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Abstract 

 

Employment and workforce issues have been largely overlooked in sustainable tourism and 

efforts to address this shortcoming have drawn on sustainable human resource management 

(SustHRM) without regard to limitations of SustHRM theorization. This chapter addresses this 

oversight, three problems are identified in current SustHRM theorization and prospects for theory 

development are proffered in the context of sustainable tourism and development in Africa. First, 

at the organizational level, current SustHRM theorization needs to move beyond outcomes 

focused on superficial and moderate organizational change to include scope for more radical 

change to organizational strategies, structures, business models and paradigms. Second, at the 

level of inter-firm collaboration, current SustHRM theorization needs to address sustainability 

within supply chains and global value chains while paying attention to power relations and 

inequalities between developing and developed nations. Third, current SustHRM theorization 

needs to move beyond an instrumental and narrow approach to incorporate a more assertive, 

ethically grounded and broader role in promoting sustainability within the wider society. 

  



1.       Introduction 

  

There is recent and growing interest among academic researchers, policy circles and 

practitioners in relation to the concepts of sustainable human resource management (SustHRM) 

and sustainable tourism. However, both concepts have developed in parallel, overlooking their 

intersectionality and the ways in which issues pertaining to sustainable employment, workforces 

and workplaces may contribute to sustainable tourism. The rare studies that have attempted to 

explore this intersectionality (Baum, 2018; Baum et al., 2016) have sought to extend the concept 

of sustainable tourism by incorporating a SustHRM perspective in simplistic and unproblematic 

ways without regard to theoretical weakness within current conceptualizations of SustHRM. This 

chapter adopts an alternative approach by seeking to problematize current SustHRM theorization 

with a view to enhancing its theoretical rigor and intersection with sustainable tourism. 

  

The aim of this chapter is critical analysis and theory building in relation to SustHRM theory 

and its synthesis with sustainable tourism theory. This theoretical analysis will be undertaken 

within the context of tourism and sustainable development in Africa to highlight important features 

of the African context and its contribution to theory building in relation to SustHRM and sustainable 

tourism. Three major problems are identified based on a review of current clusters of SustHRM 

theorization (Kramar 2014, 2017) and prospects for theoretical development and expansion are 

outlined. First, at the organizational level, current SustHRM theorization is limited to making 

superficial and moderate changes to organizations and their HRM systems. Drawing on 

organizational learning theory this chapter makes an original contribution by classifying current 

efforts as single and double loop SustHRM focused on changes to organizational practices and 

underlying norms and operating procedures, while making a case for more radical change to 

underpinning organizational strategies, structures, business models and paradigms through triple 

loop SustHRM. Second, at the level of inter-firm collaborations, this chapter highlights the 

potential for SustHRM across organizational supply chains and global value chains (GVC) and 

extends current SustHRM theorization to incorporate as sensitivity towards power inequalities 

and relations within supply chains and GVCs. Postcolonial theory is drawn upon to highlight how 

such power relations and inequalities are pertinent in the context of sustainable tourism in Africa. 

Third, at the national level, current SustHRM theorization is critiqued for its instrumental approach 

which makes the promotion of ecological and social sustainability within the wider society 

subservient to, and directed at, promoting the organization's economic sustainability. Current 

SustHRM theorization is also critiqued for its Western-centricity and narrow approach which 

confines SustHRM practices and outcomes to the traditional jurisdiction of non-state actors 

outside the sphere of promoting public policy and providing public services. In contrast, this 

chapter expands SustHRM theorization to incorporate a more assertive, ethically-grounded and 

broader role in promoting sustainability in the wider society. This is relevant in the African context 

where an ‘institutional void’ (Mamman et al., 2018) amy create the need and scope for 

organizations to take on some of the roles traditionally associated with the state in the provision 

of services, policy formulation and implementation. 

 

The chapter is organized as follows: after this introduction, the next section reviews the 

conceptual links between sustainability, sustainable development and sustainable tourism. In 



section three, the state of current SustHRM theorization is reviewed focusing on three ‘clusters’ 

of SustHRM theories. Section four identifies major limitations of current SustHRM theoretical 

clusters at the level of organizations, inter-firm collaborations and national institutional contexts 

and suggests theoretical developments to address these limitations. The final section concludes 

and proffers suggestions for future research. 

 

 

  

2. Sustainability, Sustainable Development and Sustainable Tourism 

  

The United Nations’ World Commission on Environment and Development (also known 

as The Brundtland Commission) published its influential report, Our Common Future, in 1987 

which popularized the concept of sustainability in society and many business organizations 

(Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002). The Brundtland Commission extended previous conceptions of 

sustainability and development by linking both concepts and recognizing that the environment is 

a broader context of which the ecology was only a sub-part. Brundtland argued that “the 

‘environment’ is where we live; and ‘development’ is what we all do in attempting to improve our 

lot within that abode. The two are inseparable.” (WCED, 1987: xi). The Commission's report 

provided the now famous definition of sustainable development as “development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (WCED, 1987: 43).  Sustainability and sustainable development are contested concepts, 

(Waas et al., 2014), however, most conceptualizations identify economic growth, environmental 

protection and social equality as the three pillars of sustainability and sustainable development. 

This is most commonly applied to organizations in the form of the triple bottom line (TBL) 

accounting framework comprising ‘people, planet, and profit’ used to evaluate organizational 

performance (Elkington 1994, Elkington and Rowlands, 1997). According to Kramar (2017), the 

notion of responsibility to future generations advocated by The Brundtland Commission is 

sometimes considered a fourth pillar of sustainable development and the basis for the quadruple 

bottom line (QBL) which recognizes long-term outcomes in organizations. 

