temporal assumptions; and contribution to a proposition. Evidence was appraised for
inferential strength rather than converted into a single score. Conceptual arguments and
reviews were used primarily for construct definition and model comparison; empirical
studies were used for observed associations or mechanisms; and longitudinal, multilevel,
or meta-analytic evidence was given greater weight when the claim concerned temporal
ordering, cross-level relations, or broader regularities. Cross-sectional associations were
not treated as evidence of emergence or causal order. The synthesis also distinguishes
three inferential statuses: direct support when a source explicitly addresses the claim;
cross-source synthesis when a conclusion follows from convergent evidence across sources;
and author-proposed interpretation when the RESWL framework specifies a transition that
has not been directly tested. The subsequent coding check by all three authors is described
below and in Table S15; initial screening and coding verification are reported separately.

All three authors—Jasmina Starc (J.S.), Aleksandar Sobot (A.S.), and Diana Bili¢-Sobot
(D.B.-S.)—checked the coding used in the review. ].S. prepared the initial coding, and
A.S. and D.B.-S. checked that coding, with J.S. also participating in the verification. The
coding was thus examined by all three authors before its use in the final synthesis. The
extraction categories described above provided the framework for this checking. Table
515 identifies the authors’ roles, and Table S16 presents the coding and source-traceability
matrix for all 50 substantive publications, linking the recorded topic codes, analytical use,
and proposition assignments.

Revision-stage reconciliation of Tables 54-510 checked the 30 candidate decisions, the
70-source audit, and the membership of the 50-source corpus. It corrected the Q1 and Q2
captured-record counts to nine and three, reconciled the selection-flow entries, corrected
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the Bostrom DO, and linked stable corpus IDs to manuscript reference numbers. Tables
511-516 were aligned with the final propositions and evidence-status rules. These checks
verify documentary consistency, not the completeness of discovery or the reliability of
source-level interpretation.

A revision-stage document consistency check compared all six focal propositions
with the construct levels in Tables 2 and 3, the paths described around Figure 1, and the
outcomes and falsification criteria in Table 4. It separated constituent evidence, cross-source
inference, and untested RFSWL claims, and removed secondary outcomes from focal tests.
This editorial check, supported by the assistance disclosed in Section 2.6, did not repeat
study screening or independently recode the underlying sources.

INSTITUTIONAL AND ORGANISATIONAL CONDITIONS
Employment protection and precarity | procedural fairness and leadership accountability
Work design | digital control | status relations

l

INDIVIDUAL INTERACTION / DYAD TEAM EMERGENCE
Trust judgements Vulnerability decisions Trust climate
Social-competence repertoire Communication and repair > Relational coordination
Felt belonging Recognition and dissent Inclusive climate

\ /

‘ TEAM PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY ’

Shared belief that interpersonal risk can be taken
without disproportionate penalty

recursiv

leedback RELATIONAL PROCESSES feedbacl
Voice | learning | knowledge sharing | coordination
Acknowledged participation | repair

INDIVIDUAL OUTCOMES TEAM OUTCOMES ORGANISATIONAL OUTCOMES
Quality of working life Learning and adaptation Inclusive relational capacity
Health and valued capabilities Collective resilience Responsible innovation
Sustainable employability Durable coordination Sustainable participation
FAILURE PATHS AND DISTRIBUTIONAL TESTS
Submission instead of trust | r ibilisation instead of

Assimilation instead of belonging | unequal safety and voice

Figure 1. Proposed multilevel RFSWL framework. Solid arrows denote proposed translation and
enabling paths; curved arrows denote recursive feedback. Arrow styles indicate path type, not
evidence strength. The central joint ordering through psychological safety is author-proposed; the
figure does not establish an exclusive or validated causal sequence.

2.5. Critical Synthesis and Model Comparison

Synthesis proceeded in four passes. First, definitions and levels were compared within
each of the focal literature. Second, evidence was organised around the relational functions
of accepting vulnerability, coordinating and repairing interaction, and experiencing recog-
nised membership. Third, the nearest model families were compared against a common
set of dimensions: theoretical object, primary level, mechanism, temporal logic, structural
conditions, and contrasting explanatory expectation. Fourth, abductive pattern matching
linked recurrent evidence clusters to six propositions. A proposition was retained only
when its inferential bridge, analytical level, boundary condition, alternative explanation,
and a plausible falsification test could be stated. Direct source claims were not treated
as equivalent to cross-source synthesis, and the cross-level transition rules in RESWL are
explicitly identified as author-proposed rather than empirically established. This pro-
cedure makes the framework traceable while preserving the interpretive purpose of an
integrative review.

