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1 Department of Applied Social Sciences, Faculty of Organization and Management, Silesian University of
Technology, 26-28 Roosevelt St., 41-800 Zabrze, Poland; aleksandra.kuzior@polsl.pl

2 Department of Philosophy of Morality and Global Ethics, Maria Grzegorzewska University,
02-353 Warsaw, Poland

* Correspondence: karolina.alina.kettler@gmail.com (K.K.); lrab@aps.edu.pl (Ł.R.)

Abstract: Remote and hybrid working models and accelerated digitalization of the human resources
processes were introduced in most organizations worldwide as a consequence of the COVD-19
pandemic. This digital revolution at the workplace was forced by extraordinary circumstances, thus
its impact had not been anticipated before. This motivated the authors to study the new work reality.
The research was based on a hypothesis that the digitalization of work and the human resources
processes, approaches organizations to the sustainable development ideal. Sustainability is here
understood as maintaining a balance between economic, environmental, and social factors. The
authors analyzed the impact between the digital processes and the way of working on the following
areas: CO2 emissions, creating plastic waste, saving energy, creating a gender-diverse and inclusive
workplace. To verify the hypothesis, the authors used their own original and desk research. The
original research was conducted within a Berlin-based tech startup between March 2020 and August
2021. Additionally, the authors ran surveys among international startups and scale-ups. Based on
their findings the authors concluded that there can be a positive correlation between digitalization
and increased organizational sustainability. This result is significant not only for the human resources
specialists but can indicate a direction for a general business strategy.

Keywords: sustainable development; humanistic management; sustainable organization; surveillance
capitalism; pandemic; remote work; environmental protection; carbon footprint; diversity and
inclusion; remote work; philosophy of digital life

1. Introduction

The outbreak of the coronavirus has deeply impacted the way people work. The
accelerated digitalization of processes and working models did not happen for many
organizations as a result of long-term planning but was rather imposed by lockdowns and
external restrictions. In the authors’ opinion, this currently happening work r(e)volution
could be either a major opportunity or a threat for the labor world. We could on the one
hand expect that thanks to remote work and digitalized processes, the workers would be
freed from the bonds of time, location, and social circumstances restrictions. On the other
hand, this digital change brings as well advanced monitoring possibilities, which could
turn the post-pandemic workplaces into panopticons, places, where workers are constantly
controlled and deprived of freedom.

Organizations following the first path become more sustainable [1]. Sustainability is
here understood as maintaining a balance between economic, environmental, and social
factors. If employees are not restricted by location, time, and social circumstances, this
influences not only their lives but contributes to a wider social and environmental change.
According to the authors, the practical application of sustainable development within orga-
nizations is humanistic management. Humanistic management can be described as a trend
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that places people and their natural and social environment at the center. As underlined by
Kostera, one of the most important Polish propagators of humanistic management, building
a sustainable, humanistically managed organization, means putting emphasis on creating a
positive impact on individuals, groups, and the environment [2]. Classical management
does not stand, or at least should not, in contradiction with humanistic management. What
we are talking here about is the restoration of the main role in the organization of an
employee. Thinking in economic terms is important not only from the point of view of
the generated profit but also for achieving goals of the general social dimension (such as
providing jobs [2]. This is an obvious reference to Adam Smith, who in the “theory of moral
feelings” postulates the use of reason not only for getting rich but above all for respecting
moral principles [3].

Improving the conditions and atmosphere at work was the subject of considerations
already in the 1930s (E. Mayo’s school of interpersonal relations), but it was not until the
end of the 20th century that an approach that puts people in the foreground developed [4].
The last two decades have brought an increase in the number of scientific studies on hu-
manistic management, which primarily emphasize the value of man, respect for individual
dignity, and improvement of the quality of life. This will be the subject of the author’s
further research [5]. Therefore, it should be underlined once again that these postulates of
humanistic management are consistent with the assumptions of sustainable development
and the functioning of a sustainable organization [6]. Humanistic management is under-
stood in the context of new challenges related to environmental protection and the rational
use of shrinking resources through solutions based on the circular economy [7]. Extending
these issues with the human aspect is clearly reflected in the idea of CSR (Corporate Social
Responsibility) [8], and more effective implementation of sustainable development goals [9].
However, despite the increased interest in humanistic management, no satisfactory for-
mula for the implementation of theoretical solutions into management practice has been
developed yet.

