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Abstract: Increasing concerns about the human impact on the environment are leading to new
challenges for companies and their employees. Specifically, the food industry is facing the need to
provide sustainable services, requiring a specialized and skilled workforce. This article presents
a case study of an Italian sustainable Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) operating in the food
sector in order to determine the drivers of working for this company, the key skills needed, and the
Green Human Resource Management practices adopted. A total of 13 semi-structured interviews
were conducted with employees and thematically analyzed. The findings showed that soft skills
were perceived as more relevant than hard skills, although the food sector is characterized by high
technical complexity and subjected to several national and international regulations. Moreover, the
crucial role of organizational culture in determining the relevance of soft skills within the company
and in fostering the implementation of the holacracy organizational management method emerged.
Finally, by detecting the relevance recognized to values and soft skills during the recruitment and
selection process, our findings provided some evidence of Green Human Resource Management in
sustainable SMEs.

Keywords: green skills; soft skills; sustainability; corporate social responsibility; green human
resource management; green leadership; thematic analysis

1. Introduction

In the present global scenario, the increase in environmental concerns is putting more
and more pressure on societies, companies, and individuals [1,2], forcing them to change
their way of thinking and acting in the short and long term.

Specifically, companies are increasingly expressing the need to move from a strat-
egy usually focused on productivity, efficiency, and carelessness regarding the waste of
resources to one able to consider the equitable distribution of resources in terms of internal
and external sustainability [3,4].

The concept of sustainability refers to a type of sustainable development [4] that
implies, according to the World Commission on Environment and Development, that the
future needs of the new generation are not hindered or threatened by the needs of the
present ones. The increasing destruction of natural ecosystems has pushed governments
around the globe to establish laws and policies geared to promote sustainability and reduce
negative environmental effects on natural resources [5,6].

Even though the need for urgent changes toward sustainability has been known for
several years, green-oriented expedients, practices, and policies are sometimes just declared
and not fully adopted. For this reason, it is essential to raise awareness of the topic in order
to encourage its application within organizations and in everyone’s daily life.

Although most sustainability-related issues depend on decisions taken at a global
legislative level, in order to achieve sustainable development, every society needs corporate

Sustainability 2023, 15, 15841. https://doi.org/10.3390/su152215841 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://doi.org/10.3390/su152215841
https://doi.org/10.3390/su152215841
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0703-1398
https://doi.org/10.3390/su152215841
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su152215841?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2023, 15, 15841 2 of 25

contribution with an approach that is characterized by the realization of a compromise
between the satisfaction of the needs of the organization’s stakeholders and the ability of
the organization itself to satisfy their future demands [7].

In order to reach this compromise, companies should implement a strategy that can
build synergies between economic wealth, social issues, and the maintenance of envi-
ronmental health [8,9]. To this aim, it is relevant for organizations to adopt Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR) to go “beyond pure profit-seeking that includes economic,
social, and environmental concerns” [10] (p. 3) and to be able to define new competitive
advantages [11,12]. Considering the different industry sectors, the food sector is particu-
larly connected with CSR [13]. Moreover, taking into account the number of the current
population, which is around 7.83 billion, as well as that of the future population, which
is expected to increase, the importance of considering the food sector and its wastage,
known as Food Loss and Waste (FLW), which can manifest differently concerning conse-
quences such as high socioeconomic costs and environmental degradation, is clear [14–16].
This issue will be analyzed in the case study, as it is one of the main concerns of the
company considered.

In order to be fully effective and perform strategically in their field, green firms can
adopt the principles of Green Management (i.e., Environmental Management, EM [17]),
namely a new management model that not only considers the needs of stakeholders
but also takes into account social and environmental demands from a strategic point
of view [12] by incorporating the environmental needs and strategies to the broader
organizational ones [18].

The choice to adopt Green Management can lead to numerous benefits [19], such
as cost saving, marketing opportunities, good corporate image, improved competitive
position and performance, employee motivation, and the possibility to influence leg-
islation toward environmental change, generating a continuous process of assessment
and improvement [12,20–22].

The transition from a common organization to a green firm (i.e., firms that base
their goals and values on sustainability issues, such as conservation, environmental wel-
fare, ecological concerns, fair trade, equality, clean water, preservation of animal welfare,
etc. [23]) requires some steps that can be summarized in three different stages of Green
Management evolution [24,25]:

1. Reactive: It is the first stage of Green Management, during which organizations
start to face environmental legislation and regulation. In this phase, environmental
awareness and authority begin to grow inside the company;

2. Preventive: In this second stage, the organization starts to understand how to better
manage resources in terms of sustainability and efficiency. During this phase, Green
Management is integrated into the organization’s structure;

3. Proactive: It is the third stage, during which CSR is fully integrated into the business
strategy to create competitive advantages.

The classification just presented is the result of a series of previous studies [26–29],
with concepts that were then re-adapted in subsequent and updated studies such as those
considered in this article.

The extant literature shows that firms do not implement Green Management in the
same way and with the same timing because they may present different peculiarities
regarding their internal structure and the context in which they operate. Therefore, there
may be companies whose characteristics do not fully fit into a single evolutionary stage
and consequently stand between the two of them.

In order to be applied, Green Management needs the commitment of all members of
the organization to perceive the organization itself as a community and to achieve long-term
success while sustaining employees’ enthusiasm and problem-solving orientation [12].

Since managing an organization means, first of all, taking into account the human
capital, it is important for a green firm to adopt Green Human Resource Management
(GHRM) [30] together with a focus on green skills [31] and Green Leadership [32]. These
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aspects turn out to be fundamental in order to enhance employees’ commitment, develop
skills through environmental training [33], and strengthen the culture and the organi-
zational behaviors crucial for the company’s success in implementing environmental
management initiatives [24,34].

Although the relevance of green skills has been recognized, it represents an underex-
plored topic, and, to the best of our knowledge, there is a lack of empirical studies analyzing
the relevance of green skills for firms operating in different sectors and specifically for
sustainable SMEs. Accordingly, this study contributes to filling this gap by answering a call
for more research focused on green skills in specific sectors (e.g., waste management [31]).
Furthermore, the literature analyzed green skills mainly from the technical side (i.e., green
hard skills [35]), with few studies investigating Green Soft Skills [36–38]. For this reason,
the present research will explore this aspect.

Additionally, there are few empirical studies that specifically analyzed the GHRM
practices adopted in sustainable SMEs using a qualitative method [39]. Therefore, this
paper provides a contribution to fill this gap by investigating these underexplored topics
by adopting the case study methodology (that is useful for exploring poorly developed
areas of research [40]) with a qualitative approach through semi-structured interviews with
employees of Italian green SMEs. More specifically, this case study has been conducted
in order to answer the research question, namely, to what extent Green Soft Skills and
Green Leadership are relevant for green firm performance. Accordingly, this article aims
to identify the drivers of working for a sustainable SME, to understand the key skills
useful to work in a sustainable SME, and to detect the main GHRM practices adopted in
a sustainable SME.

The current article is structured as follows: Section 2 will present the theoretical
framework, which reports what emerges from the international literature on the topic of
GHRM, Green Leadership, and the relationship between soft skills and CSR development
and efficacy. Then, Section 3 will provide the methodology adopted for the empirical part,
while Section 4 will report the results of the thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews
conducted with workers of Alimentiamoci s.r.l., an innovative Italian startup founded
on 22 November 2019, which offers sustainable products and services in the food sector.
Section 5 will present the discussion of the results, and Section 6 will describe limitations
and suggestions for future research. In conclusion, Section 7 will propose the findings and
concrete applications of the results.

2. Theoretical Framework

Within the current global context, the increase in environmental issues has led to the
assessment of new environmentally friendly disciplines inside organizations like Green
Management, Green Marketing, Green Retailing, Green Accounting, etc. [17,41]. Hence,
companies can contribute to facing environmental requirements through the implementa-
tion of strategies supported by Human Resource practices aimed at managing and guiding
employees toward green awareness, behaviors, and objectives in order to reach a high level
of sustainability and CSR [42,43].

