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Abstract
In the fiercely competitive global business environment, the attainment of excellence 
is contingent upon the efficient management of human resources and their alignment 
with sustainable development goals. This study examines the interplay between la-
bour practices, social sustainability and organizational performance, with a focus on 
the often-ignored perspectives of employees. Employees, often neglected as criti-
cal stakeholders, shape corporate values and strategy. The study uses a quantitative 
approach, having applied the partial least square method for the proposed research 
model. Questionnaire responses from 574 Portuguese employees reveal that labour 
practices (employee development, employee participation and equal opportunity) 
positively influence perceived social sustainability. Perceived social sustainability 
positively influences perceived organizational performance. The examined labour 
practices only exhibit a positive influence on perceived organizational performance 
when perceived social sustainability acts as a mediator. Companies must place a high 
priority on the perceptions of their employees to achieve social sustainability. This 
involves incorporating inclusive, participative and proactive policies regarding human 
resources policies, thereby leveraging the mutual advantages derived from labour 
practices. This demonstrates the pivotal role of social sustainability in companies' 
decision-making processes, as it substantially contributes to enhancing organizational 
performance. This study emphasizes the importance of integrating social sustainabil-
ity to maximize organizational performance, providing valuable insights for business 
leaders. The original model, social sustainability-driven organizational performance, 
which is based on employees' perceptions, identifies labour practices as antecedents 
of social sustainability, and the influence of social sustainability, both directly and as a 
mediator, on organizational performance, is presented.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

In the contemporary era of global competition, the pursuit of ex-
cellence in business practices has assumed utmost importance, 
which requires the cultivation and management of top-tier human 
resource competencies (Amrutha & Geetha, 2020). The stakeholder 
theory holds that catering to the diverse requirements of various 
stakeholders results in enhanced performance of firms (Nogueira 
et al., 2023). The importance of employee well-being has grown, giv-
ing firms the edge they need to succeed in today's tangled business 
landscape (Salem et al., 2023). Organizations must align their stra-
tegic intent with the values underpinning sustainable development 
goals to ensure long-term growth, profitability and improved organi-
zational performance (Amrutha & Geetha, 2020). It is perceived that 
an organization's performance will improve if it becomes sustainable 
(Chatterjee et al., 2023). In organizational contexts, social sustainabil-
ity has emerged as a multifaceted, intricate and challenging concept 
that holds the potential to augment employee well-being, promote 
development, enhance organizational productivity and facilitate in-
novation, collectively shaping the trajectory of organizations (Prieto 
et  al.,  2022). The incorporation of sustainability in the company's 
strategy results from legal impositions and reflects the company's 
quest to obtain competitive advantages (Lee et al., 2021) to achieve 
better organizational performance (Hult,  2011). Increasingly, sus-
tainability focuses on the triple bottom line principles (Bansal, 2005). 
This accounting structure (Law, 2015) is a business framework that 
considers the performance of economic, environmental and social 
dimensions (Elkington, 2006) as the drivers of business value (Tseng 
et  al.,  2018), mirroring the principles of sustainable development 
(Tseng et al., 2018).

Unlike the triple bottom line's economic and environmental di-
mensions, the social dimension remains underrepresented in man-
agement theory and practice (Tate & Bals,  2018) as it is the least 
studied (Badri Ahmadi et al., 2017; Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017; Ilyas 
et  al.,  2020; Staniškienė & Stankevičiūtė,  2018). Namely because 
public and private efforts are centred on economic and environmen-
tal issues (Ajmal et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2021). Other studies have al-
ready identified the lack of analyses on the influence of social value 
on companies (Certo & Miller, 2008; Mair & Martí, 2006; Murphy 
& Coombes,  2009; Narangajavana et  al.,  2016), even with the in-
creased interest of academics in organizational performance in the 
last decade (Fetrati et al., 2022). This makes it urgent to understand 
social sustainability (Ajmal et al., 2018).

This study poses three fundamental research questions: (i) does 
social sustainability influence organizational performance?; (ii) does 
labour practices influence organizational performance?; and (iii) 
does social sustainability act as a mediating element in the rela-
tionship between organizational performance and human resource 
practices?

The cultivation of motivated and satisfied employees is advanta-
geous both for individual employees and the overarching organiza-
tional entities (Melé, 2021). The dedication to fairness and equality 
within organizations acts as a catalyst for acquiring a competitive 

edge and achieving exceptional results, ultimately resulting in a 
wide range of favourable outcomes that play an integral role in the 
progression of both social and human well-being (Abid et al., 2020). 
Within the context of the social dimension, it is essential to rec-
ognize that an organization's most valuable asset is its employees 
(Guest,  2011; Pfeffer,  2010). These embody company's corporate 
social values and establish the business strategy's design and imple-
mentation (Korschun et al., 2014). Employee involvement in manage-
ment processes and in defining the company's culture plays a pivotal 
role in enhancing organizational performance (Nadae et al., 2021). 
However, the perception of employees in measuring social sus-
tainability has been forgotten (Staniškienė & Stankevičiūtė, 2018), 
even though it can contribute to organizational performance (Kim 
et al., 2022). A shared vision can improve organizations' performance 
(Howell & Frost,  1989; Pearce & Ensley,  2004), requiring further 
studies that consider employees' perspectives (Kim et al., 2022).

The COVID-19 crisis prompted a fundamental change in focus, 
resulting in organizations shifting from an environmental-centric 
model of corporate social responsibility to an employee-centric one 
(Martinez et al., 2023; Mellahi et al., 2023). Recent years have seen 
an increasing focus on internal stakeholders, especially employees 
(Bastian & Poussing, 2023; Kocollari et al., 2023; Nyuur et al., 2022; 
Shao et  al.,  2023; Suto & Takehara,  2022; Zhang et  al.,  2022). An 
employee-centric approach enables the identification of percep-
tions that lead to psychological states, which in turn enhance organi-
zational commitment (Aggarwal & Singh, 2022).

Therefore, business leaders must comprehend the essentiality of 
integrating social sustainability to optimize the overall performance 
of the organization (Bag et al., 2022). Hence, in pursuit of a compre-
hensive understanding of social sustainability and its influence on 
organizational performance, this study embarks on the exploration 
of the perceptions held by Portuguese employees concerning labour 
practices, social sustainability and organizational performance, as 
well as the intricate interplay among these constructs.

To our knowledge, no prior studies have undertaken an in-depth 
exploration of the interrelationships among labour practices, so-
cial sustainability and organizational performance. Making this in-
vestigation distinctive in its comprehensive examination of these 
interconnected elements. This study uniquely combines the under-
studied perspective of employees regarding labour practices with an 
in-depth analysis of the consequential effects of social sustainability 
on organizational performance. It introduces an original structural 
model that considers employee development, employee partici-
pation and equal opportunities as antecedents of perceived social 
sustainability, ultimately impacting perceived organizational perfor-
mance. The employee-centric approach adopted provides a nuanced 
and comprehensive understanding of the integral role of employ-
ees in shaping organizational outcomes, thereby enriching research 
findings and providing practical insights for organizations aiming to 
establish sustainable and high-performance cultures.