Both theorists and management practitioners have long understood that the good
functioning of an organization is largely based on properly implemented human re-
sources processes, ranging from recruitment processes to human resource management.
The literature on the subject is extensive [10–16]. The Scopus database for the Human
Resources Management query finds 176,294 document results in keywords, titles and
abstracts. The Publons database finds 1,374,926 results after publication titles containing
the phrase “Human Resources Management”. Human resource management also appears
in a new “green” approach (Green HRM) [17]. On the other hand, for the query “human
resources processes”, Publons finds 1,020,156 results, and Scopus 92.390 document results.
There are relatively few studies on HR processes and human resource management in the
digitization era [18–22].

Taking the above into consideration and with the intention to fill the research gap,
the authors analyzed the aspects of human resources processes (recruitment) and new
working models (remote and hybrid) in light of the sustainable development and human-
istic management basic assumptions (see above). The hypothesis being verified was as
follows: The corona-caused digitalization of work and human resources processes helps
organizations in achieving the ideal of sustainability. Being able to test this hypothesis is
important not only from the human resources management perspective but as well from
the wider business strategy standpoint. Currently, the digital shift has been imposed by
external circumstances. However, if organizations and their leaders understand better the
mechanisms behind this change, it will help them build more aware, long-term strategies
that could contribute positively to social and environmental change.

2. Materials and Methods

The authors decided to use a case study research design. The aim was to conduct an
in-depth study of the topic of the digitalization processes caused by the current pandemic
and their influence on organizational sustainability.
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A case study research design is particularly useful when the subject in question is not
yet well described or researched. However, the authors treat their initial research as an
introduction to a further broader research project.

The objective of the authors’ study was to verify the following hypothesis: The
corona-caused digitalization of work and human resources processes helps organizations in
achieving the ideal of sustainability. The authors decided to choose this research hypothesis
for the following reasons:

• Research gap: (1) the topic of accelerated digitalization during the current pandemic
and its influence on sustainability is relatively poorly described (2) the number of
scientific articles on startups is low [23].

• Scientific significance: the research will provide a new perspective on organizational
sustainability and may lead to new in-depth research on the topic of digitalization and
its correlation with sustainable development.

• Practical application: for business leaders and human resources specialists, a deeper
understanding of the interconnection between digitalization and sustainability will
(may lead) lead to building long-term strategies aligned with the ideals of humanistic
management and sustainable development.

The stated hypothesis was being verified by the authors through the following
research methods:

• Primary source data collection (surveys, in-depth interviews).
• Secondary research data collection.

The original study was conducted in the time frame between March 2020 and August
2021 within a Berlin-based tech startup. At the beginning of the study, the company
consisted of 55 employees and grew by August 2021 up to 72 workers. All of the employees
consist of so-called white-collar workers—100% hold a university diploma or equivalent.

Each quarter engagement surveys (seven rounds) were distributed among the employ-
ees via an internal online tool. In total, 375 surveys were sent to the employees during the
study time period. On average, the response rate (returned, completed surveys) was at the
90% level. The same tool for distribution was also used to collect and analyze the data.

To obtain a more in-depth perspective, the authors conducted face-to-face in-depth
interviews with the line managers (one interview per every two quarters, three rounds, in
total 34 individual in-depth interviews). The data was manually registered in the online
tool and then analyzed with the same software as the engagement surveys.

Additionally, the authors ran two surveys within Berlin startups and scaleups, whose
human resources specialists and managers belong to the Secret HR Society—an interna-
tional organization for human resources and recruitment professionals. The data from these
surveys were collected and analyzed via an external online survey tool. In total, 20 surveys
were completed and returned.