2.1. Green Human Resource Management

In the extant literature, the contribution of Human Resources (HR) to Green Manage-
ment objectives and strategies is known as Green Human Resource Management (GHRM).
This discipline represents the compromise between traditional HR practices and envi-
ronmental corporate objectives [44] and focuses on the importance of managing human
behaviors to pursue a company’s environmental performance and goals [30].

Some of the most common practices of GHRM, also known as “factors” or “dimen-
sions” [45,46], are the following [47]:

- Recruiting and Selection: In this initial phase, companies try to attract and select
new employees who are aligned with their vision and missions and can contribute
to achieving their goals once they enter the company [48]. In particular, green firms
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have to select and hire employees who share and support the corporate interests in
the environment in order to create a green and performing workplace [30];

- Education, Training, and Development: The process of training is defined as a planned
organizational action that helps employees acquire and develop hard and soft skills
with the aim to implement their growth and their future performance, helping them
to be innovative [49,50];

- Performance Evaluation: During this phase, the company analyzes employees’ contributions,
performance, behaviors, work results, and possibly additional compensation [51,52];

- Rewards: This process of Green Pay and Rewards (GPR) regards all the financial and
non-financial payments used to compensate employees (e.g., pay, praise, promotion,
accomplishment, etc.) [5,53];

- Benefits: This practice includes all the compensation that is not part of the de-
fined salary that can be an incentive and can impact employees’ commitment and
job satisfaction [49,54];

Based on the size and type of organizations, other practices can be developed in
addition to those proposed, such as empowerment of employees, manager involvement,
employee life cycle, etc. [55].

In order to succeed in implementing Green Management through GHRM, it is im-
portant that employees understand the sustainability-oriented practices, policies, and
strategies proposed by the organization by growing their awareness through participation
in environmental training initiatives. These can develop employees’ skills and produce
enduring motivation, knowledge, and commitment, namely an increase in their willingness
to contribute to their behaviors and performance toward corporate goals [34,56].

The recruitment and selection practices of HRM and GHRM are closely related to the
expectations, values, and goals of both workers and the company and linked to the concept
of the psychological contract, which can be defined as a set of unwritten, implicit, and
reciprocal expectations between future candidates or employees and the organization that
specifies the reciprocal exchange agreement and the obligations implied in the working
relationship [57–59]. Hence, the psychological contract represents an alignment between
the employee and the corporate vision and mission, and this can be extremely useful in
order to create commitment and a strongly shared organizational culture, namely a pattern
of shared basic assumptions that create a cohesive system of meaning and symbols in
terms of which interactions, adaptation, and integration take place [60,61]. For a company,
creating and sustaining a strong organizational culture shared by aware and committed
employees can represent a great support and a competitive advantage in order to improve
performance and achieve corporate goals [62].

Additionally, although the importance of training is widely recognized [33], the con-
crete relevance of environmental training is now increasingly emerging. The environmental
training practice is considered one of the most important tools of GHRM in order to achieve
corporate sustainability, providing employees with the essential knowledge and awareness
to manifest Green Behaviors and deal with the present environmental problems and oppor-
tunities, developing their skills and increasing the meaningfulness of their work [24,42,63].

Regarding employees’ behaviors that are sustainability-oriented, two types can be
defined: Task-Related Green Behaviors (TRGB) and Voluntary Green Behaviors (VGB) [64].
While TRGB include behaviors that fall within the work duties required of employees, VGB
are spontaneous Green Behaviors that go beyond organizational expectations [65], and both
types can be affected by leadership support and are useful to achieve
corporate objectives [42].

What has been expressed so far allows us to understand how every individual’s
behavior and skills constitute an essential resource for the organization to concretize
business strategies, achieve business objectives, and improve business performance.

In order to manage all the factors involved, it is necessary to implement Green Lead-
ership, which can manage sustainable strategies by guiding employees toward greater
environmental awareness and the achievement of the company’s goals [11].
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2.2. Green Leadership

The importance of human capital and HRM to reach high corporate performance
has been extensively analyzed in the literature [66] and emphasizes the need to develop
leadership strategies able to orient employees toward the development of their com-
petencies and capabilities, the attainment of corporate objectives, and the creation of
a competitive advantage [67].

In particular, the environmental scenario requires the integrated application of Green
Management, GHRM, and Green Leadership approaches to guide individuals toward green
innovation, generating superior green job behaviors, and green employee performance, as
well as corporate ones [68–70].

In general, the role of a leader is to select, equip, train, and influence individuals with
different abilities and skills, with the aim to inspire and direct their enthusiasm, emotions,
and energy toward common objectives [71]. From an organizational point of view, the
term leadership includes (i) giving a new direction to the organization; (ii) putting in place
problem-solving ability, creativity, and innovative thinking; (iii) building corporate struc-
tures; and (iv) improving quality [72]. These aspects of leadership must be incorporated
into the environmental business scenario to create Green Leadership, a concept that encom-
passes different facets, such as Sustainability Leadership, Globally Responsible Leadership,
Eco-Sensitive Leadership, etc. [73]. Indeed, in the recent literature, it is possible to see how
different traditionally recognized leadership styles have been applied to the green context.
For example, Green Transformational Leadership (GTFL) is defined as a behavior that in-
spires and supports employees in their development by providing them with a clear vision
of the environmental goals that the company wants to achieve and by motivating them to
acquire new knowledge and be involved in the sustainable process of innovation [68]. This
definition is based on the concept of Transformational Leadership [69,74,75].

Another type of leadership is Green Inclusive Leadership (GIL), which refers to
an extremely open, available, and helpful leader who motivates and encourages em-
ployees by working closely with them in order to build trust and integrity and achieve
environmental objectives [76–78].

Moreover, Green Servant Leadership (GSL) can be identified as a type of leader-
ship that focuses on employees’ interests and needs and acts to provide a role model of
empathy, altruistic love, and compassion [79–81] with the aim of empowering and push-
ing people to be green employees, improve their green performance, and attain green
corporate goals [82,83].

Other strategic leadership styles for business sustainability have been identified: Stake-
holder, Ethical, and Sustainable [73]. Stakeholder-based Leadership focuses on managing
stakeholders’ relationships (e.g., with owners, board members, managers, employees, sup-
pliers, consumers, competitors, etc.) and gaining reputational effectiveness from multiple
constituencies [84,85]. Ethical Leadership identifies behaviors that are particularly influ-
enced by a leader’s personal features (e.g., authenticity, integrity, self-discipline, intentions,
etc.) and moral obligations (e.g., justice, duty, greater good, etc.) and interests that are more
oriented to the maintenance of care and respect by aiming to retain ethical business stan-
dards [86,87]. Sustainable leadership promotes long-term business sustainability by trying
to balance people, profits, and planet needs by applying Humanistic Management [88] and
pledging to foster continuous change and systemic innovation [89]. Particularly, this Green
Leadership style incorporates several characteristics that are usually attributed to other
styles of leadership (not exclusively green-oriented), such as prioritizing corporate needs
rather than personal ones (Servant Leadership); being attentive to social issues (Responsi-
ble Leadership); promoting ethical behaviors (Ethical Leadership); inspiring, motivating
and intellectually stimulating employees (Transformational Leadership); sharing authority
through employees’ participation and empowerment (Shared Leadership); and pursuing
spiritual values (e.g., humility, integrity, honesty, etc.) with the aim of becoming trustable
(Spiritual Leadership) [90].
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2.3. Skills and Sustainability

Following the considerations in the previous sections, it is possible to understand
how the current environmental scenario is continuously putting companies in challenging
conditions, which can be partially solved by hiring individuals called “Green Employees”,
namely individuals who care about environmental issues. Specifically, they are character-
ized by an intrinsic motivation to safeguard the environment through work and possess
environmental values and beliefs [91]. Regarding skills, a distinction between two macro-
categories is generally made by scholars: hard and soft. Hard skills are defined as those
technical skills related to knowledge, education, and work experience (e.g., the ability to
write, type, and read; the ability to manage equipment, data, software, etc.) that allow
the performance of specific tasks; soft skills are defined as character traits, attitudes, and
behaviors not directly linked to acquired knowledge. Soft skills can also be identified as
personal transversal competencies (e.g., emotional intelligence, stress management, team-
work, creativity, etc.) and considered strategic to enhance individuals’ performance and
career prospects [92,93]. In addition, soft skills can be further categorized as intrapersonal
and interpersonal skills, which, respectively, represent the ability to manage oneself with
personal cognitive skills (i.e., knowledge skills, thinking skills) and the ability to handle
interactions with others using social skills (e.g., communication, listening, networking,
problem solving, decision making, etc.) [94,95].