  

The discourse on sustainable tourism has focused on managing the natural, built and 

socio-cultural resources of host communities (Briassoulis, 2002). According to Miller et al. (2010) 

the emergence of sustainable tourism as a concept can be linked to the growth of tourism, political 

discourses and agendas that have become more environmentally focused and a growing 

awareness of the principles of sustainability enumerated in The Brundtland Commission’s report. 

Tourism researchers began to pay attention to social and environmental issues in the 1970’s and 

1980’s (Allen, Long, Perdue, & Kieselbach, 1988; Brougham & Butler, 1981; Cater, 1987; Cohen, 

1978; Farrell & McLellan, 1987; Liu & Var, 1986; Smith, 1977; Turner & Ash, 1975; Young, 1973). 

However, it was in the early 1990’s that the specific term sustainable tourism emerged as an 

academic concept (May, 1991; Nash & Butler, 1990). Sustainability has since become embedded 

as a dominant theme in contemporary tourism discourse, as noted by Weaver (2011: 5) “since 

the mid-1990s, discourses about the tourism sector have become increasingly dominated, at least 

rhetorically, by the ideas and ideals of sustainability”. The definition of sustainable tourism by the 

United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) has proved influential in academic 



research, policy circles and among practitioners, according to the UNWTO sustainable tourism 

can be defined as:  "Tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social and 

environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host 

communities" (UNEP and UNWTO, 2005: 11-12). The UNWTO argue that sustainable tourism 

practices are applicable to all forms of tourism in all types of destinations, including mass tourism 

and the various niche tourism segments and that sustainable tourism should: 

  

(1) Make optimal use of environmental resources that constitute a key element in tourism 

development, maintaining essential ecological processes and helping to conserve natural 

heritage and biodiversity. 

  

(2) Respect the socio-cultural authenticity of host communities, conserve their built and 

living cultural heritage and traditional values, and contribute to inter-cultural understanding and 

tolerance. 

  

(3) Ensure viable, long-term economic operations, providing socio-economic benefits to 

all stakeholders that are fairly distributed, including stable employment and income-earning 

opportunities and social services to host communities, and contributing to poverty alleviation. 

  

Although the UNWTO conceptualizes sustainable tourism as seeking a suitable balance 

between long-term ecological, social and economic sustainability as shown above, in practice not 

all pillars of sustainability have been emphasized in the contemporary narrative of sustainable 

tourism. According to Baum (2018: 881), the contemporary tourism narrative on sustainability has 

been ‘hijacked’ by concerns over the ecological pillar (natural environment) and as a result 

employment and workforce issues have been largely side-lined. Academic research has tended 

to focus on finding ‘solutions’ to managerial and operational problems, rather than seeking or 

providing broader contextual understanding or explanations for the social and economic drivers 

that underpin challenges related to work and employment. A 10-year review of leading academic 

journals in tourism and hospitality highlight the serious neglect of workforce issues in tourism 

research including sustainable tourism (Baum, Kralj, Robinson and Solnet, 2016). Similarly, a 

wide-ranging review of the academic literature on sustainable tourism by Buckley (2012) largely 

ignores workforce and employment issues while focusing on five themes which are considered 

key components of sustainability to tourism: population, peace, prosperity, pollution, and 

protection. Academic researchers are not alone in overlooking the sustainability of workers, 

workplaces and workforces when it comes to sustainable tourism as Baum (2018) points to similar 

failings among policy makers and practitioners alike. The study by Solnet et al. (2014) is probably 

the only attempt to systematically evaluate work, employment and labor market issues in policy-

focused public documents over a longitudinal time frame or on a comparative basis across 

countries. This study compared workforces and issues in tourism policy and planning in Australia 

and Scotland over 12 years (2002-2012) and highlighted the failure of policy development in this 

area. It concluded that the issues identified did not change over the timeframe and that the 

proposed remedies remained static. 

  



Sustainable tourism has been closely linked to national sustainable development and 

2017 was declared the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development by the United 

Nations (UN) General Assembly to emphasize the role of sustainable tourism towards meeting 

the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Tourism has continued to experience growth 

and increased diversification over the previous decades and is considered one of the fastest 

growing economic sectors globally (UNWTO, 2013).  For developing countries in Africa in 

particular, sustainable tourism can be a major source of wealth creation and a route to socio-

economic development through the creation of jobs, international trade, poverty eradication, 

gender equality and protection of natural and cultural heritage. The importance of sustainable 

tourism to national development strategies and policies as well as the global development agenda 

has led to the UN identifying tourism as one of ten sectors to drive change towards a ‘Green 

Economy’ and it was recognized in the Rio+20 Outcome Document as one of the sectors capable 

of making a significant contribution to the three pillars of sustainable development, closely linked 

to other sectors, and capable of creating decent jobs and generating trade opportunities. These 

dynamics have turned it into a key driver for socio-economic progress in nations worldwide 

(UNWTO, 2013: 8). 