This research complements recent work on social sustainabil-
ity, labour practices and organizational performance dynamics. 
Six main key contributions are brought by this study. The first 
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    |  3NOGUEIRA et al.

and foremost is the introduction of an original model—social 
sustainability-driven organizational performance. The central-
ity of this model emphasizes the crucial significance of fostering 
social sustainability as a catalyst for enhancing organizational 
performance and guaranteeing the sustainability and long-term 
viability of organizations. The previous research has centred on 
examining indicators or constructs (Prieto et al., 2022; Staniškienė 
& Stankevičiūtė, 2018). In contrast, this study scrutinizes the rela-
tionships between the investigated practices. The second contri-
bution of this study is its employee-centric approach, as it departs 
from the typical approach seen in prior research, which predom-
inantly relied on statistical data sources and indicators (Sroufe & 
Gopalakrishna-Remani, 2019), to distinctly prioritize the perspec-
tives of employees. This approach creates a much-needed new line 
of investigation where employees are at the centre of research. 
In addition to recognizing the importance of the employee's per-
spective, the third contribution is employee key stakeholder rec-
ognition, reinforcing their importance in shaping organizational 
outcomes. The fourth contribution is the identification of value 
generation through social sustainability, highlighting the role of 
social sustainability as a catalyst for generating value within or-
ganizations. The fifth contribution is the identification of benefits 
for firms resulting from the investigated interactions, shedding 
light on the advantages that can be accrued from integrating social 
sustainability and fair human resource practices, especially since 
labour practices only exert a positive influence on perceived orga-
nizational performance when they are mediated by perceived so-
cial sustainability. Finally, the sixth contribution of this study is the 
provision of strategic insights. These can guide companies in their 
efforts to achieve better outcomes and long-term sustainability.

2  |  LITER ATURE RE VIE W

2.1  |  Stakeholder theory

The stakeholder theory stands out as the most robust framework 
for sustainability metrics (Khosravi & Izbirak, 2019). The ability of 
companies to achieve the objectives incorporated in their mission 
can be affected or affect stakeholders who, therefore, have to be 
appreciated as a vital part of the business strategy (Freeman, 1984). 
Stakeholders increasingly pressure companies to embrace a real 
social commitment (Arco-Castro et  al.,  2020), and recognize so-
cial legitimacy in firms when they conform to societal norms and 
embrace the standards set by administrative organizations (Chu 
et al., 2019). In the realm of stakeholders, employees constitute a 
highly influential group that exhibits a preference for affiliations 
with socially responsible companies, demonstrating increased loy-
alty towards such entities (Brammer & Millington,  2005). When 
they identify with the companies, they demand a planning of 
ethical and moral attitudes (Farooq et al., 2014). This theory ad-
dresses the question of how to effectively manage organizational 
performance, which is one of the most enduring challenges in 

management (Pinto,  2019). Numerous researchers have investi-
gated the influence of stakeholder pressure on the adoption of 
sustainability practices by companies (Ehrgott et al., 2011; Paulraj 
et al., 2017; Sodhi & Tang, 2018; Teuscher et al., 2006; Wolf, 2014). 
This scrutiny is grounded in the understanding that organizational 
performance and can be affected by pressure from stakeholders 
to make certain decisions (Phillips et al., 2003). This influence may 
result in heightened awareness of sustainability, the formulation of 
sustainability objectives and the implementation of corresponding 
sustainable practices (Meixell & Luoma,  2015). Stakeholder the-
ory is frequently used in the field of social sustainability (e.g. Devi 
et al., 2023; Di Maddaloni & Sabini, 2022; Govindan et al., 2021; 
Guzmán-Pérez et al., 2023; Venkatesh et al., 2021). It garners pop-
ularity due to its theoretical coherence and practical applicability 
in empirical contexts (Chi, 2011).

2.2  |  Social sustainability and organizational 
performance

Several studies have focused on issues that relate to social sustain-
ability and company performance: (Maldonado-Guzmán et al., 2023; 
Sroufe & Gopalakrishna-Remani, 2019; Torkayesh et al., 2022). As 
more organizations embrace sustainability, there is a growing em-
phasis on embedding social sustainability into every facet of their 
business operations (Ajmal et  al.,  2018). This strategic emphasis 
is perceived as generating positive changes and fostering a com-
petitive advantage (Lee et  al.,  2021), ultimately contributing to 
robust organizational performance (Orlitzky et  al.,  2003). Social 
sustainability enhances the organization's reputation and prompts 
customer purchases, subsequently translating into improved organi-
zational performance (Awan et  al.,  2020; Thaher & Jaaron,  2022). 
Organizational performance extends beyond the singular objective 
of ensuring profitability for investors, encompassing a dual commit-
ment to prioritizing both environmental sustainability and the well-
being of workers (Bernal-Torres et al., 2023). It is grounded in ethical 
dimensions and prevalent principles within the workplace environ-
ment (Goyal et  al.,  2023). Therefore, a positive relationship exists 
between the management of social sustainability practices and com-
pany performance (Sroufe & Gopalakrishna-Remani, 2019). Socially 
sustainable companies, characterized by fair treatment, good work-
ing conditions and fair wages (Hutchins & Sutherland,  2008), ad-
here to protocols that enhance productivity (Haas & Yorio,  2016). 
Elevating organizational performance requires stakeholders to ap-
preciate the critical role of nurturing social sustainability perfor-
mance (Sroufe & Gopalakrishna-Remani, 2019). Social sustainability 
practices have been demonstrated to exert a beneficial influence on 
the organizational performance of companies (Najjar et  al.,  2024; 
Torkayesh et  al.,  2022; Tran et  al.,  2023). The interconnectedness 
of social sustainability factors within sustainable human resource 
management provides valuable insights for enhancing organizational 
performance (Subramanian & Suresh, 2022). Hence, corporate ex-
ecutives need to grasp the imperative nature of incorporating social 
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4  |    NOGUEIRA et al.

sustainability for the purpose of optimizing organizational perfor-
mance (Bag et al., 2022).

Based on this evidence, the following hypothesis was formulated:

H1. Companies' perceived social sustainability can 
positively influence their perceived organizational 
performance.

2.3  |  Social sustainability and labour practices

Social sustainability benefits from fair human resource policies, fos-
tering relationships and emotional connections across hierarchical 
levels, thereby positively impacting employee satisfaction (Cugueró-
Escofet et al., 2019). A company's social sustainability performance 
mirrors how effectively it puts its social goals into action, encom-
passing aspects like fair labour practices (Alsayegh et al., 2020). The 
well-being and collaborative behaviour of employees exert a sub-
stantial impact on social sustainability (Pradhan et al., 2020). The in-
trinsic nature of sustainability, emphasizing long-term perspectives, 
underscores the paramount importance of cultivating the future 
capabilities of employees (Staniškienė & Stankevičiūtė, 2018). This 
study focuses on three labour practices: employee development, 
employee participation and equal opportunity.