Focusing on sustainability, the extant literature provides the definition of “Green Skills”,
which refers to all the knowledge, skills, competencies, and attributes required of workers
employed in green jobs [96]. Under this umbrella term, a variety of specific skills (both
hard and soft) is included, and they can be divided into three dimensions [31]: (a) cognitive,
which refers to the knowledge concerning environmental protection; (b) psychomotor, which
refers to the ability to, for instance, minimize energy consumption or to conserve water
resources; and (c) affective aspect, which refers to the motivation of individuals to conserve
natural resources and efficiently manage waste. Indeed, researchers demonstrated that
skills related to, for instance, environmental awareness, leadership, and management skills,
as well as efficient energy usage, water resource conservation, and zero waste management,
are relevant to guiding the green transition of firms and SMEs [96,97]. Considering the
present complex scenario and current challenges, companies require employees that can
bring soft skills such as problem solving, critical thinking, and creativity, as well as decision
making, compassion, empathy, cooperation, leadership, etc. [98–100]. Accordingly, senior
managers interviewed by Strachan and colleagues [101] identified the need for more ‘soft’
transferrable skills rather than ‘hard’ technical skills to deliver the transition to a sustainable
green economy. Besides soft skills, Chen and colleagues [102] identified the key role of
green mindfulness and green self-efficacy in sustaining employees’ green performance. The
concept of green mindfulness can be defined as “a state of conscious awareness in which
individuals are implicitly aware of the context and content of environmental information
and knowledge” [103]. By sustaining the ability to focus on the present [104], mindfulness
enhances employees’ abilities to detect information useful to solve potential problems and
leads them to adopt adaptive coping strategies that act directly on the source of the problem.
Differently, green self-efficacy is defined as “the belief in individuals’ capabilities to organize
and execute courses of action required to achieve environmental goals” [103]. Indeed, self-
efficacy refers to people’s beliefs of being able to gain specific levels of performance and to
reach specific purposes [105]. Employees with higher levels of self-efficacy will be more
likely to engage in behavior and activate sufficient effort to obtain outstanding outcomes.
Furthermore, green mindfulness and green self-efficacy have been found to be positively
related to green creativity [103], defined as the ability to develop new ideas about products,
services, processes, or practices useful to reach environmental goals [69]. Green creativity
is crucial for the green product development performance of companies and allows them
to efficiently respond to green requirements, achieving a competitive advantage [106].

In the extant literature, there are several studies, such as those mentioned above, that
point out the importance of green skills for green firms and their performance. Through an
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analysis of the literature on the topic, it emerged that no specific classification is available
concerning the relevance of the different green skills, whether soft or hard, as it depends on
internal, external, and contextual factors that characterize each organization operating in
the green field.

For example, Sern and colleagues [31] identified the ten most common green skills
demanded by various industrial sectors investigated in their research (e.g., leadership skills,
management skills, energy skills, city planning skills, landscaping skills, communication
skills, waste management skills, etc.), while other authors such as Cabral and Dhar [35]
highlighted the importance of other green skills (e.g., recycling skills, environmental
protection skills, energy conservation skills, green awareness skills, etc.). Additionally,
Farooq and colleagues [107] defined other green skills as more relevant to support ecological
behaviors in the workplace (e.g., environmental consciousness, green mindfulness, and
green awareness).

Moreover, although scholars recognized the need to have a skilled workforce to
support the transition to a green and sustainable economy, little is known about what skills
are required in the Italian context and in the different industry sectors. Investigating this
topic is relevant because it represents the basis upon which education and skill-formation
systems should be planned and organized [96]. By analyzing the case study of an Italian
sustainable SME operating in the food sector, this study contributes to shedding light on
these aspects.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Research Method

In order to explore the research questions, the current research adopts a qualitative re-
search methodology following an inductive approach (https://www.emerald.com/insight/
content/doi/10.1108/BFJ-04-2020-0306/full/htmlbased, accessed on 26 September 2023)
on a case study. The qualitative design allows for the investigation of the topic of interest
in a deeper and more detailed way than allowed by the quantitative approach [108] by
offering the possibility of understanding the personal opinions and meanings shared by
the participants during semi-structured interviews. Additionally, a case study has been
adopted as it represents an appropriate methodology to investigate contemporary phenom-
ena in real-life situations [109], and it has been demonstrated to be an effective research
method in the context of organizational behaviors [110]. Indeed, several authors adopted a
qualitative methodology based on case studies to explore topics related to SMEs [111,112].
However, little is known about Italian SMEs that offer sustainable services and products in
the food sector. Finally, we used both primary and secondary research data. The source
of primary data is represented by semi-structured interviews, while secondary data are
derived from the company website and sustainability reports, which were both used to
provide the description of the company included in the following section.

3.2. Description of the Company

The research analyzes Alimentiamoci s.r.l., an innovative SME located in Northern
Italy, as a case study. This company, which has a total of 57 workers, develops, produces,
and markets innovative products and services with high technological value that benefit the
environment, health, and the local economy, with a focus on the food sector according to its
vision “Make the world a little bit better than how we found it”. Specifically, in line with
goal 12 of the United Nations Agenda 2030 [113], the main purpose is limiting food waste
through the creation of Planeat, a food expenditure planning platform that enables food
waste reduction, in order to realize a sustainable, innovative ecosystem that maximizes the
common good. Saving food and water results in the reduction of CO2 and H2O used in
the production of both food and the materials used for compostable packaging, thereby
addressing goal 13 of the United Nations Agenda 2030 [113]. Tables 1 and 2 report some
objective data provided by the company.

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/BFJ-04-2020-0306/full/htmlbased
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/BFJ-04-2020-0306/full/htmlbased
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Table 1. Objective data provided by the company about food saved and the related savings of CO2

and H2O.

Year Food Saved CO2 Saved H2O Saved

2021 8066.5 kg 22,345 kg 2904.120 L
2022 18,101 kg 45,253 kg 6516.443 L

Note: kg = kilograms; L = liters.

Table 2. Objective data provided by the company about plastic saved and the related saving of CO2.

Year Plastic Saved CO2 Saved

2021 5238 kg 31,429 kg
2022 14,331 kg 85,985 kg

Note: kg = kilograms.

How does the company achieve these goals?
Planeat targets both families and businesses by providing a platform through which

customers can:

1. Plan the menu and weekly food shopping (for families);
2. Purchase ready-to-cook meal kits (for families and businesses);
3. Order pre-made meals (for families and businesses).

The focus on the food sector is derived from the fact that food production is responsible
for 26% of global greenhouse gas emissions, and 24% of these emissions depend on food
that is thrown away and not consumed [114]. Furthermore, Planeat wants to achieve
sustainable goals not only in terms of environmental impact but also in terms of social
impact. Indeed, consistent with goal 8 of the United Nations Agenda 2030 [113], it also
supports sustainable employability, including part of the population that might remain
marginalized. To do this, the company forges partnerships with nonprofit organizations
from which they recruit candidates with the greatest need to find jobs (e.g., asylum seekers,
immigrants, unaccompanied minors, unemployed people in distress, current or former
detainees). Similarly, in order to promote the re-education and social reintegration of
people, according to Article 21 (L. 354/75), in 2022, the company welcomed a detainee to
its workforce. Besides this goal, Planeat also strives to foster gender equality.

Finally, they also adopted holacracy, an innovative and sustainable organizational
management method based on decentralized management that implies a shift from a
conservative management chain of command to an innovative allocation of authority that
horizontally distributes power, authority, and decision making through self-managing
teams [115–117]. The teams can be named “circles” or “holons” and identify an environ-
ment in which every individual can cover multiple roles and leadership functions and
manifests high levels of adaptability, constant contact, tolerance, systematical approach,
and involvement in all aspects of corporate business [118,119].