3. Remote Work and Remote Recruitment

Before the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the remote or hybrid working model
had been more of a rare perk than day-to-day reality. However, since March 2020, most
of the companies worldwide have shifted, there, where it was possible, into a home office
way of working. After a year and a half with the pandemic restrictions, this digital work
has become a new normal, which, according to several studies, will stay with us for good.

Based on a survey conducted by CNBC among the top US companies, most of them
will remain in a hybrid and/or remote setup (45% hybrid, 23% fully remote) after the restric-
tions are lifted [24]. In Poland, as the Colliers report shows (study ran among 200 companies
in the biggest Polish cities), after the pandemic is over, 77% of the respondents will continue
working in a hybrid model [25]. As for the German enterprises, following the BCG study,
68% of them will turn into hybrid ones after all the restrictions are lifted [26]. In Berlin,
which is dominated by tech startups, this number tends to be even higher. According to a
survey run by the authors within 20 Berlin startups and scale-ups, all of them are shifting
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into hybrid and/or remote-first companies. 17 out of 20 reviewed organizations will offer a
combination of hybrid and fully remote options based on the individual employee choices.
As for the examined company, it shifted to a fully remote setup in March 2020. As of
today (August 2021) the enterprise offers hybrid and remote options. The fully vaccinated
employees, who wish to work from the office, need to sign up beforehand using an app
integrated into the internal communication system. There is, however, a limit of 10 people
to be present per day. This way of working was chosen by the members of the organization
in a company-wide engagement survey.

Recruitment processes had been extensively digitalized already before the pandemic
broke out. Most of the talent acquisition specialists had been using digital and/or AI-
supported systems in their hiring endeavors. Any organization is currently able to automate
a big part of its hiring processes. Currently are used revolutionary recruitment methods
based on artificial intelligence solutions, analytics, and human resource, which utilize
augmented reality and virtual reality [27–30].

Let us have a closer look at the different stages of attracting a talent that is currently
widely used:

• Job descriptions—there are programs that not only help to create and post job descrip-
tions but also use relevant language that is bias-free, gender-neutral, and directed to a
concrete target group

• CVs screening—a good ATS (applicant tracking system) can prescreen applications,
identify keywords, and place candidates in the right openings

• Scheduling interviews—there are various tools, which can integrate with an online
calendar and schedule all steps of the process automatically

• First screens—instead of having recruiters conducting a couple of repetitive phone/video
screens per day, a company can introduce a chatbot that will easily replace a human
interviewer or/and answer the most frequent questions

• Online tests
• Job offer—many companies nowadays use dedicated software to create offers and

have them signed electronically
• Pre-onboarding—activities connected to welcoming a newbie can be easily automated.

However, what the pandemic-related lockdown caused, was adding the whole on-
boarding process to the scope of digitized recruitment. Companies organize initial training,
get-to-know the team, software, and equipment usage tutorials, and more, in the online
setup. To make the employee experience smoother, digital conferencing solutions have
been improving during the pandemic and adding more real-life features. Currently, while
using a remote conference solution, one gets to change the rooms, have an office-like setup,
and more.

From the 20 surveyed Berlin startups and scaleups, 100% will keep the remote/hybrid
recruitment process. However, 16 will be/are offering onsite interviewing options for the
Berlin-based candidates.

The examined organization shifted completely to digital recruitment, and this setup is
going to remain even after the pandemic is over. The applicants from remote locations and
Berlin go through the same process and candidate experience.

4. Digital Work and Environmental Aspects

The pandemic restrictions affected the environment extensively. Let us have a closer
look at how working from home in the past year and a half has influenced our impact
on nature.