The six final propositions cover distinct targets: trust-climate formation, competence-
to-coordination conversion, belonging-to-voice conversion, joint psychological-safety for-
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mation, distributional asymmetry, and repair feedback. They were not selected from a
preregistered or quantitatively scored list. A stable count and wording history of earlier
candidates was not retained, so the number merged, rejected, or reformulated cannot
be reported reliably. The stated retention criteria justify the final set; Table S12 provides
final-proposition traceability, not a complete developmental history.

2.6. Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence

OpenAl ChatGPT (GPT-5.6 Luna; OpenAl, San Francisco, CA, USA) was used to
support structural redrafting, language editing, search-string formatting, table preparation,
and production of the conceptual figure. Revision-stage assistance also covered compar-
ison of reviewer comments with the manuscript, bibliographic checking, and document
consistency checks. This assistance was not independent study screening or coding. It was
not treated as a scholarly source and did not generate empirical data. The first author inde-
pendently checked bibliographic records, summaries, inclusion decisions, claims, and the
Al-assisted conceptual figure, and all authors assume responsibility for the final manuscript.

3. Results of the Critical Integrative Review
3.1. Trust: Vulnerability, Referents, and Governance

Trust is a willingness to accept vulnerability on the basis of positive expectations
about another party [30,31]. Cognition-based and affect-based foundations explain why
competence and reliability are not interchangeable with relational care [32]. The multilevel
literature further shows that the referent must be specified: trust in a colleague, team,
supervisor, top management, and institution are related but not equivalent [15,16]. Con-
temporary reviews therefore treat trust as dynamic and relational rather than as a stable
individual disposition [33]. The conceptual and review evidence is consistent on referent
specificity, but it does not establish one universal trust process across levels.

The update reinforces referent and level separation. A multilevel-multireferent model
distinguishes sources of organisational trust, while newer multilevel evidence identifies
horizontal team trust as a pathway connecting team resources with engagement and
organisational outcomes [17,34]. These findings are informative but are not interchangeable:
they address different referents, levels, and outcome relationships. They therefore support
a multilevel trust architecture more directly than they support a single causal sequence
from individual trust to sustainable working life. RFSWL uses this evidence to justify
separation of referents and levels, while treating team-level emergence as a proposition
requiring direct testing.

The critical implication is that trust cannot be inferred from low monitoring or em-
ployee compliance. Trust and distrust may coexist, and breaches can remain referent-
specific [35]. Under precarious employment, opaque algorithmic control, or weak proce-
dural accountability, accepting vulnerability may reflect constrained dependence rather
than sustainable cooperation [9,10]. Cross-societal evidence reports statistical mediation
through trust in top management and moderation by societal culture and governance
quality [36]; these associations do not by themselves establish causal ordering. The evi-
dence therefore supports governance and work design as plausible boundary conditions,
but it does not establish that these conditions operate identically across occupations, em-
ployment regimes, or organisational levels. RESWL consequently treats governance and
work design as antecedent conditions of trust climate, not as downstream consequences of
interpersonal goodwill.
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3.2. Social Competences: From Individual Repertoire to Enacted Coordination

Social competences include perceptive, expressive, regulatory, empathic, and conflict-
management capacities that may support interaction [20]. Workplace intervention evidence
indicates that emotional competences can be developed, although effects vary across
interventions and outcomes [37]. This evidence is useful for establishing malleability, but
it does not by itself demonstrate a durable conversion from individual competence to
team-level sustainability. Relational coordination captures a different analytical object
through shared goals, shared knowledge, mutual respect, and communication that is
timely, accurate, frequent, and oriented towards problem solving [18,19]. High-quality
relationships and psychological safety can then support workplace learning behaviour [38].
The two evidence streams therefore converge on the importance of enacted interaction but
should not be collapsed into one construct or causal sequence.

This distinction prevents a common individualisation error. Communication training
cannot compensate for retaliatory voice systems, impossible workloads, or structurally
unequal participation. Competence may be used strategically by high-status actors while
lower-status employees carry a disproportionate burden of emotional regulation and repair.
RFSWL therefore locates social competence at two linked but non-equivalent levels: an
individual interaction repertoire and an observed team pattern of coordination and repair.
The proposed mechanism is reciprocal enactment under opportunity and accountability,
not possession of a decontextualised soft skill. This is an integrative inference from the
competence and relational-coordination literature, not a relationship directly established
by a single study.