This practice promotes a more effective and egalitarian organization of work, where
processes are fluid, rules are transparent and clear, and in which everyone is involved in
the pursuit of a common purpose by being responsible for themselves with the support
of their colleagues. Sharing of progress and results takes place weekly through a meeting
called “tactical”, which involves the exchange of views between the various job roles.
This allows the entire organization to stay updated on the progress of open projects by
effectively participating in the life of the company and empowering everyone to raise
possible concerns to be settled and resolved, as long as they are geared to the company
vision: generate value for the system surrounding the company and consequently for the
company itself.

3.3. Data Collection

Primary data were collected through semi-structured interviews. A preliminary
meeting between the research team and the CEO of the company has been made in order to
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explain the main purpose of the research and the methodology used, in addition to asking
him for permission to use the name of the company and to involve some employees in
semi-structured interviews. In addition, the criteria for participation in the study have also
been defined: participants must be (1) native Italian speakers, (2) at least 18 years of age,
and (3) employed by the company for at least 1 year. After having obtained the permission
of the CEO, according to the criteria defined, the HR managers of the company provided
the research team with a list of e-mail contacts of the 57 employees who were then contacted
by e-mail. The research team arranged the interviews to cover all the departments of the
company, with at least one participant for each. Before starting the interviews, participants
filled out an informed consent form, which included details about participation procedure,
study contents, data collection purposes, future data dissemination modalities, participants’
rights, and reference contacts. Additionally, they were invited to provide some socio-
demographical data (i.e., gender, age, work experience, job tenure, education level, job role).
Furthermore, in order to put them at ease, they were informed that they were expected to
answer honestly, based on their experiences, and that there were no right or wrong answers.
Participation was voluntary, and participants were free to withdraw at any time.

The main objective of qualitative research is to obtain a deep understanding of a
specific area of interest. Therefore, the validity of a qualitative study is more related to
the richness and depth of the answers provided by participants rather than to the sample
size itself [120]. Accordingly, the concept of saturation (i.e., the point at which no new
themes emerged from data and the new information analyzed creates little or no changes in
code definitions [121]) represents the guiding principle for qualitative inquiries [122]. The
current research obtains a sufficient sample size with data saturation achieved after thirteen
interviews. This is consistent with previous research suggesting that data saturation is
usually achieved with a number from 6 to 16 interviews [123] and, more specifically, with
approximately twelve interviews [121,124].

A total of 13 workers participated in semi-structured interviews conducted dur-
ing June and July 2023 by three researchers. Characteristics of the sample are reported
in Table 3.

Table 3. Description of the sample (N = 13).

Variable M SD

Age (years) 44.46 7.86
Work experience (years) 20.08 6.84

N %
Gender
Female 9 69.23

Education level
High school diploma 3 23.07

Bachelor’s degree 2 15.38
Master’s degree 8 61.54

Job role
CEO 1 7.69

HR managers 2 15.38
Marketing specialist 3 23.10
Software developer 2 15.38

Legal/Marketing specialist 1 7.69
Sales and customer care

specialist 1 7.69

Sales specialist 1 7.69
Administration and purchase 2 15.38

Note: M = mean (arithmetic); SD = standard deviation; CEO = Chief Executive Officer.

Having obtained consent from participants, all interviews were audio-recorded. The
interviews—lasting between 40 and 60 min approximately—took up different thematic
areas reflecting the interests of scholars and practitioners. Given the semi-structured
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nature of the interviews, open-ended questions were elaborated in order to leave space
for participants to express their personal observations and experiences. Based on the
analysis of the extant literature, the semi-structured interview protocol was prepared
by including questions used in previous studies [34,100,125,126]. As already conducted
by previous studies [127], the interview protocol was subjected to a preliminary test by
asking the opinion of three employees to identify potential ambiguities in the questions.
The questions were then reformulated to incorporate their suggestions and, according
to other studies [128,129], the interview protocol was authenticated by a panel of four
experts (two academics and two experts of qualitative research) that analyzed the questions
and made some amendments that were incorporated in the final version of the interview
protocol including 50 questions. Examples of some questions (12 out of 50) used during the
interviews are reported in Table 4.

Table 4. Example of questions of the semi-structured interviews.

Reasons behind the choice to work at Planeat

(1) What are the main reasons that led you to work for this company?
(2) In choosing to work for this company, did you consider the proposed company values? Do you think they are aligned with your
personal values?
(3) Do you think you are particularly sensitive to issues related to sustainability and/or climate change?
- (If yes) Do you think this may have influenced your choice to work for an eco-friendly company?

Skills useful to work at Planeat

(1) Thinking about your role in the organization, what do you think might be the most important skills to do your job?
(2) What soft skills are essential to work for a green company, in your opinion?
- And for your company?

(3) I will now list a series of competencies that have been identified by researchers, and ask you to tell me whether you consider
them relevant within the company you work for:
Ability to foster change within and outside the organization; Consensus-building skills; Ability to innovate/rethink; Ability to work
in a team and collaborate; Ability to inspire and motivate others (colleagues); Ability to build relationships with colleagues
(Networking); Problem-solving skills; Ability to establish and manage priorities; Flexibility and adaptation; Communication with
internal stakeholders (listening, writing, speaking); Communication with external speakers (listening, writing, speaking);
Facilitating group work.

Green Human Resource Management practices

(1) Does your company implement Green HRM practices?
(2) At the selection stage, what are the most relevant characteristics?
(3) Do you consider values and skills related to environmental sustainability when selecting?
- (If yes) which ones?

(4) In the company you work for, are any specific human resource management strategies adopted to incentivize sustainable
behavior by workers?
(5) Does the company you work for incentivize internal/external training activities to raise awareness of sustainability among
its employees?

Conclusion

Our interview has come to an end. Are there other aspects related to the topics of our interviews that you would like to discuss?

3.4. Data Analysis

Recorded data were transcribed verbatim by removing all personal information.
NVivo 12.0 software was used to facilitate the thematic analysis, as done by previous
researchers who carried out qualitative studies in the field of organizational behavior
(e.g., [39,130]. Following the methodology proposed by Braun and Clarke [131], the authors
read through the transcriptions of the interviews several times to familiarize themselves
with the content. Initial codes for data were identified and then analyzed to understand
how they can be combined into potential themes. A thematic map was created to reflect on
the codes and themes identified. At this point, each theme was reviewed to check if it was
coherent with the coded data extracted and in relation to the whole dataset. Once this was
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achieved, names were given to the themes, and meaningful extracts that best represented
each code and theme were chosen.

4. Results

The results will be described in the following four sections, corresponding to the four
main themes that emerged through the thematic analysis of interviews: organizational
culture, skills relevant to work at Planeat (soft and hard), GHRM practices, and company
organizational management method (see Figure 1). Categories and codes for each theme
will also be reported.

1 
 

 

Figure 1. Summary of thematic analysis results.

4.1. Organizational Culture

Three dimensions of the organizational culture underlying participants’ choice to
work at Planeat were identified. First, participants identified the leadership of the CEO as
the main reason that explains their willingness to work at the company. They described the
leader as a person capable of inspiring others, recognizing the autonomy of each employee
in decision making, and conveying company values. Additionally, the leader demonstrated
the ability to listen to people’s opinions, involve them, and build consensus. The second
dimension of organizational culture refers to company values (defined and shared by
the leader, the CEO and founder of the company), which are the crucial building blocks
that link culture, vision, mission, leadership, psychological contract, engagement, and
performance. Consistent with the leader’s behaviors and with the previous literature on
caring HRM practices [132], the core value refers to caring for people, followed by caring
for the environment and social inclusion. Finally, the company vision is reported as the
third main reason for working at Planeat, as it represents the desire to make the world a
better place (see Table 5).
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Table 5. Organizational culture.

