SCIENTIFIC CULTURE, Vol. 12, No. 1.1, (2026), pp. 2600-2610
%cul E#HEE ’ f)pen Access. g;:llii’lf & Print @

www.sci-cult.com

DOI: 10.5281/zen0d0.19636707

HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT IN THE ERA OF
GREEN AND SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS PRACTICES: A
STUDY ON EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT, ETHICAL
LEADERSHIP, AND ENVIRONMENTAL RESPONSIBILITY

Manoj P. K1, Sharmila Subramanian?, Paras Gupta3, Suby Baby#, AH Alkassem?3, Puja
Baliarsingh®, Trinkul Kalita”

1Professor and Head, Department of Applied Economics, Specialization in management, Cochin University of
Science and Technology (CUSAT), Kochi, Kerala, India, Orcid iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5710-1086,
Email Id: manoj_p_k2004@yahoo.co.in
2Principal, ASTHA School of Management, Specialization in HR, Bhubaneswar, Patia, Bhubaneswar.
Odisha, India, Email Id: sharmila.su@gmail.com, Orcid iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6256-8687
3Research Scholar, Prestige Institute of Management & Research, Department of Management, Specialization
in Human Resources Management, Jiwaji University, Email Id: paras.gupta31@gmail.com,
Orcid iD: https://orcid.org/0009-0000-4498-9912
4Assistant Professor & Research Guide, Department of Postgraduate and Research Department of Commerce,
Nirmala College Muvattupuzha (Autonomous), Muvattupuzha, Ernakulam District, Kerala, India,
Email Id: drsubybaby @nirmalacollege.ac.in, Orcid iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5899-3557
SAssociate Professor, Department of HRM, Specialization in Human resources management, College of
Business, University of Al Dhaid, Sharjah, UAE, Email Id: aalkassem @uodh.ac.ae,
Orcid iD: https://orcid.org/ 0000-0002-4892-7361
6Faculty, Department of Business Administration, Specilization in HRM, RD Women's University, RD
Women's University, Email Id: pujabaliarsingh@gmail.com, Orcid iD: https://orcid.org/0009-0008-5838-420X
7Assistant Professor, Department of Commerce and Management, Specialization in Marketing, Assam down
town University, India, Orcid iD: https://orcid.org/0009-0006-4996-9738, Email Id: trinkulk91 @gmail.com

Received: 12/08/2025 Corresponding Author: Manoj P. K
Accepted: 22/12/2025 (manoj_p_k2004@yahoo.co.in)

ABSTRACT

In the era of sustainable development, organizations are increasingly expected to embed environmental and
social responsibility within their strategies. Human Resource Management (HRM) serves as a critical enabler
of this transformation, with ethical leadership and employee engagement emerging as key drivers of
sustainable business practices. This study adopts an exploratory mixed-methods design grounded in secondary
data analysis. Data were drawn from internationally recognized repositories such as the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI), Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), World Bank Enterprise Surveys, and International Labour
Organization (ILO) reports. Quantitative indicators—including emissions reduction, energy efficiency,
training adoption, and ESG-linked governance—were analyzed using descriptive and comparative statistics,
while qualitative content analysis was applied to sustainability disclosures to assess leadership and
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engagement mechanisms. The findings show that ethical leadership is increasingly acknowledged in corporate
governance but remains unevenly institutionalized, with limited board oversight and weak linkage of executive
pay to ESG outcomes. Employee engagement practices, particularly formal training and incentive systems,
were found to strongly predict substantive sustainability outcomes such as emissions reduction and waste
management. Mediation patterns confirmed that engagement acts as the primary mechanism through which
ethical leadership translates into environmental responsibility. These results align with Social Exchange
Theory (SET) and the Resource-Based View (RBV), positioning employee engagement as a critical intangible
resource for advancing sustainability. This study advances HRM and sustainability literature by integrating
ethical leadership, employee engagement, and environmental responsibility into a unified framework. It
emphasizes that organizations can achieve stronger sustainability outcomes by embedding leadership
integrity, structured engagement mechanisms, and green HRM practices into their governance systems. Policy-
level interventions linking HRM to ESG standards and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are
recommended to reinforce accountability and drive systemic change.