A huge part of the world’s population commutes to work with a car. Driving a car
has one of the highest impacts on polluting the air. A study run by Sun Microsystems
revealed that a daily car commute to and from work is responsible for 98% of an employee’s
work-produced carbon footprint. Given the fact that most of the workers start and finish
at the almost same time creating huge traffic jams, these cars produce tons of greenhouse
gases daily. To be more precise, only in the US—the second country after China to be having
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the most carbon emissions in the world—an average yearly contribution to carbon footprint
per person using a car equals 3.2 tons of carbon. Moreover, transportation, in general, is the
biggest source of carbon dioxide emissions in the US, and private vehicles constitute 60% of
the emissions [31]. Air quality has improved significantly in India and China [32]. Analyzes
have been carried out on the transition to a low carbon/sustainable economy [33,34].

An estimation made by Global Workplace Analytics showed that if all citizens of the
US, who could start working from home (study ran before the pandemic) would do so for
half of the week, “it would have the greenhouse gas equivalent of taking the entire New
York State workforce off the road” [35]. We can compare this assessment with the data
gathered at the end of the year 2020. According to the study conducted by INRIX, vehicle
traffic was down by ca. 38% in the US last year [36]. As for the European examples—for
instance, in the United Kingdom transport emissions constitute 21% of the UK’s carbon
footprint, and before the pandemic, employees would spend 4.6 million hours on their
commute to and from work [37]. Germany, where the usage of cars is one of the highest in
Europe and the carbon footprint caused by cars is the highest in the European Union, has
seen a drop of the CO2 cars’ emissions due to pandemic’s lockdown by 8.7%, according to
the Federal Environment Agency. However, it is estimated that if the companies were to
get back to the full onsite presence model, it would mean an increase of carbon footprint
by 6% in a very short time only due to a daily commute [38]. To summarize, on the global
level, according to the report published by the International Energy Agency, 2020 was
marked by the largest annual decline of greenhouse gases emission since World War II,
which was 6% [38].

But the home office is not limited to the reduction of private transportation. Working
from home significantly changes our practices and behaviors, which has a huge impact on
the environment and sustainability. According to research, employees working from home
are more energy-usage conscious and tend to save it to a higher extent than people who
are present at the office. This is explained by the lack of financial incentives while saving
energy at the workplace [39].

Another environmental aspect, deeply linked to the working from the office practices,
are eating habits. Many companies offer food delivery options to their employees. This
tendency is very strong in the big, often polluted cities. According to a study that was
published in “Nature Human Behavior”, the more polluted the city, the more likely office
workers will order lunch. To be more precise—the research was based on the lunch choices
of 251 office employees for 11 days (working week) in three of the most polluted cities of
China—Beijing, Shenyang, and Shijiazhuang. Additionally, entries from an online food
delivery platform of 350,000 users were checked. By comparing both datasets with air
pollution data during the usual lunch break time, researchers discovered that employees
were 43% more likely to order food delivery when there was a 100 µg m–3 increase in
particulate matter pollution (PM2.5). By contrast, the general public was 7.2% more likely
to use food delivery services with the same increase in air pollution [40].

Intuitively, however, one may suppose that during the pandemic this trend would
reverse and people staying and working at home would start heavily ordering ready-
made food. However, as research shows, the past lockdown changed eating habits into a
more healthy and sustainable manner. According to several international studies, during
the pandemic, people started cooking at home more extensively. For instance, research
conducted among 2200 American (US) consumers showed that over half of them (55%)
started cooking exclusively at home since the pandemic and that 91% of that group will
keep this habit even after the lockdown is over [41]. In Europe, a cross-sectional online
survey among 2680 residents of Denmark, Germany, and Slovenia revealed that people
working in the home office increased their cooking and baking activities. For instance,
according to this study, 25% of German consumers are more engaged in cooking at home
than before the pandemic, and 21% more in baking [42]. To summarize, according to the
preliminary data gathered still during the pandemic, the home office seems to have a
positive impact on the environment.
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How is that reflected in the examined company? As already mentioned, in the past
year, during both lockdowns introduced in Germany (March 2020–May 2021), the company
has been working fully remotely. Currently, a hybrid model has been introduced, with
approximately 3 days of onsite presence.