3.3. Belonging and Inclusion: Membership Without Assimilation

Belonging is a fundamental need for durable, positive social connection [39], but
workplace belonging must be separated from inclusion. Integrative work clarifies that felt
membership is an individual experience whose meaning depends on context [40]. Inclusion
models add a crucial normative condition: people should experience both belongingness
and recognition of uniqueness [23,24,41,42]. Instrumental diversity rhetoric can undermine
belonging among underrepresented members even when organisations publicly endorse
diversity [43]. Belonging that requires silence, identity suppression, or conformity is
therefore not evidence of sustainable inclusion.

Recent reviews and qualitative studies sharpen the process and inequality dimensions.
Inclusive-leadership research extends beyond the original belongingness—uniqueness pair-
ing and spans multiple levels and mechanisms [44]. A process review organises workplace
inclusion through an input-mediator-output-input cycle and places power, context, and
feedback within the research agenda [45]. Qualitative evidence shows that belonging
is produced through collegiality, recognition, task allocation, role in the primary work
process, and participation in decisions [46]. A resource model further demonstrates that
inclusion depends on resource distribution and fair employment practices, particularly
for under-resourced workers [47]. These findings support a relational account only when
organisational structures are included.

3.4. Psychological Safety and Psychosocial Safety Climate: A Level Distinction

Psychological safety is a shared team belief that interpersonal risk can be taken without
disproportionate penalty [22]. Reviews and meta-analysis connect it with learning, voice,
and performance while identifying contextual and multilevel antecedents [48,49]. Leader in-
clusiveness and professional status shape who experiences safety within the same team [50],
and employee voice depends on whether speaking is both safe and consequential [51].
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A recent review identifies persistent conceptual confusion between psychologi-
cal safety and psychosocial safety climate [21]. The former concerns a team’s shared
interpersonal-risk belief; the latter concerns organisation-level policies, practices, and
procedures for protecting psychological health and safety. Multilevel research likewise
distinguishes individual and team psychological-safety pathways, although cross-sectional
designs cannot establish emergence or causal order [52]. RESWL therefore proposes team
psychological safety as a proximal emergent integrating state produced through repeated
interaction under organisational conditions. Existing evidence supports constituent rela-
tionships; it does not establish this complete joint ordering. It is not an individual feeling
interchangeable with trust, belonging, or general psychosocial climate.

3.5. Sustainable Working Life as a Converted and Distributed Outcome

Social sustainability remains less theoretically consolidated than its economic and en-
vironmental counterparts [2]. The sustainable-work literature supplies complementary but
non-equivalent evaluative lenses. The swAge model addresses the ability and motivation
to remain in work across the life course and links individual, organisational, and societal
determinants [4]. The capability approach asks whether people have real opportunities to
achieve valued work outcomes, including meaningful relationships and participation [6].
Workplace social-sustainability research maps relevant constructs across job, person, or-
ganisation, and society levels [3]. Cohort research operationalises sustainable working
life through continuity and interruption trajectories while recognising the absence of a
single settled definition [5]. These perspectives therefore differ in what they treat as the
relevant outcome: continued participation, valued capability, psychosocial conditions, or
employment trajectories. RESWL treats sustainable working life as a distributed outcome
domain rather than as a single measurable endpoint.

The update clarifies conversion and distribution. A focus-group study identifies or-
ganisational, work, and personal conversion factors perceived to enable or constrain valued
work capabilities [53]. Associations between psychosocial work conditions and extended
working life vary by occupation and gender; favourable averages can therefore conceal
unequal pathways [54]. The reviewed evidence supports examining who receives relational
resources and who bears the costs of voice, connection, and continued participation, rather
than relying only on mean climate or engagement scores. RESWL consequently treats
quality of working life and sustainable employability as individual outcome domains,
learning and collective resilience as team outcomes, and inclusive relational capacity as an
organisational outcome. This allocation is a framework-level synthesis and should not be
read as a settled taxonomy established by the literature.

Social sustainability requires three additional evaluative conditions: temporal per-
sistence, preservation or expansion of valued work capabilities, and fair distribution of
benefits and burdens. Reciprocal coordination and repair may sustain participation through
disruption; protected voice and recognition may preserve health and valued agency; and
distributional analysis tests whether these gains extend to less secure or lower-status work-
ers. Short-term cooperation is insufficient when it depletes health, suppresses dissent, or
shifts repair burdens onto disadvantaged groups. These proposed pathways connect SDG
3 to health-preserving work, SDG 8 to decent and durable participation, and SDG 10 to
unequal access and consequences [1]. The goals define normative domains, not direct
measures or proof of SDG impact.

4. Comparison with the Nearest Models

Table 2 (see also Table S11) compares RFSWL with the model families that most
directly overlap with its subject matter. The purpose is not to diminish those models, but
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to identify what they explain, what remains outside their central architecture, and where
RFSWL adds a bounded integrative proposition. The established-contribution column
summarises claims documented in the cited literature. The final column states author-
proposed contrasts in mechanism or prediction. These are hypotheses to test against the
cited models, not claims that those models deny the possibility of the stated outcomes or

cannot be extended to explain them.

Table 2. Nearest-model comparison and the bounded contribution of RESWL.

Model Family

Primary Object/Level

Established Contribution

Contrasting RFSWL Mechanism
or Prediction

Workplace social sustainability [3]

Job, person, organisation,
and society

Maps psychological workplace
constructs to
social-sustainability goals.

Favourable workplace indicators
may coexist with unequal durable
participation when relational
resources fail to convert into
protected voice and capability.

swAge [4]

Individual ability and motivation
within organisational and
societal conditions

Explains life-course and
multilevel determinants of
sustainable participation.

Comparable ability and
motivation to remain in work may
yield different participation
trajectories when reciprocal
coordination or protected
dissent differs.

Capability-based sustainable
employability [6,53]

Individual valued capabilities and
conversion factors

Explains whether people are able
and enabled to realise
valued work.

With comparable resources,
relational conversion may differ
by trust, enacted coordination,
and recognised uniqueness; the
proposed contribution specifies
this pathway.

Relational coordination [18,19]

Interdependent work relations
and communication patterns

Specifies shared goals, shared
knowledge, mutual respect, and
problem-solving communication.

Strong task coordination may
coexist with silence or exclusion
when dissent and uniqueness are
penalised. Coordination alone
need not indicate
social sustainability.

Belongingness—uniqueness and
inclusive leadership [24,41,44]

Individual inclusion and
leader/team processes

Shows that inclusion requires
membership and
valued uniqueness.

Belonging and valued uniqueness
may not sustain voice when
vulnerability is unprotected or
reciprocal coordination is absent;
the joint configuration is the
proposed test.

Inclusion process and resource
models [45,47]

Inclusion, context, power,
resources, and feedback

Adds process, feedback, fair
employment practices, and
unequal resource endowments.

Resource access and inclusive
practices may coexist with fragile
participation when trust or repair
fails; joint conversion should add

value beyond inclusion alone.

Psychological safety and
psychosocial safety climate [21,22]

Team interpersonal-risk belief
versus organisation-level
protection climate

Clarifies the proximal
voice/learning mechanism and
the level distinction.

Trust climate, enacted
coordination, and inclusive
climate should jointly predict later
team safety beyond additive
effects; safety need not be the
exclusive mediator.

Multilevel and multireferent trust
[15,17,34]

Trust across referents and levels

Explains referent specificity,
emergence, and
cross-level consequences.

High mean trust may coexist with
low safety or unequal voice when
coordination is not reciprocal or
recognition requires conformity.

RFSWL (proposed here)

Individual, interactional, team,
organisational, and
institutional levels

Differentiates three functions;
specifies team emergence,
psychological-safety integration,
boundary conditions, failure
paths, distribution, and feedback.

Incremental value requires joint,
cross-level, or distributional
effects beyond additive and

nearest-model alternatives; these
claims remain unvalidated.

The diagnostic contrasts are therefore trust with silence, coordination with exclu-
sion, and inclusion with fragile participation. RESWL predicts these configurations when
relational resources are misaligned or their conversion costs differ across groups. Its dis-

https://doi.org/10.3390/su181910101


https://doi.org/10.3390/su181910101

Sustainability 2026, 18, 10101

11 of 19

tinctiveness depends on whether the joint and conditional predictions improve explanation
beyond the nearest models. The comparison does not establish conceptual priority or
empirical superiority.

A decisive test must compare nested additive models, prespecified configurational
terms, and subgroup or cross-level effects using the same outcomes and observations.
If single-domain or additive models account equally well for those outcomes and the
proposed joint or distributional effects add no meaningful value, RESWL's incremental
contribution is weakened.

5. The Multilevel RFSWL Framework
5.1. Levels and Transition Rules

RFSWL distinguishes five analytical levels (Table 3). Institutional and organisational
conditions structure the resources, rights, and risks under which interaction occurs. At the
individual level, employees form trust judgements, possess social-competence repertoires,
and experience felt belonging. At the dyadic or interactional level, vulnerability decisions,
communication, recognition, conflict, and repair are enacted. Repeated interaction may
generate team properties: trust climate, relational coordination, inclusive climate, and psy-
chological safety. Sustainable outcomes then appear at individual, team, and organisational
levels and feed back into later relational expectations.

Table 3. Construct location and cross-level transition rules.

Level RFSWL Constructs Transition Rule Minimum Empirical Requirement
Trust jud t; P - ifi ti d i .
.. | rustjudgement; CTSON-Spectiic perceptions an Measure referent-specific perceptions
Individual social-competence repertoire; capacities; not N .
. . and individual differences.
felt belonging automatically shared.
1 ili ision; . . . . .
. Vu nerabl lt.y dECISIO.n’ Observable reciprocal episodes Use interaction coding, event data,
Interaction/ dyad communication; conflict; . . .
o . translate capacities into relations. networks, or repeated dyadic reports.
recognition; repair
Shared climates require a
Trust climate; enacted relational _common team referent and Justify referent shift and aggregation;
S . . within-team agreement; enacted report agreement, between-team
Team coordination; inclusive climate; L9 R . R R
. coordination compiles variation, and dispersion; observe
psychological safety . . T
complementary behaviours across reciprocal coordination separately.
interdependent roles.
Procedural fairness; work design; Creates opportunities and
- leadership accountability; voice sanctions that condition whether Model as cross-level antecedents or
Organisation ! . . .
system; psychosocial safety relational processes can be moderators rather than employee traits.
climate; digital architecture enacted safely.
Empl t protection; o .
lag(l)lfngﬁzfl?etﬁios:fulr?n/' Sets the cost of vulnerability, exit, Use comparative, contract-status
Institution ty and dissent and distributes access P g /

occupational status;
structural inequality

. occupation, and policy designs.
to relational resources. p ’ policy &

Three transition rules follow from established multilevel theory [55,56]. Composition
describes convergence around a shared team referent: agreement about trustworthiness
or inclusive treatment can support team-climate constructs. Person-specific trust and felt
belonging cannot simply be averaged into trust climate or inclusive climate; belonging
also requires separate assessment of valued uniqueness [15,16,23,24]. Compilation instead
combines differentiated role contributions: a competent communicator cannot substitute for
partners’ responses, so enacted coordination is a pattern across interdependent ties rather
than a mean competence score [18,19]. Contextual constraint is top-down: governance
and work design alter the opportunities and costs of enactment, and enter as antecedents
or moderators, not aggregated personal traits [9-11]. These are theoretically grounded
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emergence specifications, not universal rules fixed by construct labels; their application in
RFSWL requires empirical testing.

5.2. Recursive Model and Failure Paths

Figure 1 presents the proposed multilevel architecture. Trust judgements, social-
competence repertoires, and felt belonging are analytically distinct individual foundations.
Through interaction, they are translated into vulnerability decisions, communication and
repair, recognition, and dissent. Repeated and sufficiently convergent interaction may
produce team trust climate, enacted relational coordination, and inclusive climate. Team
psychological safety is proposed as a proximal emergent integrating state through which
voice, learning, knowledge sharing, coordination, acknowledged participation, and re-
pair may become more likely. Organisational and institutional conditions shape every
conversion step rather than entering only as distant background variables.

The integrating placement concerns the shared appraisal that interpersonal risk is
tolerable at the point of speaking, asking for help, admitting error, or challenging a decision.
Trust concerns expected treatment by a referent; coordination concerns enacted interdepen-
dence; inclusion concerns recognised membership and uniqueness. Psychological safety
is thus a plausible action-proximal state connecting their alignment to interpersonal risk-
taking [22,48-52]. This rationale is a cross-source inference, not evidence that the three
antecedents jointly produce safety.

The placement is non-exclusive. Trust, coordination, and inclusion may have direct
effects, operate in parallel, or be reinforced by successful voice and repair. P4 tests their
configurational contribution to subsequent safety; a separate mediation test is needed to
establish whether safety carries effects to later processes. Parallel, selective-mediation,
reciprocal, and reverse-order accounts must therefore be compared, rather than ruled out
by the diagram.

Evidence status is differentiated as follows. Direct constituent evidence supports
the distinction among constructs and reported associations involving trust, coordination,
inclusion, safety, voice, and learning [15-24,48-52]. Cross-source synthesis supplies the
argument for linking these studies. The complete configurational ordering, conversion
rules, failure-path combination, and feedback system are RESWL hypotheses; no study in
the reviewed synthesis establishes the whole sequence.

Figure-to-proposition correspondence is explicit: P1 links governance to individual-
to-team trust formation; P2 links individual competence and interaction opportunities to
compiled team coordination; P3 concerns belonging, inclusive climate, and voice; P4 links
the joint team configuration to psychological safety; P5 tests status-conditioned safety-to-
voice differences; and P6 concerns repair-to-later-trust feedback, represented schematically
by the outer loops. Arrows entering team safety from lower levels summarise emergence,
not aggregation-free causal shortcuts. The lower failure-path box is a diagnostic lens on the
whole system, not an outcome caused only by team performance. Table 4 states the focal
tests; the figure also displays secondary pathways.

The model is recursive rather than linear. Successful coordination and fair outcomes
can replenish trust and belonging; constructive repair can make future disagreement safer.
Conversely, surveillance, arbitrary decisions, unresolved breaches, or status exclusion can
reverse the cycle. Three failure paths are central. Trust can become submission when
vulnerability is demanded without accountability. Competence can become responsibil-
isation when individuals are trained to absorb structural dysfunction. Belonging can
become assimilation when acceptance depends on suppressing difference or dissent. These
are author-proposed boundary mechanisms derived from the combined literature; the
reviewed studies do not test the complete three-path configuration as one system.
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5.3. Evidence-Traceable Propositions

The six propositions in Table 4 convert the synthesis into testable claims. Each propo-
sition has one focal relationship, with analytical level, boundary conditions, and secondary
implications separated from its test. Source clusters support constituent claims rather
than verifying the complete proposition. The source clusters provide direct conceptual
or empirical support for parts of each proposition, whereas the inferential bridges and
cross-level transitions are integrative or author-proposed. Detailed evidence-to-proposition
traceability is provided in Table S12, and the evidence-strength and inferential-status rules
are provided in Table S13.

Interpretive status: the source clusters in Table 4 represent direct support for con-
stituent claims; the inferential bridges represent cross-source synthesis; and the proposed
cross-level transitions are authorial hypotheses that have not been directly tested as a
complete system.

Table 4. Evidence-traceable RFSWL propositions, analytical levels, and indicative falsification logic.

Proposition

Focal Relationship and
Constituent Evidence

Level, Boundaries, and
Secondary Implications

Result That Would Weaken the
Focal Claim

P1. Governance-conditioned trust

Given comparable initial
team-referent trust judgements,
fair and accountable governance
predicts greater subsequent
convergence towards a favourable
team trust climate
[9,10,15-17,30,31,34,36].

Individual — team; governance is
a contextual condition. Specify
the shared referent and initial
mean and dispersion; compliance
is not trust.

With valid team measures,
governance predicts neither
trust-climate change nor
convergence over time.

P2. Competence enactment

The relationship between
members’ social competences and
later team relational coordination

is stronger where work design
provides reciprocal cross-role
interaction opportunities
[18-20,37,38].

Individual — interaction — team.
Assess complementary role
contributions and observed

coordination; sustainable
outcomes are downstream tests.

Competence predicts coordination
equally across interaction
opportunities, or the predicted
competence-by-opportunity
relationship is absent.

P3. Belonging with uniqueness

Felt belonging predicts later
employee voice more strongly
where the team’s inclusive climate
recognises uniqueness and
legitimate dissent
[24,39-42,44-47].

Individual relationship
moderated by team climate.
Adjust for prior voice; durable
participation is a
secondary implication.

Belonging predicts voice equally
where uniqueness and dissent are
protected and where they
are penalised.

P4. Joint psychological-safety
formation

The joint configuration of trust
climate, enacted relational
coordination, and inclusive
climate predicts later team
psychological safety beyond their
separate additive effects
[21,22,48-52].

Team-level test with prior safety
controlled. Prespecify the joint
term; voice, learning, knowledge
sharing, and repair are
downstream outcomes. Compare
direct, parallel,
selective-mediation, reciprocal,
and reverse-order
alternatives separately.

The prespecified joint term adds
no meaningful explanatory value
beyond additive effects, or
strength in one foundation fully
compensates for failure
in another.

P5. Contextual asymmetry

For otherwise comparable
employees, team psychological
safety predicts later individual

voice less strongly under insecure
employment or low
organisational status

[9,10,12,14,43,46,47,50,54].

Cross-level moderation.
Prespecify contract or status
groups and prior voice; other

inequalities are extension tests.

Adequately powered,
measurement-invariant
comparisons support equivalent
safety-to-voice relationships
across the specified groups.

P6. Recursive durability

Following comparable relational
breaches, accountable repair
predicts recovery in later
referent-specific trust relative to
unresolved breaches, beyond
prior trust [5,33,35,45,53,57,58].

Repeated individual or dyadic
observations; team inference
requires justified emergence.

Belonging and durable capability
are secondary outcomes.

Event-based longitudinal
evidence shows no later trust
recovery attributable to repair

beyond prior trust and
breach severity.
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P4 concerns the formation of psychological safety, not the separate claim that safety
mediates all downstream effects. Tests should prespecify the functional form of the joint
configuration, temporal lag, measurement invariance, and a minimum effect of theoretical
interest. A non-significant result alone is not decisive falsification when power, reliability,
or aggregation is inadequate. Conversely, positive main effects alone do not establish the
proposed configurational contribution.

6. Discussion
6.1. Contribution to Social Sustainability and Industrial-Organisational Psychology

The review addresses four risks that frequently weaken conceptual syntheses. First,
configurational distinctiveness is specified through contrasting predictions and can be
assessed against the nearest models. Second, the review method is documented through a
retrospective seed-corpus audit with incomplete original search provenance, an executed
public update, a non-empty candidate log, transparent index verification, and documented
screening decisions. Third, constructs are assigned to levels with composition, compilation,
and contextual-constraint rules. Fourth, every proposition is tied to an evidence cluster, in-
ferential bridge, boundary condition, alternative interpretation, and indicative falsification
test, while the inferential status of the bridge is kept separate from direct source support.
The resulting contribution is therefore a middle-range explanation of relational conversion
rather than a descriptive list of positive workplace variables.

For social sustainability, RESWL clarifies why relational quality is not only a resource
for performance but a condition of whether work preserves voice, dignity, health, capability,
and participation over time. Its distributional test is especially important: a workplace
cannot be judged socially sustainable solely from favourable mean engagement or climate
scores if low-status, precarious, remote, or minoritised members carry systematically greater
costs of speaking, connecting, or remaining employed. In this respect, the framework
connects industrial-organisational psychology with the normative concerns of decent
work, health and well-being, and reduced inequality without treating the Sustainable
Development Goals as direct outcome measures [1].

Evaluation should accordingly examine whether relational benefits persist through
change, whether health and valued work capabilities are preserved, and whether voice
opportunities and repair costs are fairly distributed. Repeated outcome measures and sub-
group comparisons are needed for these three judgements. Higher short-term performance
or favourable mean relationship scores alone cannot establish social sustainability.

The framework also sharpens distinctions within I-O psychology. Trust concerns
whether vulnerability is warranted in relation to a specified referent. Social competence
concerns capacity and opportunity for reciprocal coordination and repair. Belonging
concerns recognised membership without erasure of difference. Psychological safety
concerns a shared team belief about interpersonal risk. These constructs may reinforce
one another, but they should not be collapsed into a single climate or attitudinal mediator.
Their alignment is an empirical question conditioned by governance and work design.

6.2. Research Agenda

The empirical priority is a multilevel longitudinal design. Employees should be nested
within teams and organisations; trust referents should be separated; social competence
should combine individual assessment with observed or network-based coordination;
belonging should be measured together with uniqueness and inclusion climate; and psy-
chological safety should be aggregated only after within-team agreement is established. At
least three waves, intensive longitudinal measurement, or event-centred designs are needed
to test feedback and breach-repair dynamics. Hybrid and algorithmically managed settings
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provide strong tests because they vary visibility, monitoring, informal contact, and discre-
tion. Distributional analyses should compare status, occupation, contract, work-location,
and identity groups rather than rely only on average effects.