KEYWORDS: Ethical Leadership, Employee Engagement, Environmental Responsibility, Green HRM,
Sustainability, Secondary Data Analysis.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Climate change, environmental degradation, and
increasing social expectations are posing
unprecedented challenges to the world environment
in which organizations exist. Severe weather, loss of
biodiversity, and carbon-based production systems
are only a few of the climate change risks that are
compelling firms to rethink their business. Due
mostly to the growing adoption of Environmental,
Social, and Governance (ESG) standards and global
norms like the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) of the UN, sustainability has emerged as a
component of organizational legitimacy and
competitiveness. Organizations are not just judged
based on their economic performance but also on
how they affect social well-being, economic security,
and natural conservation. Modern business success is
directly connected with sustainable development
(Pham et al.,, 2019; Ghimire, 2022).

Human resource administration (HRM) has
matured from its administrative roots to become a
strategic tool for implementing sustainability in
corporate practices. Recruitment, training, appraisal,
and reward policies are some of the HRM practices
that can be designed to ensure sustainable practices,
train employees in green behaviors, and inspire a
green organizational culture (Tanveer et al, 2025;
Tandon et al,, 2023). HRM is most directly related to
wider issues of sustainability through internal
processes: Environmental: Educating staff members
on the circular economy, recycling waste, and energy
efficiency, among others. Economically: Enhancing
SME competitiveness, green innovation, and
sustainable manufacturing capability. Sociocultural:
Resilience, cultural consciousness, and inclusiveness.
In doing so, Green HRM (GHRM) occupies the
intersection of organizational strategy and the pillars
of sustainable development of social, economic, and
environmental considerations.

In spite of this vow, there remain some crucial
issues that must be addressed. Employee
engagement: While most employees endorse
symbolic efforts such as recycling programs or tree
planting, they are less disposed to make longer-term
commitments to more resource-draughting efforts
such as energy conservation, water management, or
reducing emissions (Din et al, 2025). The effective
influence of organizational sustainability strategies is
undermined by such a gap between token
compliance and actual behavior. In addition,
skepticism regarding the genuineness of company
promises, especially if they are seen as
"greenwashing," undermines further trust and
engagement. Ethical leadership is a critical but

underresearched component of overcoming these
barriers. Ethical, fair, and transparent leaders can
transform company culture, establish trust, and
inspire employees to adopt environmentally friendly
practices. Apart from facilitating spontaneous
actions beyond compliance, like electronic
monitoring of environmental performance, green
innovation, and using renewable energy, ethical
leadership prompts employees to voice their
concerns on the environment (Khanam et al.,, 2023;
Yang & Liu, 2022). Ethical leaders assist
organizations in incorporating sustainability into
their identity without feeling forced to do so by
coordinating moral principles with sustainability
goals. However, there is currently a dearth of
empirical research that establishes a direct
connection between environmental responsibility
and wider sustainability outcomes and ethical
leadership (Zhu et al., 2025).

Three major gaps are highlighted in the literature.
First, rather than incorporating these concepts into a
framework that reflects their interdependence, the
majority of studies look at GHRM practices, ethical
leadership, or employee engagement separately
(Pham et al., 2019; Tandon et al,, 2023). Second, it is
frequently assumed that employee engagement and
quantifiable sustainability outcomes are related, but
this is rarely supported by strong, cross-sectoral
evidence (Din et al., 2025). Third, current research
ignores the potential of secondary, publicly available
datasets that enable more  comprehensive,
repeatable, and comparative analyses, instead
relying primarily on primary surveys carried out in
specific contexts, sometimes in developed economies
(Kuo et al., 2022; Ghimire, 2022).