To verify the carbon footprint of the organization by comparing the full onsite, fully
remote, and hybrid models, the authors used an online emissions calculator for businesses
developed by Planetly. The tool estimates annual emissions depending on the business
model, city, and the number of employees. For the examined company the results are
shown below (Figures 1–3):
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As we can see, the fully remote model significantly reduced emissions produced by
the enterprise. Moreover, emissions forecasted for the households are always below the
ones produced for the company. Taking into account that it is still too early to make a
general statement, given the existing data, we can say that remote and hybrid model has a
beneficial influence on the environment. On top of this, we should also add the reduction
of carbon footprint due to remote recruitment. Before the pandemic, the candidates were
flying in from the most remote locations just to attend a couple of hours of interviews.
Given that in the examined organization 80% of the employees relocated to Germany for
the job, the reduction in CO2 emissions should be significant (unfortunately, the authors
lack a precise calculation of such).

5. Digitalization and (Gender) Diversity

The examined company belongs to the tech startup environment. Tech companies,
worldwide, are mostly dominated by male employees. Even in the EU countries, this
domination is very significant (Figures 4–6):
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Not only are women outnumbered by their male co-workers in the tech industry—
there are also very few female leaders in the tech industry (example from Germany), and
the pay gap between men and women is significant.

However, more and more companies strive to become more diverse and inclusive and
to bring on board more female employees and leaders. Apart from the ethical dimension,
there are a couple of pragmatic reasons for doing so:

• Higher profit: A study among the Fortune 500 companies showed that with at least
three female directors on the management board the following factors improved: the
return on invested capital increased over 66%, return on sales jumped over to 42%,
and return on equity went higher by 53% [43].

• Retention rate: According to Gallup’s research, companies with more diverse staff
have a 22% lower turnover rate compared to those with a more homogeneous one.

• Recruitment: Based on several studies in the recruitment industry, for ca. 67% of the
job seekers diversity is a key point when choosing a future employer [44].
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• Engagement and Performance: Research shows that gender-diverse groups are up to
87% more engaged compared to the homogenous teams [45].

• Demographic and Social change: Based on several studies, Generation Z, which is
entering the workforce, puts high importance on values when it comes to choosing an
employer, and diversity and equality play a predominant role [46].

• Diversity, including gender and cultural diversity of employees, and appropriate
management of diversity are of great importance for the sustainable and innovative
development of the organization [47].

Can current changes—accelerated digitalization and remote work model—help to
bring more diversity to the companies? There has not been comprehensive research
published yet on the topic, thus the authors will share exclusively findings from their ob-
servations within the examined company. Before the pandemic (March 2020) the company
was hiring new employees only to have them work on-site from their Berlin office. Due
to the introduced lockdown and imposed traveling restrictions, the company shifted its
model and is currently hiring both onsite and remote employees. Since this change was
introduced, there has been a significant influx of new female candidates and employees.
Before March 2020, female workers composed 5% of the entire workforce and none of them
was part of the leadership group. As of now (August 2021) 20% of all employees are female
and two of them are part of the leadership circle. According to the quarterly engagement
survey and interview feedback, hybrid or fully remote setup was one of the major factors
to attract female employees. 85% of women from the examined organization claim that
this was the convincing element for them to accept the job offer. Moreover, they state this
model helps them navigate easier between professional and private obligations.

The examined organization decided to take steps forward and design its recruitment
and HR process to expand gender diversity and inclusion. In terms of recruitment, the
following actions were undertaken:

• Inclusive job descriptions: the company started using dedicated software (free to
use) that helps to analyze the language of jobs descriptions and to make them more
attractive to a diverse audience

• Diversity as a recruiting KPI: the organization set gender-diversity hires as a recruit-
ment KPI, aiming for one “diversity” hire per month

• Boosting referral program: the recruitment team established a referral program
(referral bonus scheme) and encourages your female employees to refer other
female candidates

• Directed employer branding: diversity employees are given exposure on company’s
social media employer branding campaigns

• Diverse hiring committees: hiring committees are now designed in a way that they
reflect as much as possible the diversity of the team.

