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Abstract. As the backbone of China’s economic development, the construction
industry warrants attention from researchers and practitioners alike. In a highly
competitive industry, it is important for firms to maintain business continuity
during crises like the Covid-19 pandemic. Strategic planning and adaptability
help firms to maintain workforce stability and sustain their operations. Using a
quantitative approach, our study examined the relationship between human
resource management (HRM) response strategies (i.e. employee flexibility,
strategic talent management, and employee wellbeing) and the sustainability of
the private construction firms in Shanghai, China. Data were collected via a
survey questionnaire from 104 HR personnel. The data analysis results confirmed
the three hypotheses developed. Our research provides insights into how HRM
response strategies enhance organizational resilience and sustainability of the
construction industry.
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1 Introduction

The construction industry is among the main drivers to China’s economic growth and
development. According to the National Bureau of statistics, construction output
contributed 25.7% of the GDP in 2021 and 11.0% in 2020. Ayat and Kang [1] stated
that construction firms in China are among the country’s largest employers. Recent
statistics indicated that these firms currently employ approximately 53.67 million
individuals.

The Covid-19 pandemic left a mark on multiple sectors, construction industry was
not sparred as well [2]. Previous studies outlined the implications of Covid-19 on
China’s construction industry such as project suspension, work rate reduction,
construction material and personal protective equipment (PPE) shortages, delays in
construction payments, supply chain disruption and substantial time and cost overrun,
along with financial implications [3]. Despite these challenges, some construction firms
remained resilient. For example, in Shanghai, a team of 40,000 workers successfully built
the Huoshenshan Hospital and Leishenshan Hospital in 10 and 12 days respectively. The
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extant literature also recorded the optimistic view of the Covid-19 on the sustainability
of China’s construction industry during Covid-19 [4].

Many factors have been singled out in past studies as the buffer to the effects of the
pandemic. Chih et al. [5] for example identified effective management, efficient supply
chain management and a strong relationship with contractual partners as practical
measures to minimize the negative impacts of the pandemic whereas Zhong et al. [6]
suggested that the ability of firms to mitigate such impacts lies on the effectiveness of
their response strategies in addressing the crisis. The industry will be able to bounce
back and recover quickly with timely strategies deployed. In relation to this, the human
resource management (HRM) response strategy is one the most important research phe-
nomenon as insights derived from the research help to ensure workforce stability and
productivity. It enables construction firms to adapt to changing environments and pro-
mote employee wellbeing, ensuring they remain motivated to sustain project momen-
tum and quality. The immediate response strategies can help workers manage stress and
handle complexities at worksites, including mobility restrictions and stringent sanitary
requirements [7]; as well as increase employee engagement in the construction industry
[8]. Therefore, HRM response strategies are paramount for firms to address any crisis,
including the Covid-19 pandemic.

Environmental, economic, and social sustainability are the three key pillars of sus-
tainability in the construction industry. If a firm did not perform well in any of these
areas, its survival is questionable. Dirani et al. [9] specifically found that accident risk
and actual occurrence of accidents at the construction worksite reduce when HR man-
agers in the industry changed their strategies and offer more support to their employees.
Biswas, et al. [3] argued that effective response strategies is valuable to HR managers
in preventing disruption and dealing with crisis complexity and uncertainty. All these
are valuable to sustainability of a construction firm.

HRM response strategies is the solution for businesses which aim for positive work
experience. As Igbal et al. [10] highlighted, people are the primary assets for organiza-
tions in achieving their goals. Hence, it is important to investigate the HRM response
strategies employed by private construction firms and examine their relationship with
the firm’s sustainability. Specifically, in this study, we aim to examine the relationships
between employee flexibility, strategic talent management, employee wellbeing as
HRM response strategies and sustainability of private construction firms in Shanghai,
China. This paper is organized as follow: First, we provide a literature review on the
variables that lead to the development of three hypotheses. Next, we explain the applied
methodology, followed by the presentation of data analysis and results. Finally, our
paper concludes with a discussion of the implications and directions for future research.

2 Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

HRM response strategies are crucial to the sustainability of the construction industry,
especially during crises where firms require a more adaptive and urgent approach to
address labor shortage issue [11]. Researchers argued that the HR professionals should
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be integral to the crisis management team to enhance a firm’s ability to respond quickly
to unforeseen challenges [12]. Carnevale and Hatak [13] found that adoption of both
hard and soft HRM approaches ensures firm’s resilience during its challenging periods.
The hard HRM practices mainly focus on the strategic and operational aspects of work-
force management whereas the soft HRM practices concentrate more on employee
wellbeing and engagement, considering employees as the most valuable assets of a
firm. Therefore, mixing both hard and soft HRM approaches is the most effective re-
sponse strategy [14].