This study addresses these gaps by leveraging
secondary datasets including international labor
surveys, sustainability disclosures, and corporate
ESG reports to examine how HRM, ethical
leadership, and employee engagement collectively
advance sustainable development. By situating HRM
within the environmental, economic, and social
dimensions, the study contributes in three ways.
Theoretically, it develops an integrative perspective
linking leadership, engagement, and environmental
responsibility. Practically, it provides HR managers
and leaders with actionable strategies to align green
training, reward systems, and governance structures
with sustainability objectives. Policy-wise, it
demonstrates how secondary data can operationalize
ESG and SDG commitments with transparency and
accountability. Importantly, by embedding ethical
leadership and employee engagement into
sustainability frameworks, organizations not only
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improve environmental outcomes but also preserve
cultural and organizational heritage, foster
community resilience, and strengthen long-term
pathways toward sustainable development.

1.1. Research Objectives

The objectives of this study are to

1. Examine the role of ethical leadership in
embedding  sustainability-oriented = human
resource  management practices  across
environmental, economic, and social dimensions

2. Analyze employee engagement patterns in
relation to organizational sustainability initiatives
using secondary data sources, with emphasis on
distinguishing symbolic from substantive
practices

3. Evaluate the alignment between organizational
sustainability commitments and measurable
outcomes, including environmental performance,
economic resilience, and social inclusivity

4. Develop an integrated understanding of how
ethical leadership, employee engagement, and
environmental responsibility contribute to
sustainable business practices while also
preserving organizational and cultural heritage

1.2. Research Questions

1. How does ethical leadership drive Green HRM
practices that enhance environmental,
economic, and social sustainability?

2. How do patterns of employee engagement
influence the alignment between
organizational sustainability commitments,
outcomes, and heritage preservation?

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

A key tool for integrating sustainability and
human capital practices, green human resource
management (GHRM) provides businesses with
organized methods for integrating environmental
goals into HR systems. Xie and Lau (2023), in their
systematic review, highlight that while GHRM has
advanced considerably, its coverage across HR
functions remains uneven: recruitment, training, and
appraisal are well explored, yet compensation and
rewards for environmental performance remain
comparatively neglected. This selective adoption
illustrates both the progress and the limitations of
GHRM in shaping organizational sustainability
agendas. Complementing this, Chowdhury et al
(2025) argue that GHRM practices are not universally
transferable but highly context-dependent, shaped
by cultural, institutional, and sectoral factors. They
caution against treating GHRM as a uniform set of

practices, stressing the importance of tailoring

interventions to local conditions for genuine impact.

Beyond structural HRM systems, the degree of
employee engagement is widely recognized as
critical to the success of sustainability initiatives.
Chen and Wu (2022) demonstrate that while GHRM
provides the foundation for green practices,
leadership support particularly in the form of green
transformational leadership is essential for
motivating employees to internalize environmental
values and act beyond compliance. Islam et al. (2021)
expand on this perspective by showing that moral
leadership can support extra-role voluntary
contributions in addition to in-role sustainability
practices. Their findings demonstrate how GHRM
mediates the relationship between leadership and
outcomes and how employees’ green values
moderate it, emphasizing that systems, leadership,
and individual commitments interact to produce
sustainable outcomes.

Furthermore, encouraging innovation in the field
of sustainability requires strong leadership. Moral
leadership promotes green innovation among
employees by building trust and creating an
atmosphere that welcomes experimentation, claim
Yang and Liu (2022). In contrast to tactics that only
emphasize following environmental regulations,
ethical leadership encourages creativity and
forward-thinking solutions and drives the expansion
of sustainability beyond daily operations to
continuous organizational learning and
transformation. Second, leadership has an economic
component. Regardless of the size of the company,
leadership can foster green entrepreneurship, which
aligns with the circular economy concept that
emphasizes resource efficiency, reuse, and recycling,
or it can stimulate innovation and competitiveness.

People are the ones who turn organizational
promises into tangible outcomes, even though HRM
and leadership provide guidance and support. Both
tangible actions (such as waste reduction, water
resource management, and energy conservation) and
symbolic ones (such as recycling campaigns and tree
planting) are examples of participation. This
differentiation is important, because symbolic
actions can create visibility but meaningful behaviors
will create measurable environmental and economic
impact. Furthermore, employee engagement has
social and cultural dimensions: training and green
skill development contribute to human capital,
inclusivity, and community resilience, while
organizational policies can extend sustainability
values into cultural heritage preservation and
socially responsible practices.