Although there is an acknowledgement of the conceptual link 
between sustainability initiatives and the personal development 
aspirations of employees, there is a scarcity of empirical studies 
investigating this correlation (YinYin Lau et  al.,  2023). The role of 
employee development within human resource management has 
been discussed to establish the foundational elements for sustain-
able and responsible organizations (Podgorodnichenko et al., 2020). 
Employee development constitutes a sustained, collaborative ef-
fort between employees and employers, dedicated to enhancing 
individuals' skills, attitudes, experiences, abilities and knowledge 
for heightened effectiveness (Rahman & Nas, 2013). Effective im-
plementation of employee development catalyses transformative 
change in organizational culture, facilitating the formulation of 
concrete strategies and actions that advance social sustainability 
(Garavan & McGuire,  2010). Employees view their development 
as integral to achieving social sustainability goals (Staniškienė & 
Stankevičiūtė,  2018), influencing the company's relationship with 
stakeholders and enabling the assessment of social sustainability 
within performance measures (Jørgensen et  al.,  2008). Notably, 
business practices prioritizing and facilitating employee develop-
ment significantly contribute to the simultaneous attainment of 
social and economic objectives (Garavan & McGuire, 2010). A fun-
damental connection is evident between employee development 
and the achievement of social sustainability goals (Abid et al., 2020). 
Thus, the following hypothesis was formulated:

H2. The activities of employee development can 
positively influence companies' perceived social 
sustainability.

Employee participation is characterized by a collaborative in-
fluence between supervisors and subordinates (Wagner,  1994). 
The practice extends to creating conditions for employee involve-
ment in decision-making processes, empowering them (Siyal, 2023; 
Staniškienė & Stankevičiūtė, 2018). Transparency in those processes 
reduces the potential negative consequences of perceived leader fa-
vouritism (Yang et al., 2021). Consequently, employee participation 
significantly contributes to the social sustainability of organizations 
(Farooq et al., 2019; Valverde-Moreno et al., 2021). Employees' expe-
riences at work, influencing self-esteem and identity, crucially shape 
their perceptions of the organization (Collier & Esteban, 2007). This 
alignment positively impacts social sustainability. Therefore, the fol-
lowing hypothesis was developed.

H3. The activities of employee participation activ-
ities can positively influence companies' perceived 
social sustainability.

In labour terms, equal opportunities represent labour prac-
tices that are not based on the sociodemographic characteristics 
of employees (Staniškienė & Stankevičiūtė,  2018). Each individual 
possesses the entitlement to receive fair and equitable treatment 
(Vitorio Junior & Kripka, 2020). There are measures that companies 
can implement to ensure it (Ingenhoff & Koelling,  2012). Socially 
responsible companies provide a working environment that is free 
from discrimination (Sorribes et al., 2021). Equal opportunities trans-
late to the employees' perception that there is no discrimination in 
how they are treated (Armstrong et al., 2010; Bengisu & Balta, 2010). 
Consequently, it is identified as an important indicator of the social 
dimension of sustainability (Rafiaani, Kuppens, et al., 2020). In this 
manner, the following hypothesis was articulated:

H4. The activities of equal opportunity can positively 
influence companies' perceived social sustainability.

2.4  |  Organizational performance and 
labour practices

Both academia and the business community concur that the manage-
ment of people significantly influences organizational performance 
(Delaney & Huselid,  1996). Employee postures serve as levers of 
organizational performance (Saari & Judge,  2004), emphasizing the 
vital role of employee voice in this context (Fast et al., 2014). Qualified 
and motivated employees, actively engaged in decision-making pro-
cesses, exert influence on organizational performance (Delaney & 
Huselid, 1996). The literature robustly supports the positive relation-
ship between sustainable human resource management and organi-
zational performance (Podgorodnichenko et al., 2022). Organizational 
performance is significantly affected by the well-being and collabora-
tive behaviour exhibited by employees (Pradhan et al., 2020).

Employee development and organizational performance con-
stitute primary focal points within the overarching leadership 
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perspective (Nie et al., 2023). Managers have the capability to direct 
employee development towards tangible and meaningful organiza-
tional outcomes (Akdere & Egan, 2020). The achievement of supe-
rior employee performance is predicated on skill acquisition and the 
cultivation of intrinsic motivation, culminating in the attainment of 
a competitive advantage and, consequently, augmenting organiza-
tional performance (Mason & Simmons, 2011). Especially, the adop-
tion of formal training practices establishes a positive association 
with organizational performance (Obeidat et  al.,  2016). Employee 
development stands as a primary dimension within a human re-
sources practice system, contributing to the enhancement of opera-
tional performance (Katou, 2017). This led to the formulation of the 
following hypothesis:

H2a. The activities of employee development can 
positively influence companies' perceived organiza-
tional performance.

The link between employee participation activities and orga-
nizational outcomes is underscored by various studies (Jiang & 
Messersmith, 2018; Khatri, 2000; Litwin & Eaton, 2018). This human 
resource management practice improves organizational perfor-
mance (Arthur, 1992; Batt, 2002; Litwin & Eaton, 2018), improves 
morale (Spreitzer & Mishra,  1999) and increases productivity and 
effectiveness (Gollan,  2005). For a long time, informal participa-
tion was positively associated with productivity and performance 
(Cotton et al., 1988). Employees exhibit a distinct risk profile within 
the organizational context (Swailes,  2013). Through the influence 
of management, they experience the personalization of corpo-
rate culture and are subject to its impact on their actions (Nyuur 
et al., 2022). Ethical practice implementation profoundly influences 
employees' satisfaction and engagement levels (Nyuur et al., 2022). 
Thus, the next hypothesis was articulated:

H3a. The activities of employee participation can 
positively influence companies' perceived organiza-
tional performance.

Promoting equal opportunities enables companies to effectively 
allocate resources and foster a multicultural environment, enhanc-
ing productivity and driving exceptional business performance 
(Lucia et al., 2020). Employees face risks of professional stagnation, 
constrained salary growth and reduced employability, underscoring 
the imperative for proactive organizational strategies to mitigate 
these challenges (Swailes,  2013). Fair and equitable human re-
sources practices contribute to a caring climate that yields a com-
petitive advantage (Manroop, 2015). Research by Peccei and Van De 
Voorde (2019) has shown that mutual gain conceptualizations play a 
dominant role in extant human resources management—employees 
well-being—and organizational performance research. Therefore, 
the following hypothesis was formulated:

H4a. The activities of equal opportunity can 

positively influence companies perceived organiza-
tional performance.

2.5  |  Social sustainability as a mediator between 
labour practices and organizational performance

Labour practices play a pivotal role in the realm of social sustain-
ability, emerging as a crucial element in the pursuit of sustainable 
development (Awan et  al., 2018). The interaction between human 
resources and corporate social responsibility facilitates the transfor-
mation of corporate social responsibility into a fully fledged, distinct 
capability and a long-term, competitive asset for the organization 
(Jamali et al., 2015). Thus, there is a connection between the sustain-
ability of a business and its competitiveness (Saunila et  al., 2023). 
The correlation between sustainability and company performance 
underscores the significance of social sustainability in establishing 
enduring competitiveness (Wu & Pagell, 2011). Organizational per-
formance is predicted by the organization's commitment to sustain-
ability (Croom et al., 2018).