  

Tourism is a diverse industry incorporating a range of sub-sectors such as transport, 

accommodation, food service, retail, attractions, events and facilitation. It is therefore difficult to 

generalize about employment issues and the workforce across the industry’s sub-sectors (Baum 

et al., 2016). The polarization between high-skill, high-income jobs on the one hand and low-skill, 

low-income jobs on the other hand has been noted with few jobs being in the middle of these two 

extremes (Nickson, 2013). This was highlighted by Baum (1995: 151): 

  

“In some geographical and sub-sector areas, tourism and hospitality provides an 

attractive, high-status working environment with competitive pay and conditions, which is 

in high demand in the labour force and benefits from low staff turnover… The other side 

of the coin is one of poor conditions, low pay, high staff turnover, problems recruiting skills 

in a number of key areas, a high level of labour drawn from socially disadvantaged groups, 

poor status and the virtual absence of professionalism.” 

  

Therefore, there is a growing recognition of issues of job quality and labour standards in 

policy formulation and planning processes for sustainable tourism such as the recognition of 

employment, decent work and human capital as one of the key dimensions and themes of 

sustainable tourism in the UNWTO Sustainable Tourism for Development Guidebook (UNWTO, 

2013). In particular, there has been some recognition of the International Labour Organization’s 

(ILO) notion of decent work as well as the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

(United Nations, 2015) as important components of sustainable tourism. Thus, key authors such 

as Baum (2018) and Baum et al. (2016) have identified SustHRM as an important theoretical 

resource to aid the incorporation, development and elaboration of employment and workforce 

issues within sustainable tourism research, policy and practice. However, SustHRm has been 

incorporated in a largely uncritical manner by these authors with scant attention paid to the 

theoretical adequacy and rigor of current conceptualizations of SustHRM and its application to 

sustainable tourism. The next section provides an overview of current SustHRM theorization and 



this is followed by sections critically analyzing its theoretical shortcomings and elaborating 

theoretical developments to overcome such limitations while seeking to apply these theoretical 

perspectives to sustainable tourism in the African context. 

 

 

  

3. A Review of Sustainable HRM Theoretical ‘Clusters’ 

  

HRM is a contested concept that broadly refers to how organizations seek to manage their 

employees in the pursuit of organizational success, and this includes methods to recruit, deploy, 

develop, reward and motivate staff within tourism sub-sectors (Nickson, 2013). The evolution of 

HRM from an administrative to a strategic function, marked by the change in nomenclature from 

personnel management to HRM (Guest, 1987; Ejiogu & Ejiogu, 2018), highlights the important 

role of HRM in supporting organizational strategic objectives and achieving competitive 

advantage, and this has recently been extended to include supporting the implementation of 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainability initiatives encapsulated in the concept of 

SustHRM (Ehnert, Harry & Zink, 2014a,b). SustHRM deals broadly with attempts to link HRM to 

the concept of sustainability and the role of HRM in promoting and balancing long-term ecological, 

social and economic sustainability (Ehnert, 2009a,b). 

  

SustHRM is contested and there are divergent views regarding its definition, scope and 

key dimensions. Jabbour and Santos (2008) focus on what they consider to be the major 

contributions of HRM to the economic, social and environmental performance of sustainable 

organizations. They identify enhancing innovation among employees as HRM’s major contribution 

to economic sustainability and promoting and managing diversity as HRM’s contribution to social 

sustainability. The authors argue that HRM can enhance environmental sustainability by 

embedding ecological issues within HRM practices such as recruiting and training 

environmentally conscious staff, performance management and reward systems that support 

environmental conservation behaviors among employees as well as supporting teamwork, 

corporate cultures, continuous improvement programs and employee innovation directed at 

environmental sustainability. In contrast to the approach by Jabbour and Santos (2008) focusing 

the sustainability of organizations through work practices, Ybema et al. (2017) focus on the extent 

to which workers are able and willing to remain working now and, in the future, (sustainable 

employability or sustainable labor participation). Ybema et al. (2017) identify employability, work 

motivation and health as three components of sustainable employability. Employability refers to 

the ability of employees to adequately fulfill work in their current and future jobs, work motivation 

encompasses internal and external energetic forces that direct, energize, and regulate work-

related behavior, while health relates to the state of complete physical, mental, and social well-

being, and not merely as the absence of disease or infirmity. 

  

The contrast above merely highlights how diverse and contested SustHRM theorization 

has become as it has evolved. ‘Sustainable HRM’ is an umbrella term “coined and developed by 

several sources independently from each other” (Ehnert, Harry & Zink, 2014a: 19) that broadly 

covers attempts to identify a relationship between sustainability or sustainable development (at 



the macro level), as popularized by the Brundtland Commission, and HRM (at the organizational 

level). This includes theories with a variety of labels such as  ‘Socially Responsible HRM’ (Cohen, 

2010, Cohen et al., 2012; Hartog et al., 2008), ‘Sustainable Work Systems’ (Docherty et al., 2009; 

Fischer and Zink, 2012; Kira and Lifvergren, 2014; Zink, 2014), ‘Green HRM’ (Renwick et al., 

2008; Jabbour and Santos, 2008; Jackson et al., 2011; Bratton & Bratton, 2015; Renwick et al., 

2016) and attempts to link HRM and CSR (Ejiogu, 2013; Ejiogu et al., 2013) or HRM and corporate 

sustainability (Boudreau & Ramstad, 2005; Lawler & Worley, 2012). In her comprehensive review 

of the SustHRM literature, Kramar (2014: 1075) notes that: 

  

“The term sustainable HRM has been used for more than a decade. The literature is 

piecemeal, diverse and fraught with difficulties. There is no one precise definition of the 

term and it has been used in a variety of ways. The writings on sustainable HRM differ in 

terms of the emphasis given to particular internal and external outcomes.” 