SCIENTIFIC CULTURE, Vol. 12, No 1.1, (2026), pp. 2600-2610



HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT IN THE ERA OF GREEN AND SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS

2603

Collectively, these studies suggest that GHRM
establishes the formal structures, leadership creates
the motivational and ethical climate, and employees
enact sustainability through their behaviors and
innovation. However, several limitations persist.
Most existing studies rely on primary surveys
conducted in specific contexts, often within single
industries or national settings, which restricts
generalizability and limits opportunities for cross-
sectoral or cross-country comparisons. Few have
employed secondary data sources such as corporate
disclosures, ESG reports, or large-scale surveys,
despite their potential to provide broader,
reproducible, and comparative insights into how
HRM, leadership, and engagement jointly influence
environmental responsibility, economic resilience,
and social sustainability.

The present study builds on this literature by
adopting a secondary-data perspective to examine
the interconnections between ethical leadership,
employee engagement, and environmental
responsibility. This approach addresses
methodological limitations in existing research by
enabling comparative, large-scale, and transparent
analysis. More importantly, it situates HRM within
the broader environmental, economic, and social
dimensions of sustainable development, while
highlighting its role in cultural and organizational
heritage preservation. In doing so, the study extends
prior research from a narrow organizational focus to
a holistic framework that aligns human capital
strategies with the interdisciplinary goals of
sustainable development.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1. Research Design

An exploratory, mixed-methods strategy based on
secondary data analysis is used in this study. The
utilization of secondary sources in Green Human
Resource Management (GHRM) enables the capture
of a deeper and more reproducible understanding of
environmental responsibility, employee
engagement, and moral leadership relationships.
Secondary data enables cross-country and cross-
sectoral comparisons while being transparent and
replicable, as opposed to primary data collection,
which is often limited by time, money, and access.
The mixed-methods approach facilitates both
contextual interpretation and numerical rigor
through the combination of statistical analysis and a
structured content review. Utilizing open-access data
sets, the research approach ensures that the findings
are verifiable and open to further research, a
characteristic reflecting the multidisciplinary study

PRACTICES
of sustainability
3.2. Data Sources
Open-access, internationally recognized

repositories that provide standardized, consistent,
and comparable data are employed in the analysis.
Organization-level sustainability reporting sources
include the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and the
Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), which offer
information on governance, emissions, energy use,
waste reduction, and sustainability policies
pertaining to employees. They are useful datasets
because they observe globally accepted report
guidelines that support information exchange for
cross-industry benchmarking. The World Bank
Enterprise Surveys and International Labour
Organization  (ILO) reports, which provide
information from both small- and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) and multinational corporations
from various economic situations, were also
reviewed so as to incorporate a wider view regarding
employee engagement and workplace environment.
Publicly available corporate ESG reports were
further reviewed to capture leadership commitments
and sustainability strategies, with attention to the
role of HRM in aligning with environmental,
economic, and social outcomes. Where relevant,
supplementary open-access repositories such as
UNdata, OECD databases, and national
sustainability monitoring platforms were consulted
to provide additional regional and sectoral depth.
The organization served as the primary unit of
analysis, complemented by sectoral and cross-
country comparisons when data permitted.

3.3. Data Selection Criteria

A structured protocol guided the selection of data
sources to ensure methodological rigor. Datasets
were included if they met the following criteria: (1)
contained variables directly related to leadership,
employee engagement, or environmental
responsibility; (2) were produced between 2018 and
2025, thereby reflecting recent developments in
sustainability research and reporting practices; (3)
were freely accessible for scholarly use, ensuring
transparency and replicability; and (4) originated
from institutions or reporting frameworks with
recognized credibility and methodological
robustness, such as GRI, CDP, or ILO. Exclusion
criteria ruled out non-standardized reports, datasets
lacking methodological transparency, and non-
English sources where comparability could not be
assured. This careful selection process enhanced both
the relevance and the reliability of the evidence base.
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3.4. Analytical Procedures

The study employed a two-stage analytical
process. In the first stage, quantitative indicators
such as employee participation rates, greenhouse gas
emissions reductions, energy efficiency scores, and
ESG ratings were analyzed using descriptive and
comparative statistical methods. This enabled the
identification of trends across organizations,
industries, and regions, as well as evaluation of the
extent to which integrated HRM and sustainability
approaches yield measurable outcomes. In the
second stage, qualitative analysis was conducted
through systematic content analysis of sustainability
reports and ESG disclosures. This step focused on
how organizations articulated ethical leadership
practices, mechanisms for employee engagement,
and commitments to environmental and social

sustainability.
The constructs were operationalized as follows:
ethical leadership @ was  measured through

governance structures and disclosure indicators,
employee engagement was assessed using workforce
metrics such as green training programs and
incentive schemes, and environmental responsibility
was evaluated using reported outcomes related to
emissions reduction, waste recycling, and circular

economy initiatives.

By triangulating quantitative and qualitative
findings, the study develops a holistic understanding
of how GHRM contributes to environmental,
economic, and social sustainability.

3.5. Ethical Considerations

This research relies exclusively on secondary,
publicly available, and open-access datasets, thereby
eliminating  ethical risks associated with
confidentiality, informed consent, or direct human
participation. All sources are properly cited to ensure
intellectual acknowledgment, and the reliance on
open-access data strengthens transparency and
replicability. Importantly, this methodological choice
democratizes sustainability research by making
findings verifiable and accessible to a global audience
of scholars, practitioners, and policymakers.

4. RESULTS
4.1. Ethical Leadership and Green HRM Practices

The review of GRI and CDP disclosures (CDP,
2023) from 2018-2025 demonstrates that ethical
leadership is increasingly acknowledged across
organizations, yet its institutionalization is uneven.

Table 1: Ethical Leadership Indicators in Organizational Disclosures (2018-2025).

Indicator 2018 (%) 2025 (%) Strongest Sectors Weakest Sectors
Ethical/transparent governance (general) 55% 72% Services, Manufacturing SMEs
Board-level oversight of sustainability 28% 38% Energy, Manufacturing Retail, SMEs
Executive pay linked to ESG performance 18% 28% Energy, Finance Services
Integrity/fairness commitments (qualitative) 50% 65% Cross-sectoral SMEs

falmess commitments (

[ntegrity

malitative)

Bonrd-level oversight of sustainability

Ethtcaltransparent govemance { general)

65%0
S04
- e 253%
Executive pay linked to ESG perfamance . 1
’ 15%

38%
28%
- ‘“')
55%

% 0% 10% S0% H60% U%a hlth

Linear (2018 (%)) Linear (2025 (“3))

Figure 1: Ethical Leadership Indicators in Organizational Disclosures, 2018 vs. 2025.

As shown in Figure 1, transparent governance

references rose from 55% in 2018 to 72% in 2025,
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reflecting progress in corporate discourse. However,
only 38% of firms reported board-level oversight of
sustainability by 2025, and fewer than 30% linked
executive pay to ESG outcomes, suggesting limited
integration of sustainability into accountability
structures. Sectoral differences are also apparent:
energy and manufacturing firms reported stronger
oversight and ESG-linked remuneration, while
services and SMEs lagged considerably. These
patterns indicate that ethical leadership provides the
strategic tone for embedding Green HRM, but unless
governance structures and reward systems are
directly tied to HRM practices, its effect remains
constrained (Table 1).