In general, researchers often used Maslow Hierarchy of Needs when studying HRM.
This motivational theory is chosen as the underpinning theory for this study too. Con-
struction industry is labour intensive, hence employee needs must be taken care of in
order to sustain a construction firm. Therefore, if employee wellbeing, flexibility, and
talent management needs are recognized and addressed promptly, the sustainability of
construction firms can be assured. Three variables drawn from both hard and soft HRM
approaches: employee flexibility, strategic talent management, employee wellbeing
and their relationship with sustainability of private construction firms are explained
below.

2.1 Employee Flexibility and Firm’s Sustainability

According to Jashari and Kutllovci [15], flexibility in the workplace offers advantages
to both employer and employee such as enhanced employee engagement, higher level
of productivity, employee loyalty and retention. In other words, flexibility results in a
better quality of life for employees and sustainability for the business. Firms with higher
flexibility demonstrates greater ability to adapt quickly to new conditions or circum-
stances arising there. This mainly attributed to the degree of freedom of their employees
to perform different tasks and achieving their goals [16]. Au et al. [17] also found that
employees’ productivity is higher when performing in a flexible environment. Flexibil-
ity yields better managed bottom-line and is linked to sustainable operations [15].
Hence, we hypothesize that:

HI1: There is a positive correlation between employee flexibility as a HRM response
strategy on the sustainability of private construction firm in Shanghai, China.

2.2 Strategic Talent Management and Firm’s Sustainability

According to Sparrow et al. [18], strategic talent management refers to the HR pro-
cesses of attracting, engaging, developing and retaining high-performing employees in
order to improve business performance and increase profitability. Effective talent man-
agement attracts multi-talented and highly skilled employees. It also helps to create a
strong employer brand to draw prospective talent.

Strategic talent management contributes directly to shaping the competitiveness of
private construction firms [19]. Study by Mujtaba and Mubarik [20] also found that
strategic talent management is an effective strategy for increasing firm’s performance
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and sustainability. It is applied as a HRM response strategy to ensure firm’s sustaina-
bility. Only by effectively managing the talent, firms can create a stable foundation for
continued growth which is key to long-term goal achievement. Hence, we hypothesize
that:

H2: There is a positive correlation between strategic talent management as a HRM re-
sponse strategy on the sustainability of private construction firm in Shanghai, China.

2.3  Employee Wellbeing and Firm’s Sustainability

According to De-la-Calle-Dura and Rodriguez-Sénchez [21], employee wellbeing is
closely related to various positive organizational outcomes such as increased engage-
ment, team cohesion, motivation and job satisfaction. More importantly, focusing on
employee wellbeing paves the way for firm’s sustainability through supportive HRM
response strategies. Wellbeing is generally perceived as a multidimensional phenome-
non and can be viewed from two perspectives: hedonism (feeling good) and eudemonia
(functioning well). In most private companies, wellbeing is regarded as a subjective
perception when it comes to job satisfaction and positive feelings towards work.
ployee wellbeing and sustainability. While operating in an unstable business environ-
ment, their study highlighted the needs for firms to be responsive in addressing the HR
challenges caused by Covid-19 pandemic. They must be prepared to manage the em-
ployee’s stress, health and wellbeing to ensure the continuity of operations. Since em-
ployee wellbeing is closely related to sustainability, addressing these is essential for the
long-term survival of a firm. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

H3: There is a positive correlation between employee wellbeing as a HRM response
strategy on the sustainability of private construction firm in Shanghai, China.

Based on the above hypotheses, the following research model is developed
(see Figure 1):

Employee Flexibility

—=
Strategic Talent Management 2 Firm’s

| Sustainability

HRNM Response
Strategies

H3
Employee Well-being /

Fig. 1. Developed Research Model

This research model displays the relationship between the sustainability of private con-
struction firms in Shanghai Province, China (dependant variable) and the independent
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variables, which are employee flexibility, strategic talent management, and employee
wellbeing.

3 Research Methodology

3.1 Research Approach and Design

The research paradigm for the present study is rooted in positivism. Based on the re-
search philosophy, numerical data are used in determining the association between the
independent and dependent variables [23]. Quantitative data were collected to provide
explanations related to three variables: employee flexibility, strategic talent manage-
ment, and employee wellbeing, in relation to the sustainability of the private construc-
tion firms in Shanghai. Quantitative data is is generally considered more reliable and
authentic as compared to qualitative data in providing statistical significance regarding
the extent of the impact that independent variables on the dependent variables [24]. