
Validating Sustainable Career Indicators
Subjects: Management

Contributor: Carla Curado, Tiago Gonçalves, Cláudia Ribeiro

Sustainable careers are regarded as a complex mental schema represented by experiences and continuity patterns

grounded on individual subjective evaluations, such as happiness, health and productivity.
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1. Introduction

Sustainable careers are regarded as a cyclical process characterized by mutually beneficial consequences for both the

individual and the environment from a long-term perspective . Therefore, sustainable careers can be defined as a form

of human sustainability aligned with the ability of individuals to create, test and maintain their adaptive capacity .

Sustainable careers have similarities with physical sustainability when considering the consequences that organizational

activity can have on material and physical resources . Likewise, sustainable careers also present similarities with social

sustainability when considering the impact that organizational activities can have on a material and physical level and the

psychological impact on an employee . Therefore, career adaptability is a psychosocial construct . Kuchinke 

emphasizes the importance and development of human beings when addressing the issue of the sustainability of human

resources. Nevertheless, although sustainable careers discuss the psychosocial role of career adaptability as one of the

core dimensions that shape the person-centered approach to sustainable careers , career adaptability by itself is not

sufficient to describe career sustainability. Workers who present higher levels of adaptability are prone to be better

prepared for future career challenges . According to De Vos and colleagues , however, only the combination of

adaptivity and adaption with career competencies can promote career sustainability at the personnel level, making career

adaptation a subdimension of the “Person” dimension defended by the authors.

The literature related to careers has paid special attention to the analysis and study of the topic of sustainable careers 

. Considering such scarcity, the present work is based on the conceptual sustainable career model as proposed by De

Vos and colleagues . The authors argue that, at the individual level, sustainable careers are defined by three key

indicators: Happiness, Health and Productivity . Happiness refers to the adjustment between goals, values and career

that align with the employee’s personal growth . Health refers to career adjustment and is related to the employee’s

physical and psychological mental capacities and their perception of quality of life . Productivity refers to the

employee’s performance and respective long-term career progression within the organization .

However, despite the growing research on the topic , Müller and colleagues  explore the main theoretical studies

on sustainability and careers , identifying a gap in the literature that invites empirical investigation on the subject.

The validation of a sustainable career variable lacks conceptual clarification with no accepted indicators for measuring the

concept; thus, it remains in an embryonic state . There is much that still needs to be undertaken regarding the

operationalization of sustainable careers . Additionally, some recent tentative efforts to develop frameworks for

sustainable careers originated propositions for particular audiences, such as vocational students . Similarly, the

researchers find attempts to develop and empirically test a sustainable career scale that ends up exploring context-

dependent variables on specific workplace samples of mature employees . At present, there seems to be no record of

an empirical test of De Vos and colleagues’  proposed model using widely accepted measures that are neither context

specific nor designed for particular users .

2. Sustainable Careers

According to Van der Heijden et al. , sustainable careers are reflected through a variety of experiences involving a

diversity of patterns, representing different social spaces and having different meanings for each individual that cross

different social spaces and provide meaning to each individual. Despite the variety of experiences lived by every person, a

career can be designated as sustainable when it meets similar criteria to that of physical sustainability (represented by the

consequences of the organizational activity carried out on each employee) and social sustainability (represented by the
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consequences of the organizational activity carried out on the physical and psychological health of each employee) 

. Therefore, career sustainability is built on the ability of human beings to create, test and maintain their adaptive

capacity , revealing the contribution of psychological resources to sustainable careers .

De Vos and colleagues  developed an integrative theoretical assumption that focuses on the individual, their

organizational context and their actions over time . This view proposes a systemic approach to understanding the

influence of the social context (colleagues, organization and other aspects beyond the employee’s personal life) on

building a sustainable career . Additionally, this line of research assumes a dynamic approach to careers as cycles of

individual decisions , which are context dependent as time goes by . The time factor comprises the long-term

interaction of individuals with society , involving changes in the workplace that consequently impact their careers .

The sustainable careers model (Figure 1) considers three dimensions: Person, Context and Time . Sustainable careers

reflect beneficial consequences for the person and their context from a long-term perspective. The three indicators portray

three key characteristics of a sustainable career (Happiness, Health and Productivity), which altogether produce positive

results reflected in career success . These indicators reflect that which is intrinsic to individual social prosperity and

well-being .

Figure 1. Individual Sustainable Career Process (adapted from De Vos et al. ).

Happiness refers to the adjustment between individual goals, values and/or needs combined with personal growth and/or

issues related to the balance between work and personal life . Health refers to the adjustment between the physical

and mental capabilities of the employee related to the perception of well-being and quality of life of each individual .