The mediating role of social sustainability is apparent in its ability 
to establish a connection between employee development and or-
ganizational performance. Empirical support for this relationship is 
evident, as research indicates that investments in employee develop-
ment enhance performance (Delaney & Huselid, 1996). Furthermore, 
these investments positively influence high-performance work 
systems (Barnard & Rodgers,  2000), ultimately influencing organi-
zational performance (Jayathilake et  al.,  2021; Khan et  al.,  2019). 
Accordingly, the following hypothesis was established.

H2b. The activities of employee development can 
positively influence perceived organizational perfor-
mance when mediated by companies' perceived social 
sustainability.

Employee participation, a pivotal management tool, contributes 
to sustainable competitive advantages (Uribetxebarria et al., 2021) 
and enhances performance (Delaney & Huselid, 1996; Lu et al., 2015), 
the workplace profitability (Yanadori & Jaarsveld, 2014) and overall 
company profit (Jiang et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2017). Social sustain-
ability functions as a mediator (Chavez et al., 2022). Motivated indi-
viduals, who believe in organizational care, demonstrate heightened 
work efficiency (Kaplan & Bradley, 2009; Wang et al., 2015). Hence, 
the following hypothesis was derived.

H3b. The activities of employee participation can 
positively influence perceived organizational perfor-
mance when mediated by companies' perceived social 
sustainability.

When equal opportunity considerations are integrated into com-
panies' decision-making processes, it contributes to enhanced social 
sustainability and reduced economic costs (Rafiaani, Dikopoulou, 
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6  |    NOGUEIRA et al.

et  al.,  2020). Companies prioritizing equal opportunity exhibit a 
heightened propensity for value creation (Samet et  al.,  2022) and 
greater assurance of long-term viability (Azapagic,  2003), thereby 
positively impacting organizational performance (Armstrong 
et al., 2010; García-rodríguez et al., 2020). The substantial linkage 
between sustainability and organizational performance is well es-
tablished (Chatterjee et  al.,  2023). The intricate interplay among 
equal opportunity, social sustainability and organizational perfor-
mance necessitates thorough exploration. For this reason, the fol-
lowing hypothesis was generated:

H4b. The activities of equal opportunity can pos-
itively influence perceived organizational perfor-
mance when mediated by companies' perceived social 
sustainability.

In this context, a structural research model and the formulated 
hypotheses are presented in Figure 1.

3  |  MATERIAL S AND METHODS

3.1  |  Sample and measurements

3.1.1  |  Sample

The sample for this study was collected using a questionnaire, 
made available online, between April and September 2022, to 
Portuguese employees. The hyperlink to the questionnaire was 
distributed through the authors' social media (Facebook, LinkedIn 
and Instagram). Therefore, this is a non-probabilistic sample, for 
convenience. Thereby guaranteeing the anonymity of responses, 
as those involved only had access to the hyperlink. This ensures 
the protection of ethical concerns, as the very first question of the 

survey concerns obtaining informed consent, without revealing the 
identity of the person taking part. The research process was centred 
around two crucial ethical concerns: safeguarding personal data and 
researcher transparency (Gelinas et al., 2017). The conception and 
execution of surveys must begin with a primary focus on the detec-
tion of fraud (Levi et al., 2022; Roehl & Harland, 2022). The condition 
for participation was to be an employee of a for-profit company for 
at least 6 months, and this requirement was reflected in the partici-
pation instructions. Participants were informed of the study's objec-
tive and gave their informed consent to the use of the data. Their 
participation was voluntary and anonymous. A pre-test with 15 par-
ticipants (with different sociodemographic characteristics: gender, 
age, education and income) was conducted to ensure that the par-
ticipants understood the questions. This approach resulted in a data 
set comprising 574 valid responses. In 2023, the active population in 
Portugal amounted to around 5.3 million people (de Portugal, 2024). 
For the sample to be representative, with a margin of error of 3%, 
around 1067 responses from Portuguese workers would be needed. 
As the sample in this study is smaller, it is not representative of the 
Portuguese active population.

3.1.2  |  Measurements

The questionnaire consists of six groups of questions, which were 
adapted. The first group (i) was adapted from Staniškienė and 
Stankevičiūtė  (2018) and gathered information regarding sociode-
mographic characteristics. In the remaining groups, the employees' 
perceptions were evaluated concerning: (ii) employee develop-
ment (adapted from Holtbrügge et  al.  (2015) and Staniškienė and 
Stankevičiūtė  (2018)); (iii) employee participation (adapted from 
Cheng  (2021) and Staniškienė and Stankevičiūtė  (2018)); (iv) equal 
opportunity (adapted from: Nie et  al.  (2018), Rodríguez-Ariza 
et  al.  (2017) and Staniškienė and Stankevičiūtė  (2018)); (v) social 

F I G U R E  1  Structural research model 
and hypotheses.Direct Effect ; Indirect Effect

Social
Sustainability

Employee 
Development

Employee

Participation

Equal

Opportunity

H2

H4

H3

H3b

H2a

H1

H2b

H3a

H4a

H4b

Labour 
Practices

Organizational

Performance
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sustainability (adapted from Hale et  al.  (2019)); and (vi) organiza-
tional performance (adapted from Claver-Cortés et al. (2020) and Yu 
and Choi (2014)). A 5-point Likert scale was adopted to measure all 
the questions, in which 1 corresponds to totally disagree and 5 to 
totally agree.

Labour practices
The evaluation of employee development (ED1 to ED5, in Table 2) 
was conducted taking into account the study of Holtbrügge 
et  al.  (2015). These authors contend that employee development 
is facilitated by employee cohesion and morality, which are empha-
sized by a flexibility-oriented culture that emphasizes development 
and spontaneity. The evaluation also took into account Staniškienė 
and Stankevičiūtė  (2018) posits that employee development con-
cerns are linked to the development of competencies, which the 
employees require now and in the future. This encompasses the 
training of employees, the transfer of experience within the organi-
zation and the development of their abilities to obtain employment 
in the future.

Employee participation reflects mission-driven firms that can 
foster, enhance and broaden virtues in a win-win situation both 
within the firm and beyond since they can unite all stakeholders 
around a common goal (Ezvan & Langohr,  2022). The measure-
ment of employee participation (EP1 to EP5, in Table  2) was de-
veloped based on the works by Cheng (2021) and Staniškienė and 
Stankevičiūtė (2018). The survey explored questions that probed the 
conditions the firm imposes or fails to create, for the involvement 
of employees in the decision-making process, in submitting sugges-
tions for enhancement and exchanging data.

The principle of equal opportunity, which is a part of distributive 
justice, prevents people from agreeing that certain groups should 
be afforded more opportunities than others (Schumann, 2001). The 
evaluation of the degree to which each company reflects an equal 
opportunity environment (EQ1 to EQ6, in Table 2) was conducted by 
applying the work of Nie et al. (2018), Rodríguez-Ariza et al. (2017) 
and Staniškienė and Stankevičiūtė  (2018). The group of inquiries 
pertaining to equal opportunity links the demographic characteris-
tics of employees to the organizational procedures employed by the 
organizations.

Perceived social sustainability
This construct was measured following the work of Hale et al. (2019), 
where several indicators that assess social sustainability have been 
organized into two categories: performative fair labour measures 
(SS1 to SS13, in Table 3), which aim to determine whether individuals 
perceive labour as a concern, whether there are any exploitative ac-
tivities and how they are perceived; and performative social sustain-
ability measures (SS14 to SS24, in Table 3), which aim to incorporate 
concerns regarding development and performance.