Experimental and quasi-experimental studies could test specific conversion steps
rather than the entire framework at once. For example, voice-protection changes could
be examined as moderators of the relationship between trust judgements and speaking
behaviour; structured cross-role coordination could test whether social-competence reper-
toires become collective repair capacity; and inclusion interventions could be evaluated
for whether they increase both belonging and legitimate dissent. Null findings would be
theoretically informative where they identify missing boundary conditions or show that an
assumed relational mechanism is redundant.

6.3. Implications for Sustainable Workplace Practice

The framework argues against isolated soft-skills interventions. Relational training
may help, but it cannot offset arbitrary procedures, retaliation, unsafe workloads, insecure
contracts, or opaque digital control. Sustainable relational capacity requires accountable
governance, protected employee voice, opportunities for reciprocal coordination, inclusive
norms that allow disagreement, and work design that preserves discretion and contact.
These implications follow from the reviewed boundary conditions and are not evidence that
the proposed interventions themselves have been tested as an RFSWL package. Evaluation
should track not only engagement or productivity but also who feels safe, who belongs
without assimilation, whose repair work is recognised, and whether relational resources
persist over time.

Managers and organisational psychologists should therefore diagnose relational sys-
tems at multiple levels. Individual coaching may be appropriate when a capability gap
is genuinely individual; team interventions are needed when interaction patterns are the
problem; organisational redesign is required when sanctions, workload, or digital archi-
tecture suppress voice; and institutional measures matter when employment insecurity or
occupational status determine who can risk disagreement. The practical value of RFSWL
lies in preventing a structural problem from being misclassified as an employee deficit.

7. Limitations

The review is theory-building and auditable, not exhaustive. It begins from a recon-
structed 70-source seed corpus rather than a retained machine export of the initial search
and is restricted to English-language literature. The public update used publicly accessible
discovery and full-text routes; it was not a direct authenticated Scopus or Web of Science
record search. Index verification is journal-level and date-sensitive; a current Scopus list
and a 2024 ESI snapshot do not conclusively establish all historical eligibility decisions or
article-level indexing. An ESI absence is not proof of exclusion from the full Web of Science
Core Collection. These checks cannot guarantee study quality. Requiring public full text
may favour open-access literature. Initial screening and coding were performed by J.S., and
coding was checked by all three authors. Author-team verification and the documented
exclusion audit improve scrutiny but do not establish quantified inter-rater reliability or
eliminate shared interpretive assumptions. The evidence base is heterogeneous, and the
six propositions have not been tested together or established as a causal system. The
model therefore contains author-proposed cross-level transitions that should be treated as
hypotheses for future testing rather than as established mechanisms. Exact-name searching
cannot establish absolute conceptual priority. RFSWL should therefore be treated as a
bounded, contestable framework whose value depends on independent replication and
empirical scrutiny.
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These coverage restrictions may shape the theory itself. English-language selec-
tion, public availability, and dual-index eligibility for the update can privilege canoni-
cal organisational-psychology accounts and underrepresent the regional, critical, labour-
process, worker-led, and grey literature. The theoretical contribution is therefore condi-
tional on the comparison set examined; neither comprehensive coverage nor saturation
is established.

The missing original search log limits reconstruction of the seed corpus, and the
retrospectively formalised retention functions leave confirmation risk. The development
history of candidate propositions is also incomplete. Although all three authors checked the
coding, their shared theoretical perspective may still influence interpretation. Independent
replication using a prospectively specified search and coding protocol would provide a
further test of the synthesis.

8. Conclusions

The reviewed literature supports treating relational conditions as an important com-
ponent of sustainable working life, but it does not establish that the proposed RFSWL
sequence is a validated causal system. Trust concerns the conditions under which vulner-
ability becomes reasonable; social competences concern the capacity and opportunity to
coordinate and repair; and belonging concerns recognised membership without erasure of
difference. Their joint effects are proposed to emerge through interaction as team trust cli-
mate, relational coordination, inclusive climate, and psychological safety, while remaining
conditional on governance, work design, employment security, digital control, and status
relations. RFSWL adds a multilevel, recursive, distribution-sensitive, and failure-aware
configuration to existing sustainable-work models. Its contribution is a testable explanation
of relational conversion, not a claim that its constituent constructs are new. Its added
value depends on evidence for non-compensation, cross-level decoupling, or distributional
divergence beyond competing models, evaluated against temporal persistence, capability
preservation, and distributive fairness.
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Abbreviation Definition
I-O psychology  Industrial-organisational psychology

OA Open access
RFSWL Relational Foundations of Sustainable Working Life
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