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Can HR Managers as Ethical Leaders Cure the Menace of Precarious Work?
Important Roles of Sustainable HRM and HR Manager Political Skill

ABSTRACT
While extensive research has explored the relationship between HRM and various
organizational and employee outcomes, there remains a significant gap in the literature
regarding the role of HRM in discouraging extreme work. To address this gap, building mainly
on stakeholder theory, we specifically propose that HR managers’ ethical leadership negatively
influences precarious work, which serves as a catalyst for extreme work cultures by
exacerbating workloads, prolonging working hours, and intensifying physical and mental
stress. Importantly, we propose that sustainable HRM mediates the association between HR
managers’ ethical leadership and precarious work. Finally, the present study hypothesizes that
HR managers’ political skill acts as a boundary condition for the effects of HR managers’ ethical
leadership on sustainable HRM and precarious work. Data collected from two sources (260
employees and the same number of HR managers) employing a time-lagged design supported
our hypotheses. Other than theoretical contributions to different important knowledge areas,
such as ethical leadership, HRM, and precarious work, we offer a number of practical
implications that could help organizations counter extreme work and its negative repercussions
mainly for employees.
Keywords. Ethical leadership, sustainable HRM, political skill, extreme work, precarious

work



Introduction
Given the deterritorialized labour markets and working conditions, employees around the
world are exposed to intensified inequalities, insecurities, and several other challenges that
continue to harm the quality of work and working conditions (International Labour Office,
2021). For instance, the incident of Rana Plaza in Dhaka, Bangladesh in 2013, where more
than 1100 people is another example of poor working conditions (ILO, 2013). Even normal
workplaces (i.e., not known for risky and intense work) are turning to extreme work in terms
of long hours, work overload (Boxall & Macky, 2014), and work intensity (Patterson, 2001;
Turnbull & Wass, 2015). Employment is encroaching on employees’ non-workspace and
time, leading to the normalizing of extreme work cultures and behaviours (Holland & Liang,
2019; Patterson, 2001; Turnbull & Wass, 2015). The adverse effects of extreme work on
employees’ well-being and overall quality of life are well-documented (Ho & Kuvaas, 2019;
Wankhade et al., 2020). For example, extreme work leads to poor work-life balance, stress
(Boxall & Macky, 2014; Turnbull & Wass, 2015), fatigue, low staff morale (Wankhade et al.,
2020), and gendered division of labor (Gascoigne et al., 2015). However, despite being
widely recognized as unsustainable and has been linked to a myriad of detrimental outcomes,
our knowledge regarding how organizations address extreme work and effectively alleviate
its negative repercussions for employees’ well-being is scarce (Ho & Kuvaas, 2019;
Wankhade et al., 2020). Therefore, scholars have called for research on identifying different
leader behaviours and organizational practices such as sustainable human resource
management (HRM) to help organizations deal with extreme work and its destructive
outcomes (Ho & Kuvaas, 2019; Wankhade et al., 2020).

To bridge this crucial gap, we foreground the role of HR managers as ethical leaders
in shaping sustainable HR practices that can help organizations go some way to mitigate

extreme work and its negative consequences. Specifically, building mainly on stakeholder
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theory (Freeman, 1984; 1994), we propose that ethical leadership is negatively associated
with precarious work directly and indirectly, via sustainable HRM. Precarious work is
defined as “uncertainty, instability, and insecurity of work in which employees bear the risks
of work and receive limited social benefits and statutory entitlements” (Vosko, 2010, p. 2).
Our focus on precarious work serves a twofold purpose. First, because by fueling the
intensification of workloads, longer working hours, and heightened physical and mental
stress (Patterson, 2001; Vosko, 2010), it acts as a catalyst to extreme work cultures. For
instance, feelings of job insecurity and income uncertainty inherent in precarious employment
arrangements place individuals in a perpetual state of striving, leading to longer work hours
in the pursuit of work-related goals at the expense of their well-being (Butler & Russell,
2018). Second, addressing precarious work in itself is important because it is widespread
across all sectors of the economy, in both developed and developing countries. Precarious
work has several implications for the nature of work, workers, organizations, and gender
roles (Kalleberg, 2009; Kalleberg & Hewison, 2013). Indeed, precarious work is one of the
key challenges that require immediate attention (Butler & Russell, 2018; Moisander et al.,
2018; Petriglieri et al., 2019). By centering our study on precarious work, we assist
organizations in both mitigating precarious work itself and addressing one of the crucial
factors that shape extreme work cultures.

Ethical leadership is understood here as “the demonstration of normatively
appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the
promotion of such conduct to followers” (Brown et al., 2005, p. 120). We focus on ethical
leadership because stakeholder theory posits that businesses have an ethical responsibility to
take care of the rights of all the stakeholders including employees. Since ethical leadership is
a moral and principled approach (Brown & Trevifio, 2006), we argue that ethical leaders take

care of employee rights and can develop and implement a range of organizational policies
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and practices that are aimed at protecting employees by curbing instability, uncertainty, and
insecurity (implied as precarious work). It is noteworthy that we consider HR managers as
ethical leaders, given their imperative role in the development and implementation of
different HR practices, including hiring, training and development, compensation and
rewards, work hours, and leave policy. We understand that HR managers as ethical leaders
can embed ethical values such as fairness and trustworthiness and enforce equal
opportunities, diversity, and job flexibility in related HR functions and thus are better able to
curb precarious work.