Perceived organizational performance
This construct was measured in the sixth group of questions (OP1 
to OP4 in Table  3). It was designed as a variant of the balanced 

scorecard approach, which relies on a variety of global output 
metrics (Yu & Choi, 2014). The estimation of this variable encom-
passed issues pertaining to the company's profitability and the gen-
eration and preservation of advantageous positions (Claver-Cortés 
et al., 2020; Yu & Choi, 2014).

3.2  |  Data analysis

This study adopts a quantitative approach. In SPSSv.25, the statisti-
cal analysis of the constructs proposed in the research model was 
carried out. Using the same software, an exploratory factor analy-
sis was carried out with the aim of dividing the question items into 
factors and a confirmatory factor analysis in order to evaluate the 
confirmatory factor loadings and the reflective nature of the model. 
Simple linear regressions were also tested to assess the associa-
tion between the sociodemographic characteristics of employees 
with their perception of social sustainability and the organizational 
performance of companies. The partial least squares method was 
employed to test the research model hypotheses, in Smart PLS 4.0. 
(Ringle et al., 2022). This method is appropriate for the treatment of 
samples collected through questionnaires since it does not require 
data normality and allows the optimization of the relationships be-
tween the collected items and the constituted latent variables and 
between the latent variables (Ringle et al., 2020). Three measures 
must evaluate the validity and reliability of the construct: (i) average 
variance extracted (AVE > 0.50), (ii) Cronbach's alpha (Cα > 0.70) and 
(iii) composite reliability (CR > 0.70) (Hair et al., 2019). The Fornell–
Larcker criterion should be used for the discriminant validity test. 
The predictive prediction must be tested against the values of R2 of 
the endogenous latent variable.

4  |  RESULTS

4.1  |  Descriptive analysis

The sample consists of 574 valid responses. Volunteer-employed 
adults participated, 53.3% male, 46% female and 0.7% non-binary. 
The results of linear regression analyses, shown in Table  1, allow 
the assessment of relationships between demographic character-
istics and dependent variables (perceived social sustainability and 
perceived organizational performance). There appears to be a posi-
tive statistical association between gender and perceived social sus-
tainability (β = .0303). In this way, women are more concerned with 
social sustainability. There is no statistical evidence that gender in-
fluences perceived organizational performance.

More than half of the participants are between 36 and 50 years 
old (53.7%), and the average age is 43.7. Older employees tend to 
perceive lower organizational performance (β = −.1303). Regarding 
the level of education, 74.2% of this study's participants have com-
pleted higher education studies (42.16% have a degree, 21.95% 
have a master's and 10.1% have a doctorate). Employees with 
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8  |    NOGUEIRA et al.

more education have greater perceptions of social sustainability 
(β = .0225) and organizational performance (β = .0049). As far as the 
sector of activity is concerned, the range is quite wide, with 24% of 
the participants carrying out their activity in the education sector, 
14.6% in the financial and insurance sector and 14.6% in the man-
ufacturing industries sector. There is no statistically significant re-
lationship between the sector of activity in which employees work 
and perceived social sustainability and organizational performance. 
Ultimately, in regard to the nature of function performed, it is note-
worthy that 52.3% of the sample comprises qualified personnel (who 
do not perform management duties), while the remaining employees 
are non-qualified. Skilled employees tend to have greater percep-
tions of social sustainability and positively influence perceived orga-
nizational performance (β = .2039 and β = .1899, respectively).

Table 2 presents a statistical analysis (means and standard de-
viations) for the independent variables, shown in Figure 1. The re-
sponses regarding employee development are, on average, greater 
than 3.00, which attests that there are favourable conditions for the 
development of employees in Portuguese companies. The guarantee 
of opportunity offered by companies to develop general and profes-
sional skills is more valued by employees (mean (M) = 3.48). Employee 
participation also generated high agreement (M = 3.60), which may 
indicate that Portuguese companies encourage conditions for em-
ployees to intervene in their processes, namely by making sugges-
tions about improving the organization's processes (M = 3.88) and 
sharing work problems with the bosses (M = 3.81). Finally, equal 
opportunities (M = 3.10) translate that the strategy of Portuguese 
companies is based on parity among employees, with the most val-
ued item being equal opportunities for men and women for career 
progression (M = 3.55). However, it should be noted that the con-
struct of equal opportunities was the one that generated the least 
agreement among the Portuguese employees surveyed, followed by 
employee development and, finally, employee participation.

Regarding the statistical analysis of the independent variables 
(Table  3), the perceived social sustainability and perceived orga-
nizational performance items generated high and similar levels of 
agreement among the Portuguese employees surveyed (M = 3.60 
and M = 3.58, respectively). Regarding perceived social sustainabil-
ity, the items that generate less agreement are those related to a 
fair wage (M = 2.77), knowledge of the employees' representative 
(M = 2.82) and the employer's help to the family (M = 2.73). Regarding 

TA B L E  1  Association of sociodemographic variables with 
the dependent variables (social sustainability and organizational 
performance).

Social sustainability
Organizational 
performance

Beta p-value Beta p-value

Gender .0303 .0068 −.0783 .4842

Age −.0474 .3318 −.1303 .0431

Education .0225 .0528 .0049 .0931

Sector of activity −.0027 .7741 −.0024 .8714

Function that performs .2039 .0000 .1899 .0001

TA B L E  2  Mean and standard deviation of independent variables.

Variables Mean
Standard 
deviation

Employee development 3.29 1.16

ED1. The company guarantees opportunities for employees to develop their general and professional skills 3.48 1.11

ED2. Employee skills development is oriented towards future needs 3.42 1.12

ED3. The company guarantees opportunities for employees to participate in fairs or internships 3.16 1.23

ED4. The company applies different ways for employee development 3.13 1.11

ED5. The company constantly encourages employees to develop their skills 3.28 1.22

Employee participation 3.60 1.07

EP1. Employees share their personal problems with their bosses 3.00 1.11

EP2. Employees share work-related problems with their bosses 3.81 1.02

EP3. Employees give suggestions on improving the organization's processes 3.88 0.95

EP4. The company encourages employees to take responsibility for their decisions 3.65 1.10

EP5. The company encourages employees to give suggestions on improving processes in the organization 3.66 1.18

Equal opportunity 3.10 1.26

EO1. The compensation system is understandable for employees 3.01 1.26

EO2. The compensation system is fair 2.77 1.23

EO3. Employees are paid the same for the same work 2.88 1.29

EO4. The company guarantees equal opportunities for personal development of employees 3.10 1.28

EO5. The company guarantees equal opportunities for all candidates during the selection process 3.29 1.20

EO6. The company ensures equal opportunities for men and women to advance in their careers 3.55 1.30
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    |  9NOGUEIRA et al.

perceived organizational performance, there is a balance in the de-
gree of agreement among the items surveyed.