Categories Coding Examples of Quotations from Interviews N

Leadership (leader
behaviors)

Inspire

“Our leader is an example for everyone. We are often inspired by his
behaviors, the way he deals with people, everything.” (G., Software
developer); “Our leader is very inspirational as well as motivational,
inspiration also means that he is very consistent with the company’s
principles.” (E., Marketing specialist)

7

Promote autonomy in
decision making

“Our leader leaves us a lot of autonomy; he makes sure that each of us
is responsible for the activity he/she carries out. In addition to
autonomy, he leaves us a lot of decision-making power.” (M.,
Marketing specialist)

5

Convey values “The leader conveys the values of the company and makes them well
known to his employees.” (S., Sales specialist) 2

Listen to people

“The leader is the one who comes to the conclusion after listening to
everyone, after considering everyone’s opinion, and after considering
what is good for everyone and for a company. So, very often, the
leaders I like are the ones who are more on the quiet side that come out
precisely because at the end they ask, “What about you? What do you
think?”” (L., Sales and customer care)

2

Engage people “The leader is someone who involves.” (L., HR manager) 1

Build consensus
“Our leader builds consensus. If we are unconvinced for a thousand
reasons, he asks why we are not convinced and tries to explain why he
thinks we should be instead.” (M., Software developer)

1

Company values

Caring for people

“One of the company’s core values is to put people first, all people; first
and foremost, those you are close to, the people who work with you.”
(N., CEO); “Attention to others is something we always try to consider.
And, in fact, often there’s maybe a look, something that strikes us; we
try to be careful enough to look at people’s faces, look into their eyes to
see if there’s something.” (L., HR manager)

11

Caring for the
environment

“Previously, I had had work experience in quite different fields, and I
had gained the awareness that I wanted to work in a place where my
goal was to go home at night and have the confidence that I had done
something good not only for me (. . .) but also for those around me and
for the environment, which is something that I care a lot about.” (L.,
Sales and customer care); “I really like the project, the founder’s idea of
leaving the world in a better condition than it currently is.” (M.,
Software developer)

10

Social inclusion

“We have indeed one person—a cook—who is in prison. Article 21 is
working with us. Other people are doing internships from the youth
care association. It’s nice to already know that your company is giving
these people a chance to be able to create themselves, to be
rehabilitated and create a future for themselves.” (L., HR manager)

5

Company vision Make the world a
better place

“We set this up not to make money nor to give people jobs. But to
make a meaningful and positive contribution to the world around us,
trying to make available our talents, skills and abilities. If we fail in
that endeavor, it is there that, for us, we have failed, even if
economically we could find alternative solutions, because that is our
real goal.” (N., CEO)

5

4.2. Relevant Skills to Work at Planeat (Soft and Hard)

When participants were asked about the key skills needed to work at Planeat, several
soft skills emerged. According to previous studies [94,101,133], we categorized them into
three groups: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and green skills. Among the intrapersonal skills,
the ability to set and manage priorities was recognized as one of the most relevant skills,
probably because of the autonomy that the CEO gives to each employee. Moreover, as the
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company is trying to sell a new type of service that requires a change in customer habits,
participants said they need to be flexible and able to adapt when a specific path taken
(e.g., a marketing strategy) does not lead to the desired results. Among the interpersonal
skills, three main skills emerged. Firstly, almost all participants indicated the ability to
work in a team as a core competency, intended as the ability to collaborate, to recognize
the needs of colleagues, and to help each other. Also, almost all respondents recognized
the ability to promote change outside the company as necessary because their core service
(i.e., selling groceries online) requires a change in people’s habits. In addition, the third key
interpersonal skill is related to the ability to communicate and to adapt the communication
styles to suit people’s personalities. Finally, participants also mentioned the need for green
skills, which was related to the sensitivity to the environment and the awareness that if
we all take little actions to protect the environment, we will be able to achieve relevant
results. Regarding this point, almost all participants believe that their sensitivity to the
environment has increased since they started working at Planeat. Additionally, they also
recognized creativity as one of the key skills needed because of the novelty of their service,
which requires them to continuously find new strategies and innovate by identifying new
products to improve their environmental standards (see Table 6).

Table 6. Soft skills.

Categories Coding Examples of Quotations from Interviews N

Intrapersonal skills

Ability to establish and
manage priorities

“We always work by priority. We also have a file where we always sort
by urgency. The documents we give developers go by priority. Each
group decides its own priorities”. (E., Marketing specialist)

9

Flexibility and adaptation

“We are still at a stage where we can consider different paths from
those we originally thought of. I mean, the company’s structure is still
very fluid, therefore flexibility is essential because maybe I start a job,
realize it doesn’t bring anything and I can immediately act
accordingly”. (L., Sales and customer care specialist)

9

Ability to
innovate/rethink

“Rethinking is an integral part of the activity precisely because it is
difficult to find ways, so each time you have to both find new ones and
rethink the ones that have yielded some results, but not enough. So,
you have to figure out which of the many levers to move is the right
one”. (A., Legal/Marketing specialist)

7

Curiosity

“People need to have curiosity, because things change in an instant, the
pandemic made us realize that.” (M., Purchase department); “Right
now you need to have your eyes open all the time about everything.
Sometimes, even a small brochure brings you the name of an
institution, of something useful because there is no encyclopedia, no
manual that contains everything, so right now you need just this:
having your eyes open, attention always alive”. (L., Sales and customer
care specialist)

6

Problem-solving skills

“If we did not have problem solving skills, we would not be able to
take those steps that take us a little forward on this path, thus problem
solving and creativity are essential because they are the engine to take
those steps towards that direction”. (N., CEO)

5

Persistence skills

“We have to persevere because what we are doing is not easy. Because I
always say, in my opinion, we are too far ahead of the current era, so
even if we do something that at the theoretical level everybody tells
you “Beautiful, wonderful, very good” then it is difficult to get them
trying, to get them starting and so on. So, you have to persevere and
never give up”. (S., Sales specialist)

2

Orientation to change
“It is important to have the ability not to remain fixed on one’s choices
because of “my parents did it this way and I go ahead and do it that
way. . .” (A., Legal/Marketing specialist)

1
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Table 6. Cont.

Categories Coding Examples of Quotations from Interviews N

Interpersonal skills

Ability to work in a team

“The ability to work as a team, to take care of the people around, to
understand when there is a problem and deal with it together, hence, to
lend a hand without needing someone to raise their hand because they
are in trouble.” (A., Legal/Marketing specialist); “For us, it is important
to have a team of people who have the ability to interpret each other, to
know and understand, to work within the group”. (N., CEO)

11

Ability to foster change
outside the organization

“We try to encourage change in all the activities we do because at the
basis of our service there are values that lead you to implement a
change in your daily life. So, changing the method of food shopping
allows you to reduce food waste and reduce packaging waste.” (M.,
Marketing specialist); “Using reusable containers is a powerful change.
(. . .) This is really a change of habits, a change of the way of life”. (L.,
Sales and customer care specialist)

10

Communication skills

“Within the company there are extremely different personalities, so to
one you know you can say a certain thing, while to the other you have
to say it in another way because although it is the same information,
everyone takes it differently”. (L., Sales and customer care specialist)

8

Relational skills

“Each of us has to pay attention to see that the people you’re working
with are not struggling, because this is critical or maybe I don’t know, a
project didn’t work out and a person gets depressed. The attempt is
always to say: ‘guys, this one went wrong, let’s try another one’” (A.,
Legal/Marketing specialist); “Dealing with customer service I really
have to be Zen-like, you need a lot of serenity, a lot of peace of mind
and also some ability to manage interpersonal relationships, to
understand people’s characteristics, to listen a lot”. (L., Sales and
customer care specialist)

6

Consensus-building skills

“When we cannot do our work autonomously, but need support from
other teams we need to necessarily convince them that what we have
in mind is a priority, very important compared to, perhaps, some tasks
they have been asked”. (M., Marketing specialist)

6

Ability to inspire others

“Colleagues can inspire you to be more sustainable. Maybe they tell
you about a sustainable civic experience (like going to pick up plastic)
and you think you want to go next time because they told you it was a
very good experience, so positive that they entice you”. (M.,
Software developer)

6

Sharing and
conveying values

“It’s necessary to share the values because, it’s true that you can still
work in a green company and not share them, but if you share the
values and what the company does you surely also transmit it to the
outside and eventually, thinking about my role, also to the customers
you have to acquire. Surely, if you believe in it, you transmit it in a
different way, otherwise it becomes an automatism”. (S.,
Sales specialist)

5

Ability to foster change
within the organization

“This year there have been a lot of changes, maybe even just at the
level of strategies, that is, at first, we started out for private citizens,
then we turned to companies. Then now towards physical food outlets,
so let’s say there are a lot of changes, and they are incentivized. When
you realize that it can be a good path, you change”. (S., Sales specialist)

4

Influencing others

“So many things that others do are useful because they open your eyes,
maybe at that moment in that contingency you don’t do it, however
you know it exists and it’s something that over time you will do”. (A.,
Legal/Marketing specialist)

4
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Table 6. Cont.