Moreover, to explicate why ethical leadership negatively affects precarious work, we
suggest that ethical leadership leads to sustainable HRM, which in turn negatively influences
precarious work. Ehnert et al. (2016, p. 90) define sustainable human resource management
as “the adoption of HRM strategies and practices that enable the achievement of financial,
social, and ecological goals, with an impact inside and outside of the organization and over a
long-term time horizon while controlling for unintended side effects and negative feedback”.
As noted by Jarlstrom et al. (2018), sustainability in HRM covers various similar concepts
such as green HRM (Renwick et al., 2016) and socially responsible HRM (Cohen, 2010).
Green HRM entails HR policies and practices that shape employee pro-environmental
behaviours to ultimately reduce organizations’ carbon footprint and thus does not directly
focus on broader social aspects of businesses. Compared with green HRM, socially
responsible HRM represents a broader concept that takes into account “the triple bottom line
of economic, social, and environmental performance” (Aguinis, 2011, p. 855). To achieve the
triple bottom line, socially responsible HRM focuses on recruiting and retaining employees
who are socially responsible, providing them with training related to corporate social
responsibility, and linking their social contributions through remuneration, performance

appraisals, and promotions (Shen & Benson, 2016). As such, both green HRM and socially
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responsible HRM give primacy to the organization’s objectives and pay less attention to
internal dimensions of social sustainability, which entails issues around employee well-being
(Aust et al., 2022; Pfajfar et al., 2022; Wikhamn, 2019). However, sustainable HRM not only
aims to achieve the triple bottom line but also tends to deal with issues related to employee
wellbeing. Thus, we consider sustainable HRM because other than taking into account a wide
range of human, social and environmental aspects of organizations, it takes care of employee
well-being (Aust et al., 2020; Rothenberg et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the integration of HR
practices with sustainability is not a straightforward process; rather, requires embedding
ethicality across the organization (Jarlstrém et al., 2018). Ethical leaders seek to select
employment programs that comply with institutional requirements while simultaneously
shaping organizational conditions for employees and community well-being (Ali et al., 2022).
As such, we argue that through sustainable HRM, ethical leaders are better able to contribute
to employees’ health and well-being while simultaneously humanizing the work context. In
other words, ethical leadership may reduce precarious work via sustainable HRM practices.
Finally, to foreground when HR managers’ ethical leadership is more effective, we
suggest that HR managers' political skill acts as a boundary condition for the association
between ethical leadership and sustainable HRM and the indirect association (via sustainable
HRM) between ethical leadership and precarious work. Leader political skill is defined as
leaders’ ability “to effectively understand others at work, and to use such knowledge to
influence others to act in ways that enhance one’s personal and/or organizational objectives”
(Ahearn et al., 2004, p. 311). We consider HR managers’ political skill because according to
stakeholder theory (Frooman, 1999), stakeholders become more effective when they have
power in or over the organization, pointing out that the effectiveness of HR managers’ ethical
leadership for developing sustainable HRM and deterring precarious work may depend on their

ability to exert power on others (i.e., employees and top management) in the organization.
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Indeed, political skill plays a critical role in the effectiveness of leaders’ social influence on
others in the organization and gives them the power to influence and manoeuvre different
resources and situations in their favour, enabling them to deal with various individual and
contextual challenges (Ahearn et al., 2004; Ferris et al., 1999). Importantly, leader political
skill is target-specific (Rice & Cotton-Nessler, 2022). As such, we argue that HR managers as
ethical leaders who are high on political skill are more capable of boosting buy-in from others,
within (including top management) and outside of the organization and can be more effective
in achieving their specific targets, such as developing sustainable HRM and deterring
precarious work. Thus, the interaction between HR managers’ political skill and ethical
leadership can have important implications for the effectiveness of HR managers’ ethical
leadership in developing sustainable HRM, as well as dealing with precarious work.

Our study makes several important contributions. First, relying on stakeholder theory,
we provide initial evidence that HR managers’ ethical leadership results in positive
consequences for employees by curbing precarious work. In particular, we demonstrate that
HR managers’ ethical leadership curbs precarious work due to having an embedded
sustainable HRM at the workplace that not only cares about their competence development
and thus financial aspects but also takes into account employees’ health and well-being. In
doing so, we enhance the networks of outcomes and antecedents of ethical leadership and
precarious work, respectively. While existing scholarship suggests that leadership can play an
important role (Heffernan & Wilkinson, 2022; Mrozowicki et al., 2013), there is little
empirical evidence of the links between HR managers’ ethical leadership and precarious
work. Importantly, since precarious employment arrangements can lead to extreme work
(Butler & Russell, 2018; Vosko, 2010), by focusing on the link between ethical leadership
and precarious work, we portray HR managers’ ethical leadership as an important factor that

can assist organization in countering extreme work and its negative consequences. Our
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research aligns with calls for the call for studies examining how organizations can effectively
address extreme work ((Ho & Kuvaas, 2019; Neirotti, 2020; Wankhade et al., 2020).

Second, our research provides an empirical test of the mediating role of sustainable
HRM in the relationship between ethical leadership and precarious work. By doing so, we
contribute to the scarce literature on the antecedents and outcomes of sustainable HRM (Aust
et al., 2020; Ehnert et al., 2016; Rothenberg et al., 2017) and respond to the calls for a closer
understanding of the role of sustainable HRM in dealing with extreme work (Boxall &
Macky, 2014; Wankhade et al., 2020). Finally, the current study contributes to political skill
literature (Ahearn et al., 2004; Kolodinsky et al., 2007; Usman et al., 2020) by highlighting
the value of HR managers’ political skill as a means of accumulating and utilizing different
social and personal resources that strengthen the effectiveness of ethical leadership in
developing sustainable HRM and curbing precarious work. Figure 1 depicts the proposed

model.