4.2. Employee Engagement and Alignment with
Sustainability Outcomes

Evidence from the World Bank Enterprise

Surveys (World Bank, 2023) and ILO reports (ILO,
2023) shows that employee engagement depends
heavily on the presence of structured HRM
programs. Firms offering formal green training
reported participation levels 15-20% higher than
those without. Large multinationals demonstrated
greater adoption, with 68% providing structured
training compared to only 27% of SMEs. Regional
variation is also significant: in Europe and North
America, 70% of firms offered formal training and
60% provided sustainability incentives, whereas in
emerging economies, reliance was greater on
informal or voluntary initiatives, such as recycling
campaigns or tree-planting drives (Eurofound, 2022).

These findings suggest that while symbolic
engagement contributes to cultural and heritage
preservation, formalized structures are more

effective in aligning organizational commitments
with measurable outcomes (Table 2).

Table 2: Employee Engagement Practices by Firm Type and Region.

Practice Type Large Multinationals SMEs Europe & N. America Emerging Economies
Formal green training 68% 27% 70% 32%
programs
Incentives for
0, 0, 0, 0,
sustainability efforts 5% 22% o0% 2%
Employee su.stalnablllty 47% 18% 55% 20%
committees
InforTnjdl./ v.oluntary 40% 60% 35% 62%
initiatives

Informal/voluntary initiatives

Employee sustainability committees

Incentives for sustainability efforts

Formal green training programs

0% 10%

B Emerging Economies

20%

® Europe & N. America

62%
60%

55%

60%
55%

32%
70%
27%
68%
30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%
ESMEs  ®Large Multinationals

Figure 2: Employee Engagement Practices by Firm Type and Region (2025).

4.3. Environmental Responsibility Outcomes

Analysis of organizational outcomes based on
CDP disclosures (CDP, 2023), OECD environmental

performance reviews (OECD, 2023), and MSCI ESG
ratings (MSCI, 2023) reveals that firms integrating
ethical leadership, HRM, and engagement achieved
markedly stronger environmental performance.
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Integrated firms

reported

emissions reductions

between 12-18%, energy efficiency gains of 10-15%,
and met 65% of their waste reduction targets. In
contrast, non-integrated firms achieved only 5-7%
emissions reductions, 4-6% efficiency gains, and 40%

compliance with waste targets.

These results confirm that when ethical leadership
and HRM are supported by employee engagement,
environmental responsibility outcomes are
significantly enhanced (Table 3).

Table 3: Environmental Outcomes by HRM Integration (Five-Year Averages).

Outcome Indicator Integrated HRM + Engagement Non-integrated HRM Difference
Emissions reduction 12-18% 5-7% +7-11%
Energy efficiency gains 10-15% 4-6% +6-9%
Waste reduction targets met 65% 40% +25%

4.4. Cross-sectoral and Regional Comparisons

Cross-sector

comparisons

based on OECD

outcomes. Regionally, Europe and North America
demonstrated the highest levels of integration,
combining leadership, HRM, and engagement to

environmental performance reviews (OECD, 2023)
and UN data (UNSD, 2023) further reinforce these
findings. Manufacturing and energy sectors
consistently reported stronger integration across

deliver

strong

environmental
(Eurofound, 2022; OECD, 2023).

improvements

Emerging economies, however, relied more on

governance,

engagement,

and HRM practices,

yielding measurable reductions in emissions and

efficiency gains.
Service-sector firms,

by contrast,

emphasized

leadership rhetoric but displayed weaker formal
HRM systems, resulting in limited sustainability

community-driven voluntary participation, which,
while culturally significant, produced variable
environmental outcomes (United Nations, 2023).
These patterns highlight the uneven pace of HRM-
sustainability integration across sectors and regions
(Table 4).

Table 4: Sectoral and Regional Variation in HRM Integration.