Categories Coding Examples of Quotations from Interviews N

Green skills

Environmental sensitivity

“Sensitivity to realizing that we are definitely an individual within a
family, within a building, but, nevertheless, our choices impact much
more than we think and so this thing, in my opinion, is important”. (A.,
Legal/Marketing specialist)

9

Boosting of environmental
sensitivity through Planeat

“I have become much more suffering toward certain attitudes, and
even in my children’s education I really try to pass on what I learn. For
example, when there is an overfull plate, I ask: “are you really that
hungry? Because then what’s left, we have to throw it away,” so these
are little tricks that come from the work I do, before I wasn’t so aware”.
(R., Marketing specialist)

11

Green creativity

“I think that ultimately creativity is the most important thing right now
because we’ve seen that the classic levers (e.g., sending out flyers)
haven’t worked very well. We have to do a lot of storytelling related to
values to try to push and make people understand that with this
change in personal habits you can do a much much bigger thing. (. . .)
We always tried to think a little bit out of the box, simply because we
saw that traditional things don’t work”. (A., Legal/
Marketing specialist)

8

Participants acknowledged little importance regarding technical skills because they
are convinced that these skills can be learned easily if an employee meets the values and the
soft skills needed. Some of them are mentioned as hard skills: the knowledge of legislation
skills in software programming and accounting (see Table 7).

Table 7. Hard skills.

Categories Coding Examples of Quotations from Interviews N

Technical skills

Knowledge of legislation “Study and preparation on certain topics at the accounting, tax level is
important”. (L., Sales and customer care specialist) 3

Knowledge of
programming and
software

“You need to know the tools that you use, therefore, the programming
language or framework we use to develop the product. (. . .)
Understanding how to write that code, how to translate it into a
language that the computer is able to execute”. (M.,
Software developer)

1

Accounting skills
“On the administrative side, I always try to be quite careful about
expenses. So, I also try to have a focus on what to buy and what to do,
as if it was my own business”. (L., HR managers)

1

4.3. Green Human Resource Management Practices

The principal GHRM practices adopted in the company and mentioned by partici-
pants can be grouped into three different categories: Recruitment and Selection, Training
and Development, and Rewards. Consistent with the findings reported in the previous
sections, most participants reported that personal values represent the most relevant aspect
considered during the selection phase, to the point that they do not hire people who do
not share the company values even if they have excellent technical skills. Moreover, some
participants said that soft skills (e.g., the ability to work in a team and collaborate to foster
change outside the organization) were more relevant than hard skills. As regards training
and development, the majority of participants attended volunteer activities suggested
by the company (e.g., garbage collection along the river and delivering free meals to the
homeless), reporting that these were informal learning opportunities that fostered their
awareness of environmental and social issues. It is relevant to consider that these activities
were organized during their free time (i.e., weekends), showing that employees of Planeat
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take care of the environment and adopt sustainable behaviors not only during working
hours or when they are physically in the workplace—with the aim to follow organizational
rules (i.e., Task-Related Green Behaviors)—but also during their leisure time (i.e., Volun-
tary Green Behaviors). Half of the interviewees also took part in formal training courses
provided, for instance, by universities and technology training courses organized within
the company. Importantly, the company encourages employees to seek out and participate
in training activities. Finally, regarding rewards and evaluation, participants said that their
sustainable behaviors are usually followed by appreciation from other colleagues, but the
company does not provide financial rewards (see Table 8).

Table 8. HRM practices.

Categories Coding Examples of Quotations from Interviews N

Recruitment and
selection

Values consideration

“In our selection process, when new people are sought, this aspect of
values, namely the human aspect, is very much taken into account. The
skills, the more technical ones, always take second place to the human
aspect and the values, which can be perceived from a very quick
interview.” (G., Software developer); “If we see that the person is not in
line with our values, (. . .) even if they are good, we prefer not to take
them”. (C., HR manager)

8

Soft skills consideration

“We try to see if they are people who have worked already or if they
are inclined to work in teams because, anyway, collaboration and
respect for people is something we care about. (. . .) One may be great
at it, but then if they don’t know how to interact with others, they are
not collaborative. . . to us, soft skills are more important than hard
skills”. (L., HR manager)

3

Training and
development

Informal training and
awareness activities

“For soft skills, we have more indirect trainings, perhaps due to some
activities we have done, which have certainly trained us a lot, but did
not originate as training initiatives.” (N., CEO); “One Saturday
morning we went along the Ticino riverbank to pick up trash. We were
a group of three or four from Planeat and there were a couple of
colleagues who came along thinking ‘let’s see’ and they came back very
happy because they realized that there was a lot of dirt to pick up. It is
an eye-opening experience afterwards.” (L., Sales and customer
care specialist)

9

Formal training courses

“A colleague and I are taking a sustainability training course, and we
like it. We are very interested in it because it is wide-ranging and
allows us to have a very comprehensive training on sustainability.” (L.,
Sales and customer care specialist); “On the technology side, absolutely
yes, the company offers internal training courses”. (M.,
Software developer)

6

Employees training
incentive

“HR had sent websites where we could participate in courses, but even
if independently someone finds something they can propose it. And
then, of course, if it has a cost it is considered. Anyway, there is a lot of
openness, in fact the company gives incentives to attend them.” (S.,
Sales specialist); “The company always tries to involve us in these
activities, even outside of work, which are in line with its values”. (G.,
Software developer)

3

Rewards and
evaluation Non-financial rewards

“There is an appreciation from other colleagues, however, there are no
benefits nor incentives. (E., Marketing specialist); “There are some
employees who got a water purifier to avoid buying plastic bottles (. . .).
When they tell us and share these experiences, no doubt, we take them
into account; however, it is not as if rewards follow”. (C., HR manager)

8

4.4. Organizational Management Method

This company uses holacracy as an organizational management method. During
interviews, employees described how this practice is applied in their company, explaining
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that each employee is responsible for his/her role and actions. Each staff member works as
a team with other staff members who have a role in the same area. Therefore, the system
is composed of several teams collaborating to reach shared goals. Once a week, there is
a meeting (called “tactical”) used to share the status of one’s work with others. During
these meetings, it is possible to ask for help from more experienced colleagues to solve
specific issues or ask the opinion of the CEO when an important decision needs to be made
(Table 9). The adoption of this method allows for an understanding of why participants
recognize the particular importance of the ability to work in a team and communicate
with others.

Table 9. Organizational management method.

Categories Coding Examples of Quotations from Interviews N

Organizational
management
method

Holacracy

“We use a tool called holacracy, a very lean tool for which each role
within the company provides for the total responsibility over all its
activities. Once a week we meet and share all the activities carried out
in a very fast way, so all the issues are tackled, and any difficulties are
also addressed. And the principle of holacracy provides for the
intervention of someone with more experience (if requested), but only
for certain issues.” (L., Sales and customer care specialist); “The main
point of holacracy, which is the organizational system we use, is that
each person is his/her own entrepreneur”. (A., Legal/Marketing
specialist).

8

5. Discussion

Today, global warming and environmental issues are increasing workplace complexity
and competitiveness [134]. In other words, the impellent need to reduce the impact of
societies on the environment is putting new and additional challenges on organizations,
their leaders, and employees. For instance, the pressure to deliver sustainable services and
products is growing, and customers are paying more attention to these aspects, especially
in the food sector [135]. Companies cannot fail to take into account the new needs of
consumers and the need to adapt their production standards to the logic of greater sustain-
ability. To deal with this need, companies must rely on workers with specific skills and
behaviors [90]. Since people represent a critical asset for organizational success [136], there
is a growing need to hire workers able to operate in a context characterized by uncertainty
and changes in job roles and activities [137]. The extant literature highlights that more
research is needed to better understand which factors are relevant for sustainable SMEs.
Accordingly, this article performed a qualitative study with a threefold purpose: to identify
the main drivers of working for a sustainable SME, to understand the key skills relevant
to working in a sustainable SME, and to detect the main HRM practices adopted in a
sustainable SME.