Theory and hypotheses

Precarious work

Precarious work has been studied in various disciplines, such as organizational studies (Allan
& Blustein, 2022), public health (Benach et al., 2014), and sociology (Kalleberg, 2009).
Precarious work is a multidimensional construct with numerous objective work
characteristics (e.g., low wages and short contracts) and constitutes what it means to have a
bad job in the 21% century (Kalleberg et al., 2000). Work that is uncertain, insecure, limits
employees' ability to advocate for change, and does not shield them from unfavourable

working conditions is also considered precarious work. (Allan & Blustein, 2022; Birnbaum &



De Wispelaere, 2021; Quintana et al., 2020). A hallmark of precarious work is insecurity and
can take several forms — such as job insecurity (the likelihood of losing one's current job),
labour market insecurity (the likelihood of obtaining a new job), and income insecurity (one’s
ability to sustain during the extended unemployment) (Birnbaum & De Wispelaere, 2021). It
also entails uncertainty about the work itself, as well as indecision on how to handle
unforeseen situations and outcomes due to a lack of access to resources and social power
(Bosmans et al., 2016). Precarious work also includes a wide range of qualitative aspects
such as the nature of work, working conditions, wage rate, work overload, opportunity to
upskill workers, social protection, and employee participation (Gallie et al., 2017). Precarious
work does not involve the benefits of full-time stable jobs that come with healthcare and
pension funds after retirement (Knox, 2006). Further, it renders limited power and control to
the employees, indicating that employees have little participation in collective bargaining
(Allan & Blustein, 2022). Although in developed countries, there are labour laws and
regulations to curb severe forms of precarious work, precarious work has tended to intensify
and manifest in different forms, particularly, in contexts (e.g., several developing countries)
where the role of state and government policy is weak in facilitating the transformation of
work and workers.

Stakeholder theory

The shareholders’ profit maximization is not an immutable law of economics but emerged as
a dominant objective for business organizations out of a long historical context in capitalist
societies. The stakeholder framework was first articulated by Freeman (1984) in his seminal
book entitled “Stakeholder Management: A Stakeholder Approach”, where he
conceptualized stakeholders as any group that affects or is affected by organizational
performance. Stakeholder theory emphasizes the interconnectedness between an organization

and its different stakeholders, such as investors, employees, suppliers, customers,
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communities, and others with a stake in the organization. It stresses that an organization has a
moral obligation towards all the stakeholder groups, not just shareholders. However, it is hard
to determine who is the most significant, powerful, and salient stakeholder. To capture the
saliency of a stakeholder, Frooman (1999) provides a three-pronged approach. First, the
degree to which stakeholders provide the organization with useful resources determines the
saliency of the stakeholders. The second determinant of saliency is the extent to which
potential stakeholders put their resources at risk, such as, if the organization fails, they are
ready to bear the brunt. Lastly, the third determinant is the extent to which the potential
stakeholders have power in or over the organization.

Employees are internal stakeholders, who contribute resources, such as energy, skills,
education, and experience to the organization and play important role in value creation.
Employees are identified as primary stakeholders both from an ethical perspective (Phillips,
1997) and an instrumental point of view (Mitchell et al., 1997). Particularly, employees may
be highly salient stakeholders because they have power, legitimacy, and immediacy — to
whom the organization owes several obligations (Allan & Blustein, 2022).

The discussion of stakeholder theory in relation to HRM is a nascent and rare
occurrence. In their influential review, Ferris, et al. (1999) revealed that a bulk of research
published on HRM management is deeply rooted in micro-level processes that mainly focus
on fairness in recruitment and selection, performance evaluations and fair compensation.
However, broader ethical issues are either mentioned in passing or completely ignored.
Surprisingly, the link between ethical approaches and HRM is underdeveloped as current
approaches to HRM fail to place ethicality as their central warrant (Greenwood, 2013).
Similarly, stakeholder theory is missing from the current analysis of theoretical

underpinnings of HRM even though the term ‘stakeholder’ is used in the employment context



for employees as the immediate and most important and legitimate stakeholders within an
organization (Guerci et al., 2014).

Stakeholder theory provides a pluralistic view of employment relations where it
considers various aspects of morality (e.g., utilitarianism, rights, justice, feminism and
discourse) which highlights that there are various groups with varying needs and interests
within an organization (Greenwood, 2013). As a corollary, Jérlstrém et al. (2018) describe
legitimacy as one of the most important reasons for invoking stakeholder theory. The
stakeholder salience analysis provided by Mitchell (1997) suggests that employees are not
only legitimate but also urgent and powerful stakeholders. Accordingly, any HRM policies
and practices need to consider employees’ needs and rights (Guerci, & Shani, 2013; De
Roeck, & Delobbe, 2012; Irich & Brockbank, 2005). As such, we argue that by relying on the
theoretical underpinnings of stakeholder theory, HRM can serve multiple stakeholders
including employees. Further, as the concepts of ethical leadership, sustainable HRM, and
stakeholder theory are concerned with value creation on various fronts such as the broader
role of businesses in society, social justice, and various stakeholders’ rights, including
employees, stakeholder theory can help us comprehend precarious work, as well as highlight
pathways through which ethical leaders can curb precarious work.

The influence of HR managers’ ethical leadership on precarious work

In contemporary organizations, HR managers often emphasize followers’ performance and
efficiency, thereby ignoring followers’ overall well-being (Kaufman, 2015; 2019). To
enhance efficiency and financial performance, traditional leadership is focused on cutting
labour costs and minimizing various employee benefits, making the job insecure (Keegan et
al., 2018; Muehlberger, 2007). Stakeholder theory stresses a broader role of business
organizations to create value for all the stakeholders, such as investors, suppliers, social

justice, and employees’ rights and well-being. Drawing on stakeholder theory, we argue that
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HR Managers’ ethical leadership can curb precarious work. We make this argument due to the
following two reasons.

First, ethical leaders demonstrate personal values, such as trustworthiness, honesty,
care for others, altruism, and fairness through their behaviours and decisions and are
“meaning makers” (Yam et al 2018; Yesiltas & Tuna, 2018). Ethical leaders focus on the
development and growth of employees, organizations, and society at large. Such a focus is
rooted in the ethical leaders’ sense of responsibility to these entities and future generations
(Ali etal., 2022; Anser et al., 2021; Usman et al., 2022a). Ethical leadership’s broader focus
is consistent with stakeholder theory, which stresses a broader role of business organizations
to create value for all stakeholders, including employees. As such, we argue that HR
managers as ethical leaders will be considerate towards employees’ well-being and address
issues related to job security, job flexibility, and overall job conditions instead of focusing
only on efficiency and productivity. In other words, HR managers as ethical leaders may curb
precarious work.