4.2  |  Factor analysis

The outcomes of the exploratory factor analysis and the confirma-
tory factor analysis are available in Appendix Table  A1. With re-
gard to the exploratory factor analysis, the 44 initial items, which 
were analysed using exploratory factor analysis, were divided into 
five factors, as stipulated in the research model: (1) factor 1 corre-
sponds to the labour practice of employee development concerns, 
with five items; (2) factor 2 corresponds to the labour practice of 
employee participation, with five items; (3) factor 3 corresponds to 
the labour practice equal opportunity, with six items; (4) factor 4 
with 24 items corresponds to social sustainability; and, (5) factor 5 
with four items correspond to organizational performance. In light 
of the questionnaire-based data collection, we conducted an exami-
nation for common method bias in SPSS utilizing the Harman uni-
factorial test to scrutinize response consistency and potential bias 
(Kock, 2021). The cumulative variance of the five constructs is de-
termined to be 70.65%, with the largest factor explaining 43.39% of 
variance. Given that no individual factor accounts for a variation ex-
ceeding 50%, it is improbable that common method bias influences 
our data set (Kock, 2021). Appendix Table A1 includes the confirma-
tory factor loads derived from the application of confirmatory factor 
analysis. All confirmatory factor loads surpass the threshold of 0.70, 
resulting in the retention of all items, thereby affirming the reflective 
nature of the model (Hair et al., 2020).

4.3  |  Evaluation of reflective measurement model

Table 4 presents the validation measures of the model obtained by 
estimating the research model using the PLS method in terms of 
discriminant, validity, reliability and convergence following the in-
dications of Hair et al.  (2019). According to the results, the model 

TA B L E  3  Mean and standard deviation of dependent variables.

Variables Mean
Standard 
deviation

Social sustainability 3.60 1.04

SS1. My salary is fair 2.77 1.28

SS2. My housing is good 4.01 0.75

SS3. I'm safe at work 3.72 1.01

SS4. I'm learning new skills 3.52 1.14

SS5. I know who my union and/or 
employee representative is

2.82 1.33

SS6. Men and women are treated 
equally at work

3.86 1.17

SS7. I have time to chat with my 
co-workers

3.81 0.99

SS8. I can talk to my boss about my 
ideas for improving tasks

3.86 1.10

SS9. I have access to good food 3.74 1.08

SS10. Employer helps families get things 
they need (e.g. school for children)

2.73 1.25

SS11. I can get a promotion 3.10 1.30

SS12. I received good training for my job 3.38 1.23

SS13. My job helps me achieve the 
things I want in my life

3.52 1.15

SS14. The worker dispute resolution 
process is effective

3.06 0.96

SS15. Employees are able to talk to 
each other about their interests and 
aspirations

3.68 0.93

SS16. Good systems are in place to 
ensure workers are treated fairly

3.21 1.10

SS17. The opinions of people from 
diverse backgrounds, in terms 
of gender, ethnicity, age and 
nationality, can be useful for 
decision-making

3.76 0.99

SS18. I live with people who do not have 
my profession

4.14 0.90

SS19. It is important to maintain good 
relations with community members

4.31 0.82

SS20. It is important to maintain good 
relations with people different 
from me in terms of gender, race, 
nationality, interests and aspirations

4.39 0.78

SS21. Most people in my community are 
trustworthy

3.61 0.95

SS22. Leadership in my industry is 
trusted

3.48 1.08

SS23. I can adequately express my 
views on sustainability to society 
at large

3.85 0.85

SS24. I am able to work with people 
who have views on sustainability 
that are different from mine

4.09 0.79

Variables Mean
Standard 
deviation

Organizational performance 3.58 1.02

OP1. The company has a competitive 
advantage in its sales growth

3.57 1.03

OP2. The company has a competitive 
advantage in its market share

3.60 1.05

OP3. The company has a competitive 
advantage in its profit growth

3.56 1.01

OP4. The company has a competitive 
advantage in its return on 
investment

3.58 0.99

TA B L E  3  (Continued)
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10  |    NOGUEIRA et al.

has factorial convergence and is reliable since Cα and CR > 0.70 (Hair 
et  al.,  2019). The model has Chi-square (p = .087), goodness-of-fit 
(0.978), comparative fit index (0.791) and standard root mean square 
residual (0.078), which attests to the goodness of the model's fit, 
also according to Hair et al. (2019). For the measurement of the dis-
criminant validity, the Fornell–Larcker criterion was used, with dis-
criminant validity between the latent variables and the way they are 
measured (Table 4).

Table 5 presents the results of the estimation of multiple linear 
regressions based on the relationships and hypotheses presented in 
the research model.

The results (Table  5) demonstrate the positive relationships 
between perceived social sustainability and perceived organiza-
tional performance (β = .321) and among employee development, 
employee participation and equal opportunity and perceived social 
sustainability (β = .292, β = .220, β = .410, respectively), supporting 
hypotheses H1, H2, H3, and H4. However, the positive influence 
of independent variables on perceived social sustainability is not 
similar. Equal opportunity is the construct that most influences per-
ceived social sustainability, followed by employee development and 
participation.

The results also demonstrate that the relationship between the 
studied labour practices (employee development, employee partic-
ipation and equal opportunity) and perceived organizational per-
formance (β = .099, β = .128, β = .132, correspondingly) is positive. 
However, that relationship does not have statistical significance, and 
therefore, H2a, H3a, and H4a are rejected.

As proposed in the research model, the mediating effect of per-
ceived social sustainability was also tested (Table 6). There is a posi-
tive influence of employee development, employee participation and 
equal opportunities in organizational performance (β = .094, β = .071 
and β = .132, respectively) when mediated by perceived social sus-
tainability. Thus, hypotheses H2b, H3b, and H4b are confirmed.

5  |  DISCUSSION

5.1  |  Discussion of results

Society is increasingly critical of the way companies operate 
and their results. This pressure makes companies seek not only 
financial results but also environmental and social ones (Chen 
et  al.,  2022). Hence, the need to understand how the social 
sustainability of companies can influence organizational per-
formance. Thus, that can become a competitive advantage (Lee 
et al., 2021) with the ability to strengthen organizational perfor-
mance (Orlitzky et al., 2003).

This study investigates whether perceived social sustainability 
can influence perceived organizational performance and the deter-
minants of social sustainability. The results reinforce previous stud-
ies' findings and demonstrate that companies' social sustainability 
can influence organizational performance (Torkayesh et  al.,  2022) 
and be influenced by labour practices, such as employee develop-
ment (Staniškienė & Stankevičiūtė,  2018), employee participation 

TA B L E  5  Direct effects on social sustainability and organizational performance.

Effects on endogenous variable Coefficient (β) t value (bootstrap) p values Confidence interval (2.5%; 97.5%)
Hypothesis 
support

Social sustainability (R2 = .681/Q2 = 0.247)

H2: Employees development .292 5.169 .000 (0.166; 0.390) Yes

H3: Employee participation .220 3.851 .000 (0.115; 0.329) Yes

H4: Equal opportunity .410 6.579 .000 (0.287; 0.516) Yes

Organizational performance (R2 = .370/Q2 = 0.330)

H1: Social sustainability .321 3.331 .001 (0.472; 0.675) Yes

H2a: Employee development .099 1.061 .289 (−0.066; 0.288) No

H3a: Employee participation .128 1.620 .106 (−0.029; 0.296) No

H4a: Equal opportunity .132 1.410 .159 (−0.040; 0.319) No

TA B L E  4  Discriminant, reliability and convergence of PLS model.