In response to the question regarding the main reasons behind the choice to work at
Planeat, participants indicated some aspects related to the organizational culture. Firstly,
they indicated their willingness to work with the CEO of the company because of his
strong ability to inspire others, recognize autonomy in decision-making, convey values,
and listen to and engage people by building consensus within the company. The second
reason mentioned is related to sharing the company values regarding caring for people and
the environment, as well as social inclusion.

It is clear that the values underlying organizational culture are defined by the leader
or the governance of the organization.

Accordingly, our findings revealed the importance of leadership for the employees
interviewed and, at the same time, the crucial importance of culture and values.

Considering these aspects, employees chose to work at Planeat because they share the
vision of the company to “make the world a better place” and are driven by the concern
for their children and for future generations. Consequently, it seems that this company is
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characterized by sustainable leadership (which is based on the assumptions of Responsible
Leadership, Transformational Leadership, Servant Leadership, Spiritual Leadership, Ethi-
cal Leadership, and Shared leadership [90]), which recognizes the significance of people,
through the application of Humanistic Management, and promotes long-term sustainability
as well as systemic innovation. Indeed, the previous literature suggested that sustainable
leaders share the company vision with collaborators, support their development, and are
committed to building an ethical workplace characterized by trust, participation, empower-
ment, teamwork, and knowledge sharing [89]. They value every person as a whole and are
careful in considering the environment without losing sight of economic issues [90]. Both
aspects reflect the three main values mentioned by participants (i.e., care for people, care
for the environment, and social inclusion) and, thus, demonstrate that the CEO particularly
cares for each person, society, and the environment. The particular attention dedicated to
each collaborator emphasizes the fact that they are considered more than just workers; this
creates a sense of community that fosters employees’ enthusiasm and engagement [12] and
goes beyond Planeat as a mere workplace. Taken together, these aspects suggest that they
adopt Humanistic Management [138], even if the leader and the employees are not aware
of it. By identifying how this leadership style can be adopted in a sustainable SME, this
study contributes to the current limited literature on sustainable leadership [139].

According to the Food 2030 Strategy of the European Commission, skills play a key role
in helping companies overcome the main challenges regarding the increasing competition
for natural resources, climate change, and resource scarcity [140] by highlighting the need
to detect the most relevant skills necessary to work in sustainable SMEs. In this regard, it is
relevant to note that, when asked to indicate the main skills necessary to work at Planeat,
almost all participants reported different soft skills, while only three employees indicated
some hard skills (i.e., the need to know the rules, to possess skills in software programming,
and to pay attention to the company expenses). This finding is coherent with the results
that emerged in previous studies [100,101] and indicates that soft skills seem to be more
relevant than hard skills. This is linked to the leader, the values, and the organizational
culture. In this regard, our findings showed that people working at Planeat must be able
to set and handle priorities and be flexible. This is coherent with the leadership style
adopted, which recognizes responsibility and autonomy to each collaborator, as well as
with the adoption of holacracy [141]. Moving on to interpersonal skills, according to the
results of Sujová and colleagues [98], the ability to work in a team is the most mentioned by
participants. Most likely, this ability is fostered by the adoption of holacracy, a method of
organizational management based on the work of self-managing teams [115]. However, it
is relevant to note that, when speaking about the ability to work in teams, participants refer
both to the ability to collaborate in order to reach a common goal and to be aware of the
state of wellbeing of others in order to provide help and support when needed. Working as
a team in this way sustains the creation of a healthy work environment in which, according
to Humanistic Management [88], a central value is recognized by people [36].

Finally, participants reported green skills as key to working for a sustainable company.
Among this group, they mentioned the ability to be sensitive to the environment and to
be aware that sustainable and respectful actions are useful to protect the environment,
suggesting that participants possess a certain level of green self-efficacy. This is particularly
relevant as previous studies demonstrated that people who believe that their actions can
have a positive impact on the environment are more likely to adopt these kinds of ac-
tions [105]. Moreover, almost all participants reported having always been environmentally
conscious (e.g., values handed down by the family), but they also said that this had been
further developed and stimulated when they started working at Planeat. Furthermore,
green creativity is reported by different participants as a key ability because of the novelty
of the services that Planeat is selling. Indeed, participants said that they encounter difficul-
ties in selling their services as it requires a change in the consumers’ habits. Therefore, they
often need to creatively rethink the strategy used to find new consumers and to spread
the services by requiring them to implement lateral thinking and problem-solving skills.
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This finding is in accordance with the previous literature recognizing a key role in creative
thinking [98,99] and, specifically, in green creativity in the food sector [142]. Therefore, by
identifying soft skills as more relevant than hard skills, this research contributes to the
literature about soft skills in the green sector and Italian SMEs. Additionally, this study
adds to the scientific literature on holacracy, which is still in its infancy [143], by showing
how some soft skills are relevant to working in a company that adopts this organizational
management method and how this can foster the sustainable development of organizations.

Accordingly, when talking with participants about GHRM practices, they reported
that personal values and soft skills represent the key aspects on which the outcome of
the selection process depends. This reflects the main values on which the organizational
culture is based. Focusing the recruitment and selection process on personal values and
soft skills, HR managers of Planeat are able to evaluate the person–organization fit [42] and,
hence, the psychological contract that has been demonstrated to be positively related to job
performance [144]. This leads to the creation of a strong psychological contract and sense of
belonging among employees. Therefore, green recruitment and selection help the company
to have a workforce aligned with an organizational culture that shares green ideologies
and sustains the reaching of sustainable goals. Additionally, regarding green training and
development, participants reported that the company encourages HR to participate in
training activities. Most of the participants—including the CEO—participated in activities
that can be considered informal training. For instance, these activities included collecting
plastics along the river or delivering free meals to the homeless. According to Gim and
colleagues [145], participants reported that these kinds of activities were useful in boosting
sensitivity and awareness of the environment, including social issues, and being more
conscious about the effects of their actions on the environment [42]. Green training has been
found to be the GHRM practice more able to foster Italian employees’ pro-environmental
behaviors [146]. Moreover, in addition to the commitment of its employees to participating
in the social-related activities just mentioned, it emerged that in the recruiting and selection
phase, the company showed concern for underprivileged groups of people by hiring,
for instance, a Human Resources person from the prison in order to support its social
reintegration as planned by Italian law. Along with the importance of recognizing human
values and hearing employees’ needs and opinions through the holacracy system, this
showed how the company pays attention to the social aspects of sustainability both outside
(by encouraging employees to participate in social activities) and inside (by recognizing
values to each Human Resource) the company. This has shown that Planeat seeks to operate
in a sustainable way not only from an environmental but also from a social point of view.

Although previous studies demonstrated that green rewards and compensation are
relevant to engaging employees in environmental activities and eco-friendly behaviors [39],
the analysis of the interviews allowed us to detect that no financial rewards are given by the
company. Participants said that they are all voluntarily committed to adopting sustainable
behavior because they share the company values; therefore, it is not necessary to receive
incentives from the company. However, they also recognize that eco-friendly behaviors
are often followed by appreciation from other colleagues reporting that some kind of
non-financial and intangible rewards exist in the company. Although GHRM practices
are receiving growing interest from scholars, to date, little is known about this topic
among Italian employees. Therefore, this study provides a contribution to the management
literature by exploring what kind of GHRM practices are adopted in a sustainable Italian
SME in the food sector.