Finally, productivity refers to the employee’s organizational performance combined with long-term career progression .

According to De Vos and colleagues , the integration of the three indicators operates on an idea of fit, recognizing its

relevancy for both individuals and organizations.

3. Well-Being

The concept of psychological well-being has gained special attention in organizations . Research on well-being at work

is found in the literature supported by two perspectives —hedonic and eudaemonic . The first focuses on the

conceptualization of well-being as a cognitive and affective assessment that an individual makes of his or her life in an

integrated way . The second, while less studied , defends an approach to the phenomenon from an integrated

perspective of alignment with beliefs and values based on mental states that are congruent and authentic with the idea of

the self . However, the difficult operationalization of the second perspective  indicates a strong tendency to

understand well-being in the organizational context following a hedonic perspective . Ryan and Deci  discuss in
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detail the dichotomy of perspectives that are aligned with the concept of well-being, suggesting possible theoretical

solutions that support the operationalization of this concept in the context of the life cycles of individuals in organizations.

The choice of well-being as a Health proxy reflects both a significant rise in the literature surrounding psychological health

in the workplace context  and the parallel growth of research on its physical consequences. As stated by the World

Health Organization, well-being reflects “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the

absence of disease or infirmity”  In the organizational context, similar parallels are discussed pertaining to the

consequences of well-being on job satisfaction and performance , constituting a core health-related concern in HR

management practices.

The Self-Determination Theory  states that a proactive employee stimulates development and growth and interacts with

the surrounding social world when dedicated to satisfying three basic ideas: competence (which comprises success and

how each person achieves the expected result), relationship (mutual respect) and autonomy (employee initiative) 

. Ryan and Deci  argue that the satisfaction of these three needs is essential for well-being and psychological

growth.

The Person–Environment Fit Theory argues that employee performance and well-being levels are higher where there is a

suitable profile for the proposed role. Notwithstanding, the lack of alignment between employee preferences and role

characteristics will be detrimental to their respective well-being . This way, the profiles that do not best match the jobs

will take longer to perform the associated functions, jeopardizing employee well-being . Individual well-being favors

both organizations through increased motivation, productivity, and reduced absenteeism, as well as society, given that

people’s psychological health results in global satisfaction .

Ryff et al.  report that workers with higher levels of well-being tend to be more productive and have better physical and

psychological health when compared to workers with low levels of well-being. Expanding on such a view, Wright and

Cropanzano  in their seminal work on the happy–productive hypothesis, discuss the importance of the combined

effects of well-being and job satisfaction as predictors of job performance. Recent literature addresses this relationship,

referring to the combined influence of both well-being and job satisfaction as predicting stressors of positive emotions ,

and gaining traction during the COVID-19 pandemic as a combination of measures to understand the needs of

organizational support . 

4. Job Satisfaction

Happiness stems from “job satisfaction” . Happiness is a daily objective of human beings, as they seek to extend it to

all domains of their lives. Consequently, Happiness measures the degree of satisfaction that an individual has with their

own life . Satisfaction in an organizational context is a positive emotional state that exists in the performance of an

employee’s daily functions . In addition to an emotional state, job satisfaction is an attitude that translates into

employee behavior . Job satisfaction can be addressed from two perspectives: the humanitarian perspective and the

utilitarian perspective . The humanitarian perspective states that the level of satisfaction is measured according to how

employees are valued in the organization . The utilitarian perspective, on the other hand, considers that employee

satisfaction can trigger attitudes from employees that influence the functioning of the organization .

The Need Theory by McClelland  explains how the individual need for achievement, affiliation, and power influence

employees’ actions within an organizational context. It states that an organization’s employees, whose primary needs are

satisfied through workplace experiences, will obtain higher satisfaction in the roles they perform . Although such a

theoretical framework exposes the importance of satisfaction for organizations  and individuals , the measurement of

the construct in the literature is built on subjective judgments of adequacy, sufficiency and acceptance . The

reflection of these psychological needs as dimensions of satisfaction can thus be translated into judgments of working

conditions, conditions of the reward models existing in the organization, and even the conditions of access and career

development . Likewise, empirical evidence also suggests the existence of positive states of mind when the

conditions attached to satisfaction in the workplace are fulfilled, providing potential for discussion on the possible

relationship between satisfaction and happiness . However, the concern of organizations to provide working

conditions to meet the satisfaction needs of their employees presents a robust line of investigation focused on the

behavioral consequences of job satisfaction . For example, Chiaburu and colleagues , in a meta-analysis that

sought to explore predictors of OCB in the literature, observed satisfaction as a key predictor effect for OCB—considering

either the direction of individual (with other colleagues) or organizational behavior.
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5. Organizational Citizenship Behavior