Cα CR AVE ED EP EO OP SS

Employees development (ED) 0.901 0.927 0.720 0.848

Employee participation (EP) 0.854 0.896 0.637 0.608 0.798

Equal opportunity (EO) 0.921 0.938 0.718 0.805 0.599 0.847

Organizational performance (OP) 0.966 0.976 0.909 0.525 0.472 0.536 0.953

Social sustainability (SS) 0.928 0.935 0.586 0.751 0.644 0.769 0.578 0.766

Note: AVE square root in bold.
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    |  11NOGUEIRA et al.

(Valverde-Moreno et  al.,  2021) and equal opportunity (Rafiaani, 
Kuppens, et al., 2020). It also investigates whether the determinants 
of social sustainability positively influence perceived organizational 
performance when mediated by perceived social sustainability. It 
was concluded that perceived social sustainability positively influ-
ences perceived organizational performance and plays a mediating 
role between the constructs that represent labour practices and 
perceived organizational performance. This strengthens the need 
for a paradigm shift in companies. Social sustainability should be a 
resource for companies, enhancing positive organizational changes 
and obliging them to change their focus from the short to the long 
term (Lee et al., 2021). Thus, managers must adapt their approach to 
social sustainability so that it is possible to maintain the level of op-
erational performance (Kot et al., 2019). Therefore, proactive social 
strategies that encourage social collaboration should be promoted 
(Lim et  al.,  2022). Consequently, orienting business practices to-
wards sustainability stimulates organizational performance (Croom 
et al., 2018; Nath & Agrawal, 2020).

The results referring to employee development, employee par-
ticipation and equal opportunity labour practices, in line with sev-
eral previous studies (García-Rodríguez et  al.,  2020; Jayathilake 
et al., 2021; Khan et al., 2019; Lu et al., 2015), reinforce the relation-
ship between social sustainability and organizational performance. 
By demonstrating that labour practices are positive influencers of 
social sustainability, which also positively influences organizational 
performance. This justifies focusing on employees' concerns and 
well-being when studying social sustainability (Pfeffer, 2010). As it is 
known that social sustainability is influenced by fair human resource 
management strategies (Cugueró-Escofet et  al.,  2019), it can then 
be concluded that Portuguese employees see their companies as re-
spectful of norms considered fair.

Employee development is synonymous with a qualitative evolu-
tion of employees' characteristics, which can serve the interests of 
both companies and employees—making this evolution a win-win sit-
uation for everyone involved. Thus, employee development becomes 
fundamental, in a positive way, for social sustainability (Staniškienė 
& Stankevičiūtė, 2018) and organizational performance (Jayathilake 
et al., 2021; Khan et al., 2019). The study reinforces the previous sug-
gestions that employee participation promotes social sustainability 

(Farooq et al., 2019; Valverde-Moreno et al., 2021) and its connec-
tion to organizational performance (Jiang & Messersmith,  2018; 
Khatri, 2000; Litwin & Eaton, 2018). There should be no resistance 
to these reflections when considering that employees, like all human 
beings, produce better results if they are included in labour pro-
cesses and decisions. Everyone seeks to be seen and valued. When 
this happens, employees are willing to make an additional effort that 
allows for personal fulfilment and improves social and organizational 
performance indicators. Also, equal opportunity can positively influ-
ence social sustainability (Rafiaani, Dikopoulou, et al., 2020) and or-
ganizational performance (Armstrong et al., 2010; García-rodríguez 
et  al.,  2020). Social equity is at the heart of the European social 
model (Haar & Copeland, 2010) and is present in the labour relations 
of Portuguese employees. These employees value cultural diversity 
and social relationships. Thus, they are willing to contribute more 
positively to social sustainability and organizational performance 
when they feel equal treatment and opportunity.

Regarding the results of the relationship between labour prac-
tices (employee development, employee participation and equal 
opportunities) and perceived organizational performance, a posi-
tive influence was identified, but without statistical significance. 
Given that the direct relationship between labour practices and 
perceived organizational performance is not statistically signifi-
cant, but that there is a positive relationship between labour prac-
tices and organizational performance, when mediated by social 
sustainability, highlights the importance of the mediating variable. 
Therefore, labour practices only positively influence organiza-
tional performance when there is social sustainability in compa-
nies mediating this relationship.

Finally, the results of this study make clear the importance that 
employees have in the company stakeholders' group. Because, not 
only are they the ones who define business strategies and how to 
put them into practice but they are also the ones who execute them. 
Furthermore, as the recipients of labour practices, they can impact 
and contribute through their participation in companies for social 
sustainability and organizational performance.

The formulated conclusions and the gained insights resulted in 
the formulation of a conceptual framework: social sustainability-
driven organizational performance model (Figure 2).

TA B L E  6  Mediation path results.

Effects on endogenous variable Coefficient (β) t value (bootstrap) p values
Confidence interval 
(2.5%; 97.5%)

Hypothesis 
support

Organizational performance

H2b: Employees development → Social 
sustainability → Organizational 
performance

.094 2.297 .022 (0.034; 0.184) Yes

H3b: Employee participation → Social 
sustainability → Organizational 
performance

.071 2.636 .009 (0.028; 0.132) Yes

H4b: Equal opportunity → Social 
sustainability → Organizational 
performance

.132 3.114 .002 (0.045; 0.213) Yes
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5.2  |  Theoretical implications

This study demonstrates the role of stakeholder theory in linking 
labour practices to perceived social sustainability and perceived 
organizational performance. It also makes it possible to define an-
tecedents of social sustainability and organizational performance, 
by testing the relationships between the constructs of the research 
model and by filling the gap in studies related to the scarce research 
on the evaluation of employees' perceptions. The proposed original 
research model reinforces the role of employees as a central figure 
among stakeholders, as they directly influence business processes 
and results. In addition to improving social sustainability and, con-
sequently, the company's reputation, employees are also a means 
of obtaining gains through improving organizational performance. 
This finding is an argument for the defence of social sustainability 
practices as a way of obtaining benefits. In addition, this study con-
tributes to deepening quantitative measures of social sustainability 
and its relationship with organizational performance.

5.3  |  Practical implications

For the organizations and managers, the results demonstrate that 
labour practices can contribute to perceived social sustainability 
and perceived organizational performance. For the implementation 
of social sustainability to be effective, companies need to include in-
clusive, participatory and proactive human resources policies in their 
business strategies. Business strategies must incorporate synergies 
created by labour practices.