Second, ethical leaders listen to employees’ concerns through direct interactions and
communication, using both bottom-up and top-down approaches (Brown et al., 2005). By
doing so, ethical leaders become aware of employees’ concerns related to job conditions,
wages, and overall job conditions (Zhang & Tu, 2018). Such awareness is likely to encourage
considerate and compassionate actions by HR managers as ethical leaders, thereby providing
solutions to employees’ job-related issues, such as poor working conditions and job security,
and work-life balance (Zhang & Tu, 2018). This argument is consistent with the tenet of
stakeholder theory that “the interaction among a firm and its stakeholders that address
knowledge problems to improve correspondence in understanding between managers and
stakeholders, thereby to assist in resolving ethical challenges faced by managers” (Mitchell et

al., 2022, p. 77). In essence, we expect that ethical leadership can mitigate precarious work.
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Hypothesis 1: HR managers’ ethical leadership is negatively related to precarious

work.
Sustainable HRM
HRM has been extensively studied in organizations, with a significant body of research
exploring its relationship with various organizational and employee outcomes. These
outcomes include employee performance (Tian et al., 2016), job satisfaction (Hewagama et
al., 2019), employee retention (Anitha, 2014), employee engagement (Moore & Hanson,
2022), employee competence (Antonacopoulou & FitzGerald, 1996), organizational learning
(Bhatnagar & Sharma, 2005; Gomez, 2004; Kang et al., 2007), and organizational
performance (Becker & Gerhart, 1996), to name a few. Additionally, scholars have explored
the integration of HRM with other organizational domains, such as environmental strategy
(Dumont et al., 2017; Renwick et al., 2013) and corporate social responsibility (Voegtlin and
Greenwood, 2016; Zhao et al., 2021), emphasizing the importance of aligning HRM practices
with these broader organizational goals. However, one crucial area that has received limited
attention in the literature is the role of HRM in discouraging extreme work (Wankhade et al.,
2020) and thus we know little about how HRM can play a vital role in discouraging extreme
work and promoting sustainable work practices.

The scarce sustainable HRM literature (e.g., Aust et al., 2022; Pfajfar et al., 2022;
Wikhamn, 2019) provides perspectives that challenge the dominant narrative of the
maximization of shareholders’ wealth and instead align with engaging and meeting the
interests of various stakeholders. Sustainable HRM vows to recognize performance outcomes
that go beyond financial to assume social dimensions of sustainability, such as working
towards employee job security, well-being, career development, and environmental
outcomes. Indeed, the social dimension of HRM has both internal and external elements.

Internal dimensions of social sustainability will largely involve issues around employee well-
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being (Guest, 2017; Chugtai et al., 2015), in terms of health and job security, wages, job
flexibility, and job conditions (Aust et al., 2022; Pfajfar et al., 2022; Wikhamn, 2019).
Externally, the social sustainability aspect of HRM goes beyond the employees and includes
issues such as the impact of HRM on local communities, global supply chains of developing
countries, nature, and engaging in human rights issues (Hampton, 2019; Nolan & Bott, 2018;
Linton et al., 2007).

Sustainable HRM is a relatively new concept as compared with green HRM, which
emerged a few decades earlier. The green HRM research started with a primary focus on
exploring the role of employees in achieving the organization’s environmental management —
has its origins in the early 1990s (see, Ruiz-Quintanilla et al., 1996; Bunge et al., 1996). Most
of the work in the green HRM stream is drawn on the environmental management perspective
and how it influences employees of an organization concerning environmental outcomes
(Wehrmeyer, 1996). Such works, later on, focused on the greening of HRM practices (see,
Renwick et al., 2008). On the other hand, the concept of sustainable HRM emerged following
Ehnert’s (2009) ground-breaking book “Sustainable human resource management: A
conceptual and exploratory analysis from a paradox perspective ”. The interpretation of
sustainable HRM places green HRM within the broader field of sustainable HRM (Paulet et
al., 2021), as green HRM focuses only on one aspect of sustainability.

Sustainable HRM is inspired by human relations, employee relations-welfare, and
industrial relations movements (Aust et al., 2022; Pfajfar et al., 2022; Wikhamn, 2019). The
global environmental and societal issues were not deemed as imperative to HRM until
recently; rather, the focus of HRM models historically has been on following best HR
practices in recruitment, rewards and training and development aimed at maximizing
shareholder value (Usman et al., 2022b). Thus, conceptually, sustainable HRM is renovating

the aim and outlook of HRM from economic value to the common good.
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We considered sustainable HRM as comprising three aspects such as complying with
employment regulations, employee competence development, and employee well-being-
oriented HRM practices. First, legal context is imperative for HR practices as it provides
grounds for organizations to get legitimacy through effective compliance. The legal context
of a business affects its HR policies and practices, particularly when the organization operates
in the international context and is faced with local, national, and international laws (Roehling,
et. al., 2008). Thus, complying with legal frameworks such as labour laws is an integral part
of the HRM fabric, however, hardly any theoretical or empirical project studied its
importance (Scheibmayr, & Reichel, 2021). Second, our focus on competence development
incorporates factors such as training and development to enhance employee skills to help
them grow in their careers (Wikhamn, 2019). Lastly, employee well-being-oriented HRM
was included because it leads to employee well-being and freedom to express concerns about
issues related to working with the intent to positively contribute to the organization (see, Hu
et al., 2018; Pfajfar et al., 2022). Given their focus on employee development and well-being,
we understand that these internal social aspects of HRM can help organizations deter
precarious work.

The mediating role of sustainable HRM

Recently, a large number of workers have been working in non-standard working conditions
and the legal status of such workers who are on the periphery of the organization is less
secure and marked with precarity than those who are at the centre (Crane & Matten, 2016).
How do we deal with such a problem? One way is a move towards sustainable HRM. A
workplace that treats employees unfairly or puts them under stress will have a long-term
effect on their lifestyle, well-being, and health (Ehnert et al., 2016). This aspect reflects the

internal social side of sustainable HRM — that is, organizations should treat their workers in a
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way that takes care of their well-being in terms of social relations and well-being and retain
meaningful work-life balance (Crane & Matten, 2016; Ehnert et al., 2016).