Organizational Citizenship Behavior (OCB) is defined by Organ  as voluntary cooperative behaviors that workers

exercise toward their colleagues that go beyond their functions . This behavior leads to greater job satisfaction and a

greater sense of perceived fairness ). In presenting this argument, Organ  suggests that OCB represents an input

to the employee equity ratio that can be changed more easily than other inputs that involve the daily tasks of employees

. OCB is a predictive source of performance in organizations. Supported by the Psychological Impact Theory, which

addresses the effects of human resources management (HRM) practices on attitudes that influence organizational

performance , OCB reflects not only the innate characteristics of the task or work that are predictive of performance

but also behaviors that portray extra job tasks .

HR managers can make use of progressive HRM practices  to stimulate employees to perform their work beyond in-

role behaviors: extra task behaviors. Following a conceptual discussion on the possible effects of OCB on organizations

, its particular importance is observed in promoting cooperation and coordination between the different levels of the

organization and in guaranteeing a capacity for stability and adaptation to change. Such aspects are corroborated by

further research . According to Organ , OCB translates into feelings of belonging, commitment, and loyalty to

the organization in the long term, which are highly important predictors for achieving productivity in high-performance

organizational systems . Several authors have followed the work of Smith, Organ and Near  and further refined the

concept of OCB (e.g., the view of Ocampo et al. ). This line of research has been explored in different contexts and

perspectives, showing that OCB is related both at an individual (IOCB) and organizational (OOCB) level and that

perspectives should be distinguished . Inspired by the five dimensions presented by Bateman & Organ : altruism,

courtesy, conscience, civic virtue and sportsmanship, Williams & Anderson  address OCB in two groups: altruism and

courtesy comprise the IOCB and civic virtue. Conscience and sportsmanship comprise the organizational perspective

(OOCB) . Sustainable careers comprise a resource preservation process based on Hobfoll’s Theory of Resource

Conservation , arguing that employees try their best to protect and acquire new resources . However, when there is

a loss of resources, they choose to reduce their behavior and conserve the most valuable resources because such an

option is supposed to preserve the sustainability of a career . OCB is an extra-task voluntary behavior for the benefit of

the organization and/or colleagues that leads to the delivery of emotional and cognitive resources by employees .

Expanding on such a rationale, evidence also suggests that the perception of OCB activities, considering both individual

and organizational-oriented OCBs, are related to well-being-related dimensions . Through the lens of both engagement

and positive affective commitment, engagement in OCBs can promote citizenship-oriented initiatives as per the job role

. By extension, evidence also suggests that the overreliance on motivation-oriented approaches by HRM practices

stemming from demands–resources models can further cherish OCB behaviors, being mediated by feelings of well-being

. 

6. The Integrated Nature of Sustainable Careers Indicators

For De Vos and colleagues , the integration of happiness, health and productivity in a taxonomy of sustainability in

careers operates according to the idea of fit. The three indicators are of recognized importance for individuals and

organizations. The perspective of adjusting the three indicators of sustainable careers is aligned with the central premises

of human sustainability . The set of indicators works as a mechanism that responds to the changes that emerge from

contextual influences happening in a dynamic and combined way .

Research corroborates the assumptions that the three indicators reflect a combined and integral reaction to contextual

influences. Tordera and colleagues  discuss the close relationship between the three indicators of sustainable careers

with HRM practices. Likewise, the idea of a combined influence of the three indicators is also corroborated in the career

management of self-employed workers . However, the operationalization of sustainability, as proposed by De Vos and

colleagues , presents problems of an empirical nature, as discussed in the literature . The difficulties in studying

sustainable careers concern measuring the happiness, health and productivity indicators since these are complex

phenomena to measure . The challenge is further intensified by the scarcity of existing measures to study sustainable

careers . Such evidence provides two arguments about the conceptual reality of sustainable careers: (a) the scarcity

of measures to address sustainable careers leads to the need to use proxies; (b) the choice of proxies must obey an

integrated association form, presenting significant and observable positive and negative relationship directions in the three

indicators. That is, individuals who show high levels of one indicator (let us say the productivity proxy) must also show

high levels of the other two indicators (in the same example, the health and happiness proxies), thus corroborating the

conceptual model  and the validity of the choice of measures to estimate the phenomenon. Similarly, individuals who

show low levels of one indicator (let us say the productivity proxy) must also show low levels of the other two indicators (in

the same example, the health and happiness proxies).
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