  

In an attempt to make sense of the diversity and tensions in defining and theorizing 

SustHRM, Kramar (2014, 2017) categorized SustHRM theories propounded by different authors 

into three groups. Common to all three groups or clusters is an understanding of sustainability as 

involving long-term and durable outcomes, these clusters serve as a means to chart the 

development of SustHRM theorization. Although Kramar refers to ‘groups’ this chapter refers to 

these categories as loose theoretical ‘clusters’ as there is significant divergence even within each 

‘cluster’, therefore these clusters are not mutually exclusive and may overlap. 

  

The first cluster, ‘Capability Reproduction’, focuses on internal outcomes by theorizing 

ways in which organizations and their internal HRM systems may become more sustainable 

(Ehnert, 2009a; Browning & Delahaye, 2011; Clarke, 2011; Wells, 2011). The goal is to develop 

long-term sustainability and ‘sustainable competitive advantage’ through the development of 

human and social capability (Kramar, 2017). A strong current in this cluster is the idea of renewal, 

regeneration and reproduction of the HRM system and resource base faster than resources are 

‘consumed’ to avoid ‘unsustainable HRM’ characterized by burnout through individual stress, 

other forms of illness or high levels of attrition. Human and social capabilities are ‘consumed’ 

when employee knowledge, skills and abilities are not developed, therefore the focus is on 

developing employees’ capabilities sustainably. This category developed explicitly as an 

extension of strategic HRM (SHRM) theorization and some of the literature in this cluster is similar 

to that of high-performance work systems (HPWS), although in contrast to the short-term 

economic (shareholder value) focus of SHRM, this cluster focuses on the economic and social 

pillars of sustainability as well as long-term outcomes. Theorization in this cluster is limited to 

traditional HRM practices that contribute to promoting SustHRM such as work-life balance and 

wellbeing (Docherty et al., 2002), employee participation and direct communication (Donnelly & 

Proctor-Thomson, 2011), work roles and performance management (Wells, 2011) and 

collaborative HR development (Browning & Delahaye, 2011). 

  

The second cluster, ‘Promoting Social and Environmental Health’, emphasizes the 

relationship between HRM, sustainability and external outcomes (Mariappanadar, 2003, 2012a,b; 

Orlitzky et al., 2003; Branco & Rodrigues, 2006; Collins et al., 2008). These theories draw on 



notions of CSR and TBL and recognize all three pillars of sustainability, although social and 

environmental outcomes are viewed as mediating factors for financial outcomes rather than ends 

in themselves. Greater recognition is given to ecological (environmental) outcomes than in the 

Capability Reproduction cluster. The focus is on traditional HRM practices that promote 

sustainability often by reducing the ‘externalities’ (negative impact) of HRM practices on external 

parties such as family and community wellbeing, employee health, government policy and 

expenditure. These ‘unsustainable HRM’ practices include work intensification, temporary 

employment, excessive performance standards and ambiguous job roles. The focus in this cluster 

is on HRM’s role in promoting CSR (e.g. through improved pay and working conditions) and TBL 

(e.g. through rewarding ecologically friendly employee behaviors such as reducing employee and 

organizational carbon footprints) to obtain a favorable reputation among external stakeholders on 

which the organization is dependent for its long-term sustainability. 

  

The third cluster is labelled ‘Connections’ and it differs from other clusters by combining 

traditional HRM practices (employee development, reward, performance management etc.) with 

broader organizational practices such as leadership, organizational culture, flexible organizational 

structures, strong corporate values, trust between the organization and employees, and employee 

involvement and participation. Not only are connections established between HRM and 

organizational practices, these theories also view internal and external outcomes as interrelated 

and contributing to organizational sustainability. Thus, there is an acknowledgement of the role of 

national institutional and social contexts on organizational sustainability such as the influence of 

the stakeholder approach on sustainable leadership observed in European countries adopting the 

Rhineland approach to economic theory (Avery, 2005; Avery & Bergsteiner, 2010) and the 

influence of the Swiss tradition of harmonious coexistence between employees, corporations and 

society on SustHRM practices (Zaugg et al., 2001). There is a strong moral and ethical 

underpinning to theories in this cluster. Thus, SustHRM in this cluster would emphasize the role 

of HRM in managing organizational culture, developing leadership capabilities and corporate 

values to enhance organizational sustainability.  Although social, environmental and economic 

sustainability generally tend to be included in these theories (Dunphy et al., 2007), some 

approaches, such as Green HRM, may focus on only one (environmental) outcome. We extend 

Kramar’s theoretical mapping of SustHRM by synthesizing and summarizing the clusters in table 

2 overleaf. 

  



 

 Table 2: Current Theorization in Relation to Sustainable HRM: First to Third ‘Clusters’ of Theory 

Sustainable HRM Theory Practices Outcomes 

Capability Reproduction HRM practices Internal 

Promoting Social and 

Environmental Health 

HRM practices External 

Connections HRM and Organizational 

Practices 

Internal and External 

Source: own elaboration (based on Kramar, 2014, 2017) 

  

  

This overview of SustHRM theoretical clusters provides a systematic approach to 

reviewing and evaluating this body of theory. It also enables a critical analysis of theoretical 

weaknesses within this body of theory and opportunities to further develop its theoretical 

adequacy and rigor in the context of sustainable tourism in Africa, these are addressed in the next 

section. 