Stakeholder theory suggests that ethics and business are interlinked and taking care of
stakeholders’ rights is the moral obligation of a business organization. In line with this
proposition of the stakeholder theory, we argue that ethical leaders who have a genuine
concern for employees’ well-being and rights within the organization can develop sustainable
HRM. For instance, ethical leadership shows concern and takes responsibility for the
professional development of employees and their personal matters, thus going beyond the
contractual obligations (Yidong & Xinxin, 2013) to inspire employees to improve their
practices, skills, and knowledge beyond expectations and established standards (Trevifio et
al., 2006; Tseng & Wu, 2017). Therefore, it is likely that HR managers as ethical leaders
integrate employees’ competence development (an important internal social aspect of HRM)
into HRM.

Moreover, according to Brown et al. (2005), an ethical leader acts both as a moral
person (i.e., demonstrates honesty, benevolence, and care toward followers) and a moral
manager (i.e., a credible role model who might use his/her authority to care of rights of
different stakeholders). The moral manager’s role of ethical leadership can be important in
enforcing legal aspects of sustainable HRM. As moral managers, ethical leaders establish
standards for the ethical behaviours of organizational members and accountability
mechanisms that strengthen ethical behaviours and discourage unethical behaviours (Brown
et al., 2005; Brown & Trevifio, 2006). Since ethical leaders take care of employee well-being
and rights, it is also likely that HR managers as ethical leaders can embed employment
standards into HRM. Likewise, ethical leadership demonstrates integrity, concern for
employees’ personal and professional interests (Brown et al., 2005), and justice (Neubert et

al., 2009). We argue that these values will be reflected through HRM practices if HR
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managers adopt ethical leadership behaviours. In essence, we expect that HR managers as
ethical leaders can enforce HRM that facilitates employee competence development, takes
care of their well-being, and embed legal aspects of employment relations.

Finally, we posit HRM practices are primarily focused on internal social aspects of
sustainability in the form of employee competence development and employee well-being
and their legal employment rights to treat employees fairly in terms of wages, mitigate their
job insecurity, promote job flexibility, and improve job conditions. Thus, we understand that
HR managers as ethical leaders mitigate precarious work through the development of HRM
which incorporates internal dimensions of social sustainability. This argument concurs with
stakeholder theory, which stresses that a business should be aimed at creating value for all the
stakeholders (Freeman et al., 1994), rather than merely focusing on one aspect, which is
increasing shareholders’ wealth. Overall, we argue that HR Managers as ethical leaders will
embed sustainable HRM policies and practices in an organization that in turn play a key role
in reducing precarious work. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2: Sustainable HRM mediates the negative relationship between HR

managers’ ethical leadership and precarious work.

Political skill as a moderator

Stakeholder theory suggests that among primary stakeholders, organizational leaders have a
unique position. Indeed, they are at the centre of the stakeholders’ network and play a central
role in managing this network and stakeholders’ value creation. However, the effectiveness of
organizational leadership’s decisions depends on leaders’ ability and skill to influence and
enrol different stakeholder groups into important decisions aimed at value creation for a wider
network of stakeholders (Freeman, 1984; Jones, 1995). Drawing from this premise of
stakeholder theory, we propose that HR Managers’ political skill moderates the relationship

between ethical leadership and sustainable HRM.
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Leader political skill has an imperative role in leadership effectiveness and
organizations’ success (Ahearn et al., 2004). Leaders high on political skill are more socially
astute and therefore they build networks and create social capital more effectively (Brouer et
al., 2013). Politically skilled leaders demonstrate self-discipline, calmness, and flexibility
through their behaviours and decisions that improve their interpersonal effectiveness and
enable them to influence and enrol others (e.g., peers, employees, and other important
stakeholders into their objectives (Ahearn et al., 2004; Brouer et al., 2013). A leader adept in
political skill will have established a platform of support and skills to provoke desirable
responses from the support platform by conveying a sense of importance and urgency around
important agendas (Nwankwo & Richardson, 1996), such as the development of sustainable
HRM practices. As such, we argue that compared to others, HR managers as ethical leaders
who are high on political skill will be more effective in enrolling different stakeholders into
their agenda of developing sustainable HRM.

Moreover, political skill enhances individuals’ understanding of the work context, helps
them identify competing goals of different stakeholders and enables them to manoeuvre them
in desirable ways (Nwankwo & Richardson, 1996). Political skill provides leaders with power
and a sense of control over events that help them overcome resistance emerging from other
internal stakeholders (i.e., employees). As such, as compared to others, HR managers as ethical
leaders who are high on political skill can be more effective in manoeuvring different
stakeholder groups and obtaining the resources required to develop and implement sustainable
HRM. Consequently, it is likely that, compared to others, the influence of ethical leadership on
sustainable HRM will be more pronounced for leaders who are high on political skill. Thus,

We propose:
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H4. HR managers’ political skill moderates the positive association of HR managers’
ethical leadership with sustainable HRM, such that the association is strong when
political skill is high (vs. low).

So far, we have proposed a framework, which suggests that sustainable HRM
mediates the impact of HR managers’ ethical leadership on precarious work. We also theorized
that HR managers’ political skill moderates the impact of HR managers’ ethical leadership on
sustainable HRM. Based on the notion that HR managers’ ethical leadership positively
impacts sustainable HRM, and that this impact is reinforced when HR managers' political
skill is high, we further argue that the indirect impact of HR managers’ ethical leadership on
precarious work via sustainable HRM is strong when HR manager political skill is high.
Since leaders high on political skill are more capable of gaining and manoeuvring resources
in their favour (Douglas & Ammeter, 2004), there will be a strong negative indirect (via
sustainable HRM) relationship between ethical leadership and precarious work when HR
manager political skill is high. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis.