As of general HR processes, the company puts its focus into the following actions:

• Female support group: a female empowerment group was created; they presented a
concrete roadmap, initiatives to empower women and improve the skills of the female
employees; it is as well a safe, experience-sharing space;

• Education: the whole company is being provided with training on gender bias, and
the benefits of equal gender representation;

• Career path and performance reviews: to avoid equal career progression situa-
tion, where first to be chosen for promotion are the most represented employ-
ees, the company introduced an anonymous and gender-neutral software for their
performance reviews;

• Community building: the company got engaged in female empowerment groups
active in Berlin, but also remote ones;

• Flexibility and mental support: According to the McKinsey and LeanIn study, 41% of
senior-level men reported feeling exhausted, compared to 54% of senior-level women
during the COVID crisis [48]—considering this, the organization made sure they
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provide flexible working hours and mental support through cooperation with an
online therapist; they also provide employees with relaxation and ergonomy training.

Analyzing findings from the examined company, we can observe that digital changes
caused by the pandemic not only increased the female quota but as well were a catalyst
to improve and reform the organization so it is not only more diverse but most of all,
more inclusive.

Diversity and inclusion as positive social elements are, alongside positive environmen-
tal factors, basic conditions to create a sustainable organization.

6. Conclusions

Certainly, the current epidemic crisis will lead to many changes, including with
high probability, labor relations, and models, which were the center of the authors’ at-
tention [49–53]. It is still too early to surely state that the current pandemic combined
with digitalization processes will pave the way to achieve sustainable development goals.
Societies, economies, institutions, and organizations are being tested on whether they can
embrace global thinking in terms of justice and responsibility [54–59].

Authors’ study within a technology startup is a positive example of how to embrace
digitalization and sudden changes to get a few steps closer to the sustainable company
ideal. And creating a good, sustainable, “humanistic” organization is a milestone in paving
the way to a fairer and more egalitarian society. Perhaps, we also need to consider the use of
modern technologies to create a sustainable organization and a sustainable humanist soci-
ety [60,61]. However, one should also remember the dangers of modern technologies [62].
In their research, the authors were testing the following hypothesis: The corona-caused
digitalization of work and human resources processes helps organizations in achieving
the ideal of sustainability. According to the gathered and analyzed primary data, it can be
concluded that the stated hypothesis tends to be confirmed. The company, which was the
main object of the research, reduced its CO2 emissions thanks to the introduction of:

• remote recruitment process
• remote and hybrid working models.

Additionally, the examined organization increased the number of female employees
and female representatives in the leadership group, which makes the company more
diverse and inclusive.

The authors of the article defined sustainability as a balance between economic, envi-
ronmental, and social factors. Each aspect of the positive environmental change or positive
social impact could not be measured in this research, that is why the authors focused their
attention on the following factors:

• environment: CO2 emissions caused by business-related travel (recruitment), daily
commute, usage of the office

• social aspects: improving diversity, equity and inclusion status thanks to recruiting
more female employees and introducing policies to help to retain female workers.

There are, however, limitations to the conducted research. As mentioned, not all
aspects of the environmental and social factors of sustainability could be taken into con-
sideration. Moreover, the research was conducted within startups and scale-ups—neither
big corporations nor other forms of businesses (for instance cooperatives) were examined.
These, however, will be further directions of the authors’ research.

The topic of digitalization and its influence on sustainability is of high significance for
business. Not only does it show the direction of new processes and policies to the human
resources managers but helps build a long-term strategy that takes into consideration
social change, individuals’ needs, and environmental aspects. In this sense, digitaliza-
tion and modern technologies help create a sustainable organization and a sustainable
humanist society [60,61].
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