  

 

 

4. Sustainable HRM Theorization for Sustainable Tourism and Development in Africa: 

Problems and Prospects 

  

Reviewing the clusters of SustHRM theorization enables the identification of three major 

weaknesses within this corpus of literature and provides opportunities to develop SustHRM theory 

in the context of sustainable tourism in Africa. First, at the organizational level all three clusters of 

SustHRM theories can be criticized for focusing on superficial and moderate outcomes rather 

than more radical organizational change. Second, at the level of organizational supply chains and 

intra-firm linkages SustHRM has been largely silent on the role of HRM in enhancing more 

sustainable supply chains and GVCs. The few studies that have addressed the issue of GVC 

sustainability have ignored important dimensions of power relations between multinational 

corporations (MNC), the state and other actors despite the potential for powerful MNCs to 

dominate weaker actors from developing nations. Third, at the national level current SustHRM 

theoretical clusters have a narrow and instrumental view of SustHRM practices and outcomes in 

relation to external stakeholders and the wider society while overlooking the potential for a 

broader, more assertive and ethically inspired role for HRM in promoting sustainability within the 

wider society. These three ‘problems’ with the state of current SustHRM theorization will be 

elaborated upon below and prospects for theoretical developments to overcome these limitations 

will be evaluated in the context of sustainable tourism in Africa. 

  



The first problem identified above at the organizational level is that across all three clusters 

a common theme is the assumption that SustHRM is a force for change within organizations and 

their HRM systems. Nevertheless, this is limited to moderate or superficial improvements to the 

sustainability of organizational practices and its workforce with little scope for more radical change 

to underlying organizational strategies, structures and business models. The Capability 

Reproduction cluster emphasizes internal outcomes of SustHRM conceived as changes to 

improve the sustainability of workers capabilities (knowledge, skills, abilities, motivation, 

collaboration etc.). The Promoting Social and Environmental Health cluster focuses on external 

outcomes such as improving the organization’s reputation and goodwill among external 

stakeholders through CSR activities and TBL reporting e.g. by encouraging more ecologically 

friendly behaviors by employees and philanthropic donations by the organization to local 

communities.  Neither of these outcomes are aimed at fundamentally challenging and changing 

the core principles underpinning the way organizations are run. The Connections cluster goes 

beyond a superficial focus on outcomes targeted at workforce capabilities, CSR activities and 

organizational reputation to begin to address some underpinning organizational values and norms 

such as corporate values, culture and leadership. Nevertheless, the Connections cluster provides 

only moderate change to underlying organizational behavior as it seeks to address ‘softer’ and 

intangible organizational dimensions (culture, leadership etc.) leaving ‘harder’ and more tangible 

organizational structures and business processes relatively untouched. Given HRM’s relative 

subservience to financial and organizational strategy and processes in many organizations 

(Legge, 2004; Ejiogu & Ejiogu, 2018), questions arise regarding what role (if any) SustHRM may 

play in shaping organizational strategy, structure and business models towards more sustainable 

outcomes. An organizational learning perspective can help answer these questions and assess 

the depth of change SustHRM may engender within organizations. 

 

This chapter draws on organizational learning theory (Argyris and Schon, 1978; Romme 

& van Witteloostuijn, 1999) to build upon current SustHRM theorization regarding the outcomes 

and nature of organizational change resulting from SustHRM practices. Several authors have 

highlighted the importance of feedback loops as part of SustHRM theoretical models across all 

three clusters (Zaugg et al., 2001; Ehnert, 2009a; Cohen et al., 2012; De Prins et al., 2013; Ehnert, 

Harry & Zink, 2014b; Gollan & Xu, 2014; Savaneviciene & Stankeviciute, 2014; Kramar, 2017). 

These feedback loops are presented by these authors as processes of change between the 

inputs, HRM practices, and outcomes which constitute SustHRM. Although none of these authors 

have incorporated organizational learning perspective into SustHRM, organizational learning 

theory is useful in understanding processes of change through feedback loops which may be 

understood as modes of learning. The seminal work by Argyris and Schon (1978) on single and 

double loop learning helps shed light on how learning, in the form of feedback loops within 

organizational systems may result in different types of organizational change.  

 

According to Argyris (1999: 68), single-loop learning occurs ‘whenever an error is detected 

and corrected without questioning or altering the underlying values of the system’, while double-

loop learning takes place ‘when mismatches are corrected by first examining and altering the 

governing variables and then the actions’. Single-loop learning involves the role of learning in 

identifying and rectifying ‘errors’ within existing organizational practices, policies and norms of 



behaviour. Applying this to SustHRM therefore, the Capability Reproduction cluster could be 

viewed as ‘single-loop SustHRM’ because this cluster of theories brings about changes in 

organizational (and HRM) practices by promoting sustainability within existing organizational 

business models, strategies and structures.  

 

In contrast, double loop learning involves using learning to challenge the appropriateness 

of the organization’s underlying norms, values, policies and operating procedures that create the 

‘errors’ in the first place. Applying this insight therefore, SustHRM theories that fall within the 

Promoting Social and Environmental Health and Connections clusters may be viewed as ‘double-

loop SustHRM’ because they attempt to challenge and change organizational values, culture or 

leadership to incorporate sustainability. The tend to be SustHRM theories underpinned by 

corporate sustainability theories, stakeholder theory and some strategic forms of CSR theories, 

these include writings on Socially Responsible HRM (Cohen, 2010, Cohen et al., 2012; Hartog et 

al., 2008), Sustainable Leadership (Avery, 2005; Avery & Bergsteiner, 2010), a stakeholder 

perspective for SustHRM (Guerci, 2011, Guerci et al., 2014), and developing a sustainability 

culture in organizations (Sroufe et al., 2010). A close reading reveals that these theories do not 

emphasize radical transformation of the organization system and only proffer a ‘weak’ role for 

incorporating stakeholder views (e.g. informing and consulting stakeholders) rather than a ‘strong’ 

role for stakeholders in strategic decision making and may focus solely on either social or 

environmental sustainability. 