H5. HR managers’ political skill moderates the negative indirect relationship between HR
managers’ ethical leadership and precarious work, via sustainable HRM, such that the
relationship is strong when political skill is high (vs. low).
Research Method
Data collection and analysis
We collected 260 responses from two sources — employees and human resource (HR)
managers — in three different rounds, separated by a lag time of two months. To collect data,
we randomly chose 500 alumni of a large public sector university in an Indian subcontinent
country to help us in data collection and 377 alumni agreed to facilitate our data collection.

These alumni provided us with the contact number of HR managers and the list of employees
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working in their respective organizations, operating in different 377 manufacturing and
service organizations in the country.

We randomly chose 377 employees from the list provided by the alumni members.
Each potential respondent received an information sheet explaining the general purpose of the
study and the promise of confidentiality and received informed consent from 342 employees
and 318 HR managers. In the first round, we received 298 employee responses about HR
managers’ ethical leadership and 278 HR managers' responses about their political skill and
demographic controls. In the second round, we received 266 HR managers’ responses about
sustainable HRM and finally, in the third round, we received 295 employee responses about
precarious work. After matching the data using unique codes and screening the responses for
missing values, our final sample size was 260 responses. Structural equation modelling in
Mplus (8.8) was employed to analyse the data.

In terms of age, our HR manager sample consisted of 63.8% males and 36.2%
females. The respondents’ mean age was 39.34 years. The respondents’ tenure with the
current organization was 4.97 years. Further, 44.6% of the respondents had undergraduate
degrees and 55.4% had master’s degrees.

Measures and variables
We gauged all the constructs using a five-point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree).

HR managers’ ethical leadership. Ethical Leadership was assessed by adapting a ten-
item scale (o = .93) by Brown et al. (2005). Sample item: “My HR manager listens to what
employees have to say”.

SHRM. As explained earlier, we focused on internal social aspects of SHRM, given
our focus on mitigating precarious work and the theoretical relevance of legal compliance

SHRM, competence development, and employee wellbeing-oriented aspects of SHRM with
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curbing precarious work. SHRM-LC was measured by using a six-item scale (o = .85) from
Shen and Zhu (2011). Sample item: “Employees in our organization are paid above
minimum wages and based on their performance”. SHRM-CD was measured by adapting a
five-item scale (o = .87) by Wikhamn (2019). Sample item: “Extensive training programs
are provided for individuals in our organization”. SHRM-WB was measured by using a
four-item scale (o = .83) by Pfajfar et al. (2022). Sample item: “Our organization makes
decisions with employees’ interests in mind ”.

Precarious work. Precarious work was measured using a four-dimensional scale by
Creed et al. (2020). Each dimension is comprised of three items. These four dimensions
include job conditions (a = .86), job remuneration (a. = .89), job security (a = .84), and job
flexibility (o = .87). Sample items: “To what extent are you able to negotiate your work
schedule (e.g., the days and times you work (R)” (Job conditions), “To what extent does your
pay meet unexpected expenses? (R)” (Job remuneration), “To what extent are you concerned
about losing your current job in the near future? ” (Job security), and “To what extent are
you able to take time off if you are unwell without worrying about losing your job or being
penalized (e.g., hours cut)? (R) ” (Job flexibility). The items were assessed using a five-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (to a great extent).

Political skill. Political skill was assessed by adopting a six-item scale (o = .90) by
Ahearn et al. (2004). Sample item: “I am good at getting others to respond positively to me”.
Control variables
HR managers’ age and gender, tenure, and education were controlled. Moreover, since there
is a conceptual overlap between ethical leadership and servant leadership (Hoch et al., 2018),
we controlled for servant leadership. We assessed servant leadership using a seven-item scale
(0 =.93) by Liden et al. (2015). A sample item: “My supervisor emphasizes the importance

of giving back to the community”. Our results regarding our hypotheses were statistically
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significant both with and without controls. For the sake of parsimony, we have presented our
results regarding our hypotheses without controls (Table 3).

Results
Correlations and descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the understudied variables are presented in

Table 1.

Measurement model assessment

Confirmatory factor analysis was employed in Mplus (8.8) to assess the measurement model
consisting of sustainable HRM, HR managers’ ethical leadership, HR manager political skill,
and precarious work. All the items demonstrated significant loading (p < .001). The fit

indices — y? (224) = 542.42, y2/df = 2.42, TLI = .91, CFI = .92, SRMR = .05, and RMSEA =

.07 — showed a good fit of our measurement model with the data.

Further, for all the variables of the present work, average variance extracted (AVE) >
.50 of all the variables (Table 2). For all the variables, the square root of AVE was greater
than their inter-construct correlations and both average shared variance (ASV) and maximum
shared variance (MSV) < AVE (Table 2). Thus, the scales were satisfactory both in terms of

convergent and discriminant validities.

Insert Table 2 about here
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Hypotheses testing

The results revealed a negative association between HR managers’ ethical leadership and
precarious work (B = -.24, SE = .06, p < .01) (Table 3). The results also showed a significant
negative indirect association (via sustainable HRM) between HR managers’ ethical leadership
and precarious work (B = -.11, SE = .03, p <.01) (Table 3). Thus, our results supported
hypotheses 1 and 2.

Further, the interaction term of ethical leadership and HR manager political skill was
added to the indirect effect model to test hypotheses 3 and 4. We found a significant impact
of the interaction term on sustainable HRM was significant (B = .28, SE = .07, p < .01)
(Table 3). Figure 2 illustrates the precise features of this moderated path. Simple slope plots
at two different levels (low and high levels of HR manager political skill) of the moderator
are displaying two conditional values of the effect of HR managers’ ethical leadership on
sustainable HRM. The association was significant (B = .70, SE = .10, p < .01) when HR
manager political skill was high, while the relationship was insignificant (B = .15, SE = .09,
ns) when HR manager political skill was low. Thus, hypothesis 3 was supported.