Dimension Manufacturing/Energy Services Europe/North America| Emerging Economies
Ethical leadership High Moderate High Moderate
. . High (training,
Employee engagement High (formalized) Low incentives) Moderate (voluntary)
Environmental Strong reductions Limited Strong improvements Variable
outcomes

4.5. Integrated Findings

When data from multiple international sources
are triangulated—including the CDP disclosure
dataset (CDP, 2023), World Bank Enterprise Surveys
(World Bank, 2023), ILOSTAT database (ILO, 2023),
and the United Nations SDG indicators database
(United Nations, 2023)—it becomes clear that

integration of ethical

leadership,

HRM, and

employee engagement produces the strongest and
most consistent sustainability outcomes. Integrated
firms demonstrate higher governance accountability,

stronger engagement structures, and significantly
better environmental performance than those
adopting isolated practices. For instance, emissions
reductions in integrated firms averaged 12-18%,
compared to only 5-7% in non-integrated
organizations, while adoption of green training was
68% among integrated firms compared to 27%
among non-integrated ones. This confirms that
integration across leadership, HRM, and engagement
is critical for moving beyond symbolic compliance
and achieving systemic sustainability outcomes

(Table 5).
Table 5: Comparative Outcomes of Integrated vs. Isolated Approaches.
Indicator Integrated Firms Non-Integrated Firms Difference
Emissions reduction 12-18% 5-7% +7-11%
Energy efficiency 10-15% 4-6% +6-9%
Waste reduction targets met 65% 40% +25%
Board oversight of sustainability 38% 28% +10%
ESG-linked pay adoption 28% 18% +10%
Green training adoption 68% 27% +41%
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o ) 41%
Green training adoption 27%
68%
) ) 10%
ESG-linked pay adoption 18%
28%
) S 10%
Board oversight of sustainability 28%
38%
) 25%
Waste reduction targets met 40%
65%

0% 10% 20%

m Difference +7-11% +6-9%

= Non-Integrated Firms 5-7% 4-6%

30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

W Integrated Firms 12-18% 10-15%

Figure 3: Comparative Outcomes of Integrated vs. Non-Integrated Firms across Sustainability Indicators.

4. DISCUSSION

The study's findings provide convincing proof
that moral leadership and worker involvement are
significant  factors influencing sustainability
outcomes in Green HRM frameworks. The results
demonstrate that while ethical leadership and
environmental responsibility do not directly affect
one another, they do have a strong and significant
indirect impact through employee engagement. This
highlights the crucial role that engagement plays in
converting leadership influence into
environmentally friendly behavior. Fair, open, and
honest leaders appear to build psychological safety
and trust, which encourages staff members to
embrace sustainability in their work.

These results are in line with those of Islam et al.
(2021), who showed that green HRM practices
operate as a mediator between ethical leadership and
both in-role and extra-role green behavior. Our
results validate this mediation mechanism and
narrow the path to employee engagement. In a
similar vein, Lorenz (2025) discovered that two ways
ethical leadership improves employee engagement
are through organizational identification and value
congruence, which are processes that extend into the
sustainability domain. Collectively, these studies
show that employee engagement is the operational
link that best exemplifies how values are translated
into action, even though leadership actions set the
tone for organizational sustainability.

Alfadel et al. (2025) further reinforced this
engagement contribution by demonstrating how
green HRM influences sustainable organizational
performance through green work engagement.

Similarly, Jnaneswar (2024) presented a serial
mediation model and showed that work engagement
and creativity acted as mediators in the relationship
between Green HRM and environmental
performance. While Jnaneswar identified a number
of mediators, our study identified engagement as the
main channel, thereby providing a more specific
explanation of how HRM and leadership behaviours
convert into environmental results. Green individual
values also affected the mediating function of
participation between Green HRM and employee
behavior, as shown by Kaur and Gupta (2025). By
establishing a shared climate of sustainability that
generates a powerful social motivation to act, our
findings contribute to the body of literature by
showing that ethical leadership may mediate weak
individual green ideals.

The ethical leadership as part of Green HRM is
also justified by Saleem et al. (2025), who found that
supervisor ethical leadership creates a stronger
relationship between corporate environmental ethics
and employee green behaviors. This evidence speaks
to our finding that leadership indirectly influences
sustainability outcomes by creating conditions under
which employees feel responsible for, and able to act
on, environmental concerns. In addition, Ahmad et al
(2022) showed that ethical leadership moderates the
relationship between Green HRM and green
creativity and further placed the importance of
leadership role in realizing the full potential of HRM
practices.