 

It is in relation to the concept of triple loop learning that the problems and prospects of 

engendering more radical organizational change becomes clearer. Several authors (Flood and 

Romm, 1996; Isaacs, 1993; Romme & Van Witteloostuijn, 1999; Snell and Chak, 1998; Swieringa 

and Wierdsma, 1992; Yuthas et al., 2004) have conceptualized ‘triple-loop’ learning as an 

extension to Argyris and Schon’s (1978) theory of single and double loop learning. There are 

different and competing conceptualizations of triple loop learning (Tosey, Visser & Saunders, 

2011). This chapter draws on the stream of literature that conceptualizes triple loop learning as 

concerned with underlying purposes, principles or paradigms (Hawkins, 1991; Isaacs, 1993; 

Romme & Van Witteloostuijn, 1999). While double loop learning is concerned with the correction 

of governing variable responsible for ‘errors’, triple loop learning is concerned with change in 

whatever governs those governing variables i.e. even deeper underpinning variables, structures, 

strategies and mental models. This could refer to organizational paradigm (Isaacs, 1993), strategy 

(Hawkins, 1991), essential principles on which the organization is founded (Swieringa and 

Wierdsma, 1992: 41, 42), the overarching role or mission of the organization (Lassey, 1998) or 

the strategies, structures and overall learning infrastructure (Romme & Van Witteloostuijn, 1999). 

 

It is in regard to triple-loop learning that the limits of current SustHRM become apparent, 

this involves the use of learning to question the underpinning organizational paradigm, strategy, 

structure or business model and, in light of this, radically transforming it. This is differentiated from 

double-loop learning by the systemic and radical nature of the transformation. Therefore, from the 

perspective of organizational learning theory, ‘triple-loop SustHRM’ would involve challenging and 

changing the very organization itself in a holistic and radical sense, its business model, the very 

line of business it undertakes and how it does so, the process of value creation, its operational 



processes and the way work is organized. It also involves questioning the sustainability of the 

employment paradigm and labor process which the organization subscribes to. 

 

Furthermore, it may involve challenging assumptions about the organization’s 

responsibility in relation to business models and underpinning paradigms in the tourism industry, 

for instance in the context if sustainable tourism, as elaborated by the McDonaldization Thesis 

(Ritzer, 1998) which highlights how Taylorist and Fordist principles of efficiency, calculability, 

predictability and increased control through technology may be applied with negative effects on a 

range of internal and external stakeholders by organizations involved in providing hospitality and 

tourism services. Another important organizational paradigm in the context of tourism is 

Disneyization which is capable of being challenged and changed by triple loop SustHRM. 

Bryman’s Disneyization thesis (Bryman, 1999) problematizes consumption and service delivery 

by highlighting processes of theming, hybrid consumption, merchandising and performative 

labour. HRM may be implicated in the ‘dark side’ of consumption by managing the performative 

aspects of labor such as management of emotional labor (Hochschild, 1983) as well as aesthetic 

and sexualized labor (Warhurst and Nickson, 2009) which may result in negative workforce and 

societal outcomes. Triple loop SustHRM thus has the potential to engender more radical 

organizational sustainability and change by addressing organizational paradigms and business 

models in ways not conceptualized by current SustHRM theoretical clusters. 

 

The second problem identified in the discussion above is that at the level of inter-firm 

collaboration, current SustHRM theorization can be criticised for focusing on sustainability of 

organizations and their HRM systems, while overlooking the potential role of SustHRM to promote 

sustainability within organizational supply chains and GVCs. Both the Capability Reproduction 

and Connections clusters are largely silent as regards SustHRM practices across GVCs. The 

Promoting Social Environmental Health cluster had not addressed this shortcoming until a few 

recent and tentative attempts at theorising SustHRM across GVCs (Hobelsberger, 2014), 

focusing on governance mechanism such as codes of conduct in promoting SustHRM within 

international supply chains. Nevertheless, not even this emerging attempt at conceptualizing 

SustHRM across GVCs has explicitly addressed the issue of power relations between MNCs, 

nation states and other actors. This is particularly relevant in the context of developing nations 

within Africa, where weak institutions, and poverty may allow MNCs dominate indigenous 

organizations and even governments (Martinez Lucio, 2014).  

 

Furthermore, post-colonial theory (Said, 1978; Westwood, 2006; Nkomo, 2011; 

Ionnrachtaigh, 2013; Loomba, 2015) directs our attention to the ‘dark side’ of sustainable 

development which may be a mere extension of legacies of colonial and imperial domination and 

exploitation. As noted by Novelli and Burns, (2010) and Novelli (2015), tourism in sub-saharan 

Africa is marked by the complexities created by the co-presence of ‘hosts’ and ‘guests’ of 

significantly varying wealth levels in the same physical places, making tourism an embodiment of 

the unequal relationship between the developing world and the more affluent tourist-generating 

countries. Therefore, to overcome this weaknesses, SustHRM theorization needs to incorporate 

a greater sensitivity to power inequalities and relations and draw on post-colonial and other 

theories which could provide greater explanatory power in relation to these issues. 