Finally, the results of the moderation-mediation analysis showed a significant
negative conditional indirect impact [B = -.19, SE = .04, Cl = (-.28, -.09] of HR managers'
ethical leadership on precarious work via sustainable HRM when HR manager political skill
was high. On the contrary, when HR manager political skill was low, the conditional indirect
impact was insignificant (B = -.04, SE = .03, ns). The moderated-mediation index for the
indirect association of HR managers’ ethical leadership with precarious work via sustainable
HRM was also significant [index = -.07, SE = .02, ClI = (-.12, -.03)]. Thus, our results

supported hypothesis 4.
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Discussion and theoretical contributions

The goal of this research was to understand how and when HR managers’ ethical leadership
negatively influences precarious work. Utilizing stakeholder theory, the present study
proposed that HR managers’ ethical leadership is negatively associated with precarious work.
Moreover, the study also proposed that sustainable HRM mediated the negative relationship
between HR managers’ ethical leadership and precarious work. Finally, the study tested the
role of HR manager political skill as an important moderator of the direct and indirect effects
of HR managers’ ethical leadership on sustainable HRM and precarious work, respectively.
Using time-lagged and two-source data, the present study found support for all the
hypothesized relationships.

Our study has several theoretical implications. First, building on stakeholder theory,
our study adds novel insights for research on precarious work. Previous research generates
useful insights by bringing to the fore some important repercussions of precarious work. For
instance, studies suggest that precarious work results in depression, anxiety, and burnout
(Benach et al., 2014). It also negatively affects job satisfaction, well-being, meaningful work,
job performance, employee voice, and self-esteem (Allan & Blustein, 2022; Lott, 2014).
However, there is less known about how organizations can deter precarious work. Indeed,
there are growing calls (e.g., Bartram et al., 2022; Petriglieri et al., 2019; Solinger et al.,
2020) for identifying different leader behaviours and organizational practices that can deal
with precarious work. We respond to these calls and contribute to the literature on precarious
work by showing that HR managers as ethical leaders and sustainable HRM can play

imperative roles in helping organizations curb precarious work.
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Second, the inherent characteristics of precarious work, such as insecurity, instability,
and uncertainty of employment and income can create a culture conducive to work
intensification. Precarious workers often face heightened vulnerability due to the absence of
job and income security and stability, as well as limited access to benefits. Such vulnerability
coupled with the need to secure continued work and income can push individuals to accept
and endure longer work hours and adverse work demands. Likewise, the fear of job loss can
drive individuals to accept excessive workloads and subject themselves to increased physical
and mental strain. As a result, the inherent challenges and insecurities of precarious work
contribute to the development of extreme work culture, where individuals in a relentless
pursuit of work-related goals compromise their well-being and work-life balance. As such,
precarious work is an important predictor of extreme work. Thus, by showing that HR
managers’ ethical leadership deter precarious work, we respond to the call for studies that
explore effective strategies for organizations to address extreme work and contribute to the
literature on extreme work (Ho & Kuvaas, 2019; Neirotti, 2020; Wankhade et al., 2020).
Indeed, previous studies on extreme work have made valuable contributions by providing
evidence about the detrimental effects on employee well-being, work-life balance, fatigue,
and morale (Boxall & Macky, 2014; Ho & Kuvaas, 2019; Wankhade et al., 2020; Turnbull &
Wass, 2015). There is a scarcity of research on how organizations effectively address extreme
work and mitigate its adverse repercussions for employees (Ho & Kuvaas, 2019; Wankhade
et al., 2020). Given the severe detrimental effects of extreme work on employee well-being,
the paucity of research on how organizations deal with extreme work and mitigate its
negative outcomes (Ho & Kuvaas, 2019; Wankhade et al., 2020), our findings are timely and
relevant.

Third, we contribute to the literature on ethical leadership. Previous studies (e.g., Ali

etal., 2022; Brown et al., 2005; Eva et al., 2019; Men et al. 2020) show that ethical
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leadership leads to employee positive outcomes (e.g., learning, green behaviour, and ethical
behaviours) and negatively influences employee negative outcomes (e.g., unethical
behaviours and knowledge hiding). In line with stakeholder theory, our findings suggest that
HR managers as ethical leaders, through their emphasis on protecting the rights of various
stakeholders (Brown et al., 2005; Chugtai et al., 2015), address issues related to employee job
security, job flexibility, and overall job conditions. By showing that HR managers’ ethical
leadership predicts sustainable HRM and negatively influences precarious work, we advance
the network of ethical leadership’s outcomes.

Fourth, consistent with stakeholder theory, our findings indicate that HR managers as
ethical leaders demonstrate ethical values in the workplace and take care of employees’
rights. To do so, HR managers embed different aspects of employee well-being in HRM in
the form of sustainable HRM, which in turn negatively affects precarious work. Although
there is an emphasis on developing sustainable HRM practices (Pfajfar et al., 2022; Wikhamn
2019), there is no consensus on what sustainable HRM is. Likewise, our knowledge of its
antecedents is scarce at best. We contribute to the nascent literature on sustainable HRM by
focusing on internal social aspects of sustainable HRM and providing empirical evidence of
its antecedents and outcomes. Importantly, we highlight its role as a mechanism explaining
why HR managers’ ethical leadership negatively influences precarious work.

Finally, we integrate an imperative individual factor— HR manager political skill —
into our model and reveal its impact on the link between HR managers’ ethical leadership and
sustainable HRM. Past research suggests leader political skill provides them with power and
helps them mobilize different resources in their favour (Ferris et al., 1999; Ahearn et al.,
2004). Studies also suggest that leader political skill plays an important role in the
organization’s success (Ahearn et al., 2004; Pfeffer, 1981). We advance this research by

highlighting an important yet largely overlooked role of HR managers’ political skill as a
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boundary condition of the links of HR managers’ ethical leadership with sustainable HRM
and precarious work.