6. Limitations and Future Research Directions

Although this research offers several contributions to the literature, it is important
to underline some limitations. Our findings derived from semi-structured interviews
conducted with a small sample of people employed in a sustainable Italian SME operating in
the food industry, thus limiting its generalizability. Additionally, in this specific case study,
the data collected demonstrated an alignment of the points of view of the interviewees.
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Future studies should be developed in larger companies to detect potential differences in
opinions between workers employed in different departments (for instance, HR specialists
may have opinions different from those of workers employed in other departments).
Moreover, the research takes into account the awareness of the risk of respondents’ response
bias. Therefore, it would be useful to conduct similar studies in other countries or adopt a
cross-cultural perspective in order to verify the generalization of our findings. Moreover, as
this study is useful to explore some key themes (e.g., skills, HRM practices) in sustainable
SMEs, to ensure the integrity of the findings, we suggest implementing a mixed-method
design (by integrating qualitative with quantitative data [147]) and triangulate the different
source of information (e.g., interviews, observation and field notes [148], that was not
possible to implement in the current study due to timing constraints and agreements
defined by the company Additionally, as Planeat is a recent project, it would be useful to
re-collect the data in the coming years to verify if the themes are still the same. Finally,
although in this study, the attention has been mainly dedicated to the environmental part
of sustainability and secondly to the social level, it would be useful to delve into social and
sustainable HRM and explore the financial aspects [149,150].

7. Conclusions

In these turbulent times, in which being environmentally sustainable is a concern of
an increasing number of people and companies, reducing food waste represents one of
the major challenges of circular economies. Therefore, it became relevant to analyze and
discover how companies can contribute to these challenges. Accordingly, by analyzing
the content of semi-structured interviews carried out with employees of an innovative
Italian SME, some key themes related to the organizational culture, skills relevant to work
at Planeat (soft and hard), GHRM practices, and the organizational management method
were identified. It emerged that this company adopted holacracy and recognized a central
value to humans along with the environment. The sustainable leadership characterizing
this company recognizes the great importance of the soft skills of collaborators, and green
recruitment and selection are used to attract people who share the same values in addition
to fostering their willingness to take part in green training. Based on such findings, it seems
crucial that sustainable SMEs adopt GHRM practices that can support the attraction of
people who share the company values in order to create a cohesive workforce and establish
a strong psychological contract. The findings of this research suggest that HR managers
should be trained on how to match their collaborators’ and organization’s values [90]
as well as on how to implement eco-friendly recruitment processes [151]. In addition,
it is relevant that these companies have sustainable leaders able to effectively share the
company’s sustainability-related vision and, at the same time, able to support their col-
laborators [90]. To conclude, given the key role that soft skills play in this research, it is
necessary that universities incorporate specific training in different degree programs. Com-
panies should also promote the participation of employees in specific programs aimed at
improving soft skills.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, C.F., C.B. and C.R.; methodology, C.F., C.B. and C.R.;
software, C.B.; validation, C.F., C.B. and C.R.; formal analysis, C.B.; investigation, C.F., C.B. and
C.R.; resources, C.F., C.B. and C.R.; data curation, C.F. and C.B.; writing—original draft preparation,
C.F., C.B. and C.R.; writing—review and editing, C.F., C.B. and C.R.; visualization, C.R.; supervision,
C.F.; project administration, C.F. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in
the study.

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding author. The data are not publicly available due to the interview privacy.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 15841 21 of 25

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. González-Benito, J.; González-Benito, Ó. Environmental Proactivity and Business Performance: An Empirical Analysis. Omega

2005, 33, 1–15. [CrossRef]
2. Boiral, O. Global Warming: Should Companies Adopt a Proactive Strategy? Long Range Plan. 2006, 39, 315–330. [CrossRef]
3. Goodland, R. The Concept of Environmental Sustainability. Annu. Rev. Ecol. Syst. 1995, 26, 1–24. [CrossRef]
4. Wilkinson, A.; Hill, M.; Gollan, P. The Sustainability Debate. Int. J. Oper. Prod. Manag. 2001, 21, 1492–1502. [CrossRef]
5. Ahmad, S. Green Human Resource Management: Policies and Practices. Cogent Bus. Manag. 2015, 2, 1030817. [CrossRef]
6. Redondo Alamillos, R.; de Mariz, F. How Can European Regulation on ESG Impact Business Globally? J. Risk Financ. Manag.

2022, 15, 291. [CrossRef]
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119. Krasulja, N.; Radojević, I.; Janjušić, D. Holacracy-the New Management System. In Proceedings of the International Scientific

Conference, Nis, Serbia, 13 October 2016; Volume 13.
120. Patton, M.Q. Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods: Integrating Theory and Practice; SAGE Publications: London, UK, 2015.
121. Guest, G.; Bunce, A.; Johnson, L. How Many Interviews Are Enough? An Experiment with Data Saturation and Variability. Field

Methods 2006, 18, 59–82. [CrossRef]
122. Mason, M. Sample Size and Saturation in PhD Studies Using Qualitative Interviews. Forum Qual. Soc. Res. 2010, 11. [CrossRef]
123. Hagaman, A.K.; Wutich, A. How Many Interviews Are Enough to Identify Metathemes in Multisited and Cross-Cultural Research?

Another Perspective on Guest, Bunce, and Johnson’s (2006) Landmark Study. Field Methods 2017, 29, 23–41. [CrossRef]
124. Schweitzer, R.; van Wyk, S.; Murray, K. Therapeutic Practice with Refugee Clients: A Qualitative Study of Therapist Experience.

Couns. Psychother. Res. 2015, 15, 109–118. [CrossRef]
125. Tang, G.; Ren, S.; Wang, M.; Li, Y.; Zhang, S. Employee Green Behaviour: A Review and Recommendations for Future Research.

Int. J. Manag. Rev. 2023, 25, 297–317. [CrossRef]
126. Sibian, A.-R.; Ispas, A. An Approach to Applying the Ability-Motivation-Opportunity Theory to Identify the Driving Factors of

Green Employee Behavior in the Hotel Industry. Sustainability 2021, 13, 4659. [CrossRef]
127. del Podadera, M.C.M.; González-Jimenez, A.J. Teachers’ Perceptions of Immigrant Students and Families: A Qualitative Study.

Sustainability 2023, 15, 12632. [CrossRef]
128. Bilal, A.R.; Fatima, T.; Imran, M.K.; Iqbal, K. Is It My Fault and How Will I React? A Phenomenology of Perceived Causes and

Consequences of Workplace Ostracism. Eur. J. Manag. Bus. Econ. 2020, 30, 36–54. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1108/JEEE-07-2020-0236
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132413807
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2023.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2023.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1002/tqem.20271
https://doi.org/10.1177/02690942231151638
https://doi.org/10.3390/su6106604
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-014-0041-8
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000165
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27064290
https://doi.org/10.1027//1015-5759.18.3.242
https://doi.org/10.1108/00251741211216197
https://doi.org/10.2478/orga-2022-0009
https://doi.org/10.1111/joss.12101
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11102755
https://doi.org/10.1108/BFJ-04-2020-0306
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aaq0216
https://doi.org/10.35940/ijrte.B1096.0882S819
https://doi.org/10.1108/HRMID-08-2018-0161
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903
https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-11.3.1428
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X16640447
https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12018
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12328
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13094659
https://doi.org/10.3390/su151612632
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJMBE-03-2019-0056


Sustainability 2023, 15, 15841 25 of 25

129. Bernuzzi, C.; Sommovigo, V.; O’Shea, D.; Setti, I. A Mixed-Method Study on Job Satisfaction Among Air Traffic Controllers
During the Pandemic: The Roles of Work-Family Interface and Resilience. Int. J. Aerosp. Psychol. 2023, 33, 247–269. [CrossRef]

130. Margheritti, S.; Gragnano, A.; Villa, R.; Invernizzi, M.; Ghetti, M.; Miglioretti, M. Being an Emotional Business Leader in the Time
of the COVID-19 Pandemic: The Importance of Emotions during a Crisis. Sustainability 2023, 15, 3392. [CrossRef]

131. Braun, V.; Clarke, V. Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology. Qual. Res. Psychol. 2006, 3, 77–101. [CrossRef]
132. Saks, A.M. Caring Human Resources Management and Employee Engagement. Hum. Resour. Manag. Rev. 2022, 32, 100835.

[CrossRef]
133. Sutil-Martín, D.L.; Otamendi, F.J. Soft Skills Training Program Based on Serious Games. Sustainability 2021, 13, 8582. [CrossRef]
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