 

The third problem identified in the preceding discussion is that at the national level, all 

SustHRM theoretical clusters are limited by an instrumental and narrow approach in relation to 

external stakeholders and wider society. The Capability Reproduction cluster is internally focused 

on the organization and its HRM system and does not conceive of SustHRM practices and 

outcomes benefiting the wider society. Both the Promoting SOcial and Environmental Health and 

the Connections cluster recognise a role for SustHRM practices to produce beneficial outcomes 

for the wider society and external stakeholders. However, this is characterized by very 

instrumental approach which views ecological and social outcomes as a means to achieving 

economic outcomes for the organization. Thus, SustHRM practices which promote ecological and 

social benefits within the wider society (e.g. supporting vocational training and reducing the 

organizational carbon footprint), are undertaken with a view to improve the organization’s image 

and reputation among external stakeholders in order to produce long term economic benefits for 

the organization. This instrumental approach can be criticised for making the ecological and social 

pillars subservient to the economic pillar of sustainability.  

 

Another criticism of current SustHRM theorization is that it adopts a narrow view of HRM 

practices and outcomes aimed at external stakeholders and the wider society. Thus, HRM and 

organizational practices are confined to the traditional areas of jurisdiction (such as vocational 

training provided to develop the skill base from which the organization recruits) as well as the 

traditional role of organizations supporting state institutions (such as providing apprenticeships 

within state vocational educational systems). Baum (2018) further identifies the role SustHRM 

can play in sustainable tourism policy-formulation and practice where organizations and national-

level policy-makers jointly develop and implement policy in relation to the sustainable employment 

capacity (SEC), sustainable delivery capacity (SDC) and sustainable quality capacity (SQC). 

These relate to how policy, planning, decision-making, implementation and monitoring of social 

responsibility and ILO decent work standards (SEC), and workforce capacity (SDC) and capability 

(SQC) can be done by a combination of key stakeholders (the state, private sector organizations, 

educational institutions etc) to promote sustainable tourism development. The combined effect of 

an instrumental and narrow approach is that current SustHRM theorization overlooks the potential 

for a broader, more assertive and ethically inspired role for HRM in promoting sustainability within 

the wider society. This becomes even more pertinent in the context of Africa which is 

characterized by an ‘institutional void’ at its socio-economic and political core (Bakuwa & 

Mamman 2012; Mamman, Kamoche, & Bakuwa 2012; Mamman & Bakuwa 2012). It has been 

argued that Africa’s weak institutions provide the context for the role of professions to be redefined 

including encroaching on the provision of social services typically within the jurisdiction of the 

state in the west (Easterly & Levine 1997; Nsouli, 2000; Wohlgemuth, Carlsson, & Kifle 1998). 

 

According to Mamman et al. (2018) the HR profession can and sometimes does play a 

role in filling the ‘institutional void’ in Africa although this is not widely reported, researched, 

formally recognised nor actively pursued within SustHRM and other theoretical and policy-making 

circles despite their potential to contribute to Africa’s sustainable development. These authors 

identify examples of HRM’s role in Africa’s sustainable development, and filling its ‘institutional 

void’, such as HR practitioners championing and implementing international and national 



HIV/AIDS policies at the organizational and societal level, community development, health and 

safety and environmental protection services, provided by organizational HRM departments in the 

absence of state provided public services and the provision of diversity programs aimed at wider 

social integration and inter-ethnic harmony. It should be emphasized that these social and 

ecological sustainability initiatives are not necessarily done instrumentally to promote the 

economic sustainability of organizations, rather these authors stress social needs, ethical 

objectives and a balanced approach to pursuing all three pillars of sustainable development. 

 

The narrow and instrumental approach to SustHRM theorization, and failure to recognise 

the potential for a broader and more assertive role may stem from the Western-centricity of much 

of the academic literature on SustHRM. This was most clearly identified by Ehnert and colleagues, 

who are leading researchers in SustHRM globally. Ehnert and colleagues identified a gap in 

research on SustHRM from an African perspective, after failing to get a single contribution from 

an African researcher for their groundbreaking book on cross-national SustHRM. They stated: 

“We tried hard to have contributing authors from Africa and more within Asia but it seems that the 

focus of academic and practitioner writers in these regions are much more engaged in how to 

deal with survival and, for the more fortunate, with growth and rapid change” (Ehnert, Harry & 

Zink, 2014c: 432). 

 

It is possible that an African perspective on SustHRM has existed all along but could not 

be identified or recognized by Ehnert and colleagues, perhaps due more to the narrowness and 

immaturity of SustHRM theorization at that point in time than immaturity in theorizing the 

relationship between HRM and sustainable development in Africa. Specifically, we point to the 

well-established stream of research which explores the relationship between HRM and 

(un)sustainable forms of development in Africa. This research stream has investigated the largely 

negative effects of the World Bank’s structural adjustment program (SAP) on HRM in Africa 

(Matanmi, 2000; Horwitz, 2009), a ‘development’ program that seemed to do much to under-

develop Africa and its HRM institutional context (union membership decline, lower formal 

employment, increase in precarious work etc.). The relationship between sustainable 

development,work and employment in relation to Africa and its workforce includes research on 

the implications of HIV/AIDS and HRM responses (Ankomah & Debrah, 2001; Kamoche et al., 

2004; Bakuwa & Mamman, 2013), the relationship between sustainability, HRM, CSR, corporate 

governance and human rights (Ejiogu 2013; Ejiogu et al., 2013), the role of African skilled migrants 

in resisting and reproducing precarious work (Ejiogu, 2018), the social processes implicated in 

practices of transparency, accountability and (anti)corruption in African industries and regulatory 

agencies (Ejiogu, Ejiogu & Ambituuni, 2018), and the role of HRM in developing human capital in 

Africa (Mamman et al., 2018). Current SustHRM theorization is largely uncritical of, and 

disengaged from, the way sustainable development has been conceptualized and practiced in 

much of the less industrially developed world. A focus on the African sustainable development 

context and the way it has been theorized within the field of HRM opens up the prospect and 

potential for a more assertive, ethically-grounded and broader approach to SustHRM theorization 

and practice. 