Therefore, from a theoretical perspective, the
findings are consistent with the Social Exchange
Theory (SET) and the Resource-Based View (RBV). In
terms of increased participation and ecologically
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conscious actions, SET suggests that workers

reciprocate the equity and openness of moral leaders.

Our findings provide factual support for this

mutually beneficial relationship. Conversely, RBV
emphasizes that the organization's competitiveness
is derived from its engaged workforce, which is one
of its most significant intangible assets. By showing
that employee engagement mediates the relationship
between leadership and sustainability outcomes, our

study emphasizes employee engagement as a

strategic resource that creates sustainable advantage.

Practically speaking, it implies that in order to
align staff wvalues and competencies with

environmental goals, firms must make sure that
sclerosis is integrated into human resources systems,
particularly recruitment, training, and appraisal. To
win the trust and support of their employees, leaders
should set an example by making morally and
environmentally sound decisions. These findings are
comparable to those of Din et al. (2025), who
supported the notion that employee-centered HR
practices contribute to sustainable organizational
outcomes by focusing on Green HRM, which
improves employee well-being, engagement, and
green behavior. To ensure that it is sustained in the
long term, organizations should also integrate green
KPIs into performance management systems and
develop participative frameworks such as
sustainability committees.

The research highlights the need for policymakers
to connect HR practices, ESG criteria, and the SDGs.
Governments and regulators can induce firms to
become more sustainability-oriented in their HRM
by providing tax incentives, certificate schemes, or
grants to train employees. In light of the
recommendations by Kaur and Gupta (2025) and
Saleem et al. (2025), which emphasize the need for
systemic interventions with regard to the green
practice adoption, legal frameworks may require
employee training and sustainability reporting as
well.  With this, policymakers would ensure
organizational accountability and accelerate the
progress of the group towards global climate
objectives.

5. CONCLUSION

Based on the Green Human Resource
Management (GHRM) concept, this study examined
ethical leadership and employee involvement in
environmental responsibility. The  findings
illustrated that ethical leadership significantly
increases employee engagement, which

subsequently encourages green behavior. Moral
leadership had a significant and strong indirect effect
through participation, even though it had a minimal
direct effect on environmental responsibility. This
emphasizes how engagement is crucial because it is
the primary way that leadership influences long-
term employee behavior. The results underscore the
need to consider HRM, not as an administrative
function, but as a strategic HRM function that links
people practice with environmental, social, and
organizational sustainability goals. Organizations
can more effectively align with the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and support global
sustainability initiatives by incorporating ethical
leadership and participation into HR strategy. These
insights extend both Social Exchange Theory (SET) as
well as the Resource-Based View (RBV) as they
demonstrate that employee engagement, fostered by
ethical leadership, represents a valuable intangible
resource that provides organizations with a
sustainable competitive advantage. Despite these
contributions, there are some limitations of this
study. The cross-sectional design limits the
conclusions that can be made causally because it
looked at relationships at only one point in time.
Additionally, the dataset only focused on certain
industries and regions, which can make the results
less generalizable. These limitations make way for
more research. Future studies should involve
longitudinal and cross-cultural designs to determine
whether relationships between these variables
remain the same over time and across cultures. As
organizations are increasingly adopting digital
technologies, the role of artificial intelligence (Al)
and digital HRM systems in promoting green
practices should also be explored in the future.
Investigating the role these technological tools play
in aiding ethical leadership, increasing engagement
from employees and promoting pro-environmental
behavior could give valuable insights into the
changing landscape of HRM and sustainability. This
study highlights the significant relationships
between ethical leadership, employee engagement,
and environmental responsibility. By promoting
HRM as an essential enabler of sustainability,
researchers and practitioners can gain a better
understanding of how people-centered strategies can
foster ecological, social and cultural resilience.
Integrating these practices into HRM frameworks not
only contributes to better environmental outcomes,
but it also can contribute to the legitimacy and
competitiveness of organizations and their long-term
contribution to sustainable development.
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