To this end, at the level of employee development, they must: 
(i) guarantee effective opportunities for employee participation in 
strategic planning, creating opportunities for proposals, suggestions 
and innovative ideas; (ii) develop future strategic skills in employ-
ees by investing not only in specialized training but also in entre-
preneurship and financial literacy training to involve employees with 
the business and financial objectives; and (iii) seek to promote the 

sharing of knowledge between companies of the same sector at a 
national and international level, proposing internship periods in this 
type of companies to accommodate better working practices. As far 
as employee participation is concerned, the social distance between 
upper and lower hierarchies has to be shortened. To this end, coach-
ing and personal development actions involving employees from 
different hierarchical levels are proposed. This will create a connec-
tion and empathy between the different employees, encouraging 
the sharing of work and personal problems and will lead to a greater 
balance in personal and work relationships. In addition, it will allow 
for more uninhibited participation for employees to give suggestions 
and greater accountability for the tasks performed. In terms of equal 
opportunities, this being the construct that most influences social 
sustainability and which generated the least agreement among 
Portuguese employees, companies should invest in transparent and 
fair selection processes, with outsourcing with a recruitment com-
pany being possibly one option. In addition, investing in implement-
ing fair and clear assessment systems with an annual definition of 
objectives, quarterly monitoring and self-assessments of employees 
and feedback meetings on the work carried out and evaluated. It 
is also important to establish career possibilities and work benefits 
(emotional wages) that make employees more satisfied and commit-
ted to the companies.

Regarding the implications for the policymakers, it is suggested 
that governments, employing non-intrusive strategies, can en-
hance awareness and develop capabilities for social sustainability. 
Measures such as informative websites and reports are instrumen-
tal in furnishing essential information and assisting businesses in 
tackling industry-specific challenges. Also, there is a necessity to 
encourage socially responsible practices through the implemen-
tation of mechanisms such as tax incentives, grants or subsidies, 
and the implementation of recognition programmes to commend 
companies that exhibit exceptional commitment to social responsi-
bility. Furthermore, we urge policymakers to promote stakeholder 
involvement. Encouraging interaction between corporations and a 
wide array of stakeholders while incorporating their viewpoints into 

F I G U R E  2  Social sustainability-driven 
organizational performance model.
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decision-making procedures. Additionally, policymakers are urged to 
prioritize investment in workforce development through collabora-
tion with educational institutions and businesses, aiming to enhance 
training and skill development. Finally, there is a crucial call for poli-
cymakers to actively promote workplace diversity and inclusion, by 
advocating relevant policies and encouraging companies to establish 
diversity objectives.

6  |  CONCLUSION

The present study undertakes an in-depth exploration of the inter-
relationships among labour practices, social sustainability and or-
ganizational performance. Making this investigation distinctive in 
its comprehensive examination of these interconnected elements. 
It seeks to explore the still little-studied perception of employees. 
Although employees are part of companies' stakeholder group, they 
are not given the importance they deserve. Employees are the ones 
to put all business actions into practice, whether in outlining strat-
egy or in its operationalization. Perhaps, they are the ones that pos-
sess the greatest impact on a company's results. The results show 
that perceived social sustainability influences perceived organi-
zational performance, either directly or as a mediating element in 
the relationship between practices of employee development, em-
ployee participation and equal opportunity and perceived organiza-
tional performance. In turn, these labour practices also positively 
influence perceived social sustainability. In this way, the develop-
ment of employees goes hand in hand with the development of the 
company itself, allowing personal knowledge to benefit companies. 
The ever-increasing importance given to individuality and respect 
for difference means that the care taken in dealing with employees 
produces positive results. Accepting everyone's participation and 
equity among all is a path to perceived social sustainability but also 
to enhancing perceived organizational performance.

Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that the examined labour prac-
tices only exhibit a positive influence on perceived organizational 
performance when perceived social sustainability acts as a mediator. 
This underscores the crucial role played by companies' social sus-
tainability. It emphasizes the importance of companies investing in 
and prioritizing social sustainability initiatives, as they play a vital 
role in improving organizational outcomes and overall prosperity. In 
essence, a robust and effectively implemented social sustainability 
framework contributes positively to the organization's success and 
well-being.

This study emphasizes the importance of integrating social sus-
tainability to maximize organizational performance, providing valu-
able insights for business leaders. The original conceptual framework 
proposed the social sustainability-driven organizational perfor-
mance model presents several singularities that not only strengthen 
the results but also help, in a much-needed way, to advance research 
in social sustainability. The data were obtained from the very un-
derstudied employees' perceptions. It studied not only the role of 
labour practices as antecedents of perceived social sustainability but 

also the role of perceived social sustainability as an influencing force, 
and as a mediator, of perceived organizational performance.

Our study aims to be regarded as an exploratory endeavour, 
delving into the intricate interconnections among the studied con-
structs. It has some limitations. The sample in this study is non-
probabilistic was obtained for convenience and is not representative 
of the Portuguese population. In future studies, a greater number 
of participants representing the Portuguese active population must 
be guaranteed. The methodology's basis lies in the viewpoints of 
Portuguese employees, introducing inherent limitations as its appli-
cability cannot be universal. These constraints stem from individ-
ual and contextual factors, and the generalization of study findings 
should be considered within the context of the prevalent macroeco-
nomic scenario during the investigation. The sample is voluntary 
and may not include the perspectives of the most dissatisfied em-
ployees. In addition, three labour practices were used, and including 
other labour practices can lead to different results. Future studies 
should consider other constructs of labour practices and be focused 
on different industries so that it is possible to assess more specific 
implications and compare sectors.
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APPENDIX A

TA B L E  A 1  Exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor analysis.

Items

1 2 3 4 5

Communalities Confirmatory factor loadsED EP EO SS PD

Employee development (ED)

ED1 0.786 0.744 0.898

ED2 0.801 0.722 0.892

ED3 0.712 0.786 0.826

ED4 0.745 0.781 0.713

ED5 0.768 0.784 0.897

Employee participation (EP)

EP1 0.797 0.706 0.722

EP2 0.742 0.720 0.803

EP3 0.755 0.781 0.829

EP4 0.745 0.779 0.851

EP5 0.767 0.744 0.862

Equal opportunity (EO)

EO1 0.718 0.742 0.838

EO2 0.730 0.724 0.853

EO3 0.700 0.710 0.812

EO4 0.789 0.826 0.914

EO5 0.703 0.755 0.874

EO6 0.759 0.788 0.784

Social sustainability (SS)

SS1 0.727 0.758 0.745

SS2 0.745 0.768 0.744

SS3 0.759 0.742 0.731

SS4 0.704 0.735 0.715

SS5 0.735 0.702 0.752

SS6 0.774 0.755 0.725

SS7 0.774 0.714 0.787

SS8 0.735 0.717 0.705

SS9 0.764 0.705 0.714

SS10 0.779 0.765 0.786

SS11 0.717 0.733 0.722

SS12 0.701 0.742 0.711

SS13 0.733 0.764 0.746

SS14 0.743 0.753 0.748

SS15 0.702 0.715 0.783

SS16 0.751 0.722 0.748

SS17 0.706 0.782 0.771

SS18 0.719 0.772 0.734

SS19 0.754 0.776 0.764

SS20 0.712 0.774 0.745

SS21 0.716 0.716 0.717

(Continues)
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Items

1 2 3 4 5

Communalities Confirmatory factor loadsED EP EO SS PD

SS22 0.749 0.768 0.774

SS23 0.716 0.700 0.760

SS24 0.796 0.798 0.735

Organization performance (OP)

OP1 0.834 0.883 0.936

OP2 0.856 0.900 0.954

OP3 0.887 0.931 0.967

OP4 0.855 0.910 0.956

TA B L E  A 1  (Continued)
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