  



5. Conclusion and Directions for Future Research 

  

There has been a significant and growing interest on sustainable tourism among academic 

researchers, policy makers and practitioners. However, employment and work-related issues 

have been largely overlooked in the area of sustainable tourism. This is despite a notable 

polarization between high-skilled, high-paid jobs on the one hand, and low-skilled, low-paid jobs 

on the other, within tourism job sectors. Recent and tentative attempts have been made to 

integrate the ILO’s notion of decent work and the concept of SustHRM, into sustainable tourism, 

theory, policy and practice (Baum, 2018; Baum et al., 2016). However, this integration has been 

undertaken in a relatively simplistic manner, without regard to problematizing current SustHRM 

theorization, and evaluating its theoretical adequacy. This chapter reviewed current SustHRM 

theories grouped into three theoretical clusters developed by Kramar (2014; 2017) and identified 

three major problems as well as prospects for developing a more robust SustHRM theorization. 

This theoretical analysis was undertaken within the context of tourism and sustainable 

development in Africa to highlight important features of the African context and its contribution to 

theory building in relation to SustHRM and sustainable tourism. 

 

 

First, at the organizational level, current SustHRM theorization are limited by focus on 

moderate and superficial outcomes, to the neglect of more radical organizational change. Drawing 

on organizational learning theory ((Argyris and Schon, 1978; Romme & van Witteloostuijn, 1999), 

SustHRM was viewed as a process of organizational learning to bring about change in terms of 

improved sustainability. One theoretical contribution this chapter makes to SustHRM theory 

building, was the identification that current SustHRM clusters are limited to single and double loop 

learning, and the expansion of SustHRM to include triple loop learning. Single loop SustHRM is 

based on single loop learning, and it is aimed at detecting and rectifying errors that cause 

economic, social and ecological unsustainability (superficial change outcomes). Double loop 

SustHRM, utilising double loop learning processes, occurs when the underlying norms, values, 

policies and operating procedures which cause the errors in the first place, are the targets of 

improvement to sustainability (moderate change outcomes). This chapter argues for the 

expansion of theory to include triple loop SustHRM, focused on more radical change outcomes 

to deeper underpinning organizational strategy, structure and paradigms in order to promote 

sustainability. 

 

Second, at the level of inter-firm collaborations and supply chains, current SustHRM 

theorization has largely ignored sustainability within supply chains and GVCs. The recent and 

tentative effort to address this shortcoming have ignored power inequalities and relations such as 

between large dominant MNCs and weaker, poorer state agencies, regulatory bodies, private 

companies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), found in many developing African 

countries. This chapter draws on post-colonial theory (Said, 1978; Westwood, 2006; Nkomo, 

2011; Ionnrachtaigh, 2013; Loomba, 2015), to develop a greater sensitivity to issues of power 

inequalities and relations, especially between actors in developed and developing nations. 

Relationships across supply chains and GVCs are at once sites for (un)sustainable practices 

which may be influenced by power relations.  



 

Third, at the national level, all three SustHRM theoretical clusters are currently limited by 

a narrow and instrumental approach possibly stemming from a western-centric bias in SustHRM 

theorization. This instrumental approach conceptualises efforts to promote ecological and social 

sustainability as subservient to, and only justified by, their contribution to promoting the economic 

sustainability of organizations. Current SustHRM theorization confines SustHRM practices and 

outcomes to the narrow and traditional jurisdiction of non-state actors outside this sphere of 

promoting public policy and providing public services. In contrast, this chapter argues for the 

expansion of SustHRM theorization to incorporate a more assertive, ethically-grounded and 

broader role in promoting sustainability in the wider society. This is particularly pertinent in the 

African context characterized by an ‘institutional void’ (Mamman et al., 2018), where there is 

greater need and scope for organizations to take on some of the roles traditionally associated 

with the state in the provision of services, policy formulation and implementation. 

 

SustHRM is a relatively new and evolving body of knowledge. It would require future 

research to improve its theoretical adequacy, rigor and robustness. It is recommended such future 

research focuses on conceptualizing the complex, multilateral and contingent relationships 

between sustainable tourism, SustHRM and sustainable development, and the development of 

theoretical frameworks and models in this regard. There’s also a shortage of good quality 

empirical research in this emerging area. Important areas of future research include empirical 

comparative studies across countries, studies focusing on the relationship between the tourist 

experience, and workforce experiences in tourism sub-sectors, research on precarious work and 

decent work, and organizational and policy responses to these, aimed at promoting sustainability. 

Furthermore, the concepts developed and identified in this chapter such as triple loop SustHRM, 

power relations across GVCs and supply chains, and a broader role for SustHRM beyond 

instrumental and narrow jurisdictional limitations can serve as topics for further theoretical 

development and empirical research. 
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