Practical implications

By revealing that HR managers’ ethical leadership is negatively related to precarious work,
we suggest that HR managers should demonstrate care and concern for the rights of all the
stakeholders including employees through their behaviours and actions. By demonstrating
ethical leadership behaviours, HR managers can address issues related to precarious work,
such as job flexibility, job insecurity, and overall job conditions. By curbing behaviours, HR
managers can alleviate several negative consequences of precarious work, such as employee
anxiety, burnout, and extreme work.

Moreover, by finding that sustainable HRM mediates the relationship between HR
managers’ ethical leadership and precarious work, we suggest that HR managers can add
different social aspects to HRM to curb precarious work. Specifically, managers should focus
on employees’ competence development and provide them fair opportunities to grow in their
careers. Likewise, HR managers should show compliance with labour law to ensure that all
applicants have equal opportunity to get hired and there is no discrimination in wages,
selection, promotion, and other HR practices based on race, ethnicity, religious and political
affiliations, and so on. Moreover, HR managers need to deter employees’ feelings of job
insecurity and offer flexible hours to enhance employees’ well-being.

Finally, our findings suggest that HR managers’ political skill holds the potential to
enhance the effectiveness of HR managers’ ethical leadership in developing sustainable HRM
and curbing precarious work and its negative repercussions, including extreme work.
Therefore, we suggest that senior management needs to enhance their HR managers’ political
skill. Political skill helps HR managers enhance their social resources, develop good

relationships with stakeholders and enable them to enrol these different stakeholders into
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their objectives. Consequently, HR managers’ political skill enhances the effectiveness of
their ethical behaviours for developing sustainable HRM and deterring precarious work and
its negative consequences. As such, we suggest that senior management should be attentive to
political skill in the selection of HR managers and endeavour to measure their level of
political skill in the selection process, as awareness of HR managers’ pollical skill can be
helpful for organizations in designing different activities such as different types of training
and coaching for HR managers depending on the level of their political skill. We also suggest
that organizations should invest in training and development programs that enhance HR
managers’ political skill and inform them about the importance of networking, social capital,
and effective stakeholder management and how to maintain and manoeuvre them to their
advantage.

Limitations and future research

This study is not without limitations. For instance, we collected data from two sources and
used a time-lagged design to eliminate common method bias. However, it is unlikely to
establish causality. To draw strong causal inferences, studies should use longitudinal or
experimental designs. Furthermore, in terms of ethical leadership, the present work
considered HR managers. We suggest scholars focus on senior managers’ ethical leadership
and assess its trickle-down impact on HR managers. Furthermore, other leadership styles
(e.g., servant leadership, inclusive leadership, and spiritual leadership) can help organizations
address issues related to precarious work. For example, spiritual leaders demonstrate
altruistic vision, empathy, compassion, and concern for employees' personal and professional
development through their behaviour, as well as focus on the spiritual development of
employees (Fry et al. 2005). We argue that HR managers as spiritual leaders can develop

sustainable HRM and curb precarious work. A comparison of the effects of different
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leadership styles can also offer valuable insights into the HR managers’ leadership-precarious
work link.

Finally, we contextualized the theoretical interrelations between HR managers’ ethical
leadership, sustainable HRM, and HR manager political skill in a developing country with a
collectivist culture. The result of such an inquiry in a Western cultural context may have
varying manifestations of how the constructs under consideration are related. Likewise,
organizations in different parts of the world face different regulatory expectations. Thus,
studying our model in Western culture may enhance our understanding of the
interrelationship between HR managers’ ethical leadership, sustainable HRM, political skill,
and precarious work. Finally, we only focused on internal social aspects of sustainable HRM,
given our main goal to deter precarious work. Future studies should include external social
aspects of sustainable HRM such as green HRM to enhance our understanding of the role of
HR managers’ ethical leadership or other positive leadership in contributing to the
development of sustainable HRM including both its internal and external social aspects.

Data Availability Statement

Data will be made available at any time during or after the review process by the

corresponding author upon a reasonable request.
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Table 1. Means and correlations

Constructs Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1.HR manager ethical leadership 3.47 .97

2. Sustainable HRM 3.57 1.03 357

3. Precarious work 3.22 1.07 -247" -347

4. HR Manager political skill 3.43 .99 05 .24 .03

5. Servant leadership 3.47 1.19 507 447 -09 .12

6. Age 39.34 6.89 10 -09 -05 .06 .04

7. Gender 1.36 48 -.05 .00 08 .08 .04 .01

8. Education 1.55 .50 .02 -04 02 05 01 .05 .03

9. Tenure 493 272 05 .02 -01 -03 .05 200 .03 -02

Notes. *p <.05. **p <.01. Sample size (N) = 260.
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Table 2. Discriminant validity and convergent validity

Construct 1 2 3 4 0} AVE MSV ASV
1. HR Manager Ethical leadership .79 94 .62 14 .09
2. Sustainable HRM 37 .84 .89 12 15 10
3. Precarious work -27 -39 .83 .90 .70 15 .07
4. HR Manager political skill .26 .02 .02 A7 .90 .60 .07 .02

Notes. N = 260. AVE = Average variance extracted. MSV = Maximum shared variance. ASV = Average shared variance. Bolded values on

the diagonals of columns 2 to 5 are the square root values of AVE.
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Table 3. Hypotheses results

Total effect B SE
HR Manager Ethical leadership — Precarious work -.24™ .06
Direct paths

HR Manager Ethical leadership — Precarious work -13" .06
HR Manager Ethical leadership — Sustainable HRM 437 .07
Sustainable HRM — Precarious work -.26™ .06
Indirect paths

HR Manager Ethical leadership — Sustainable HRM — Precarious work -117 .03
Moderated paths

HR Manager Ethical leadership * HR Manager political skill — Sustainable HRM 28" .07
HR Manager Ethical leadership * HR Manager political skill — Sustainable HRM - 0

— Precarious work

Notes: **p <.01. Sample size (N) = 260 (bootstrapping by specifying a sample of size 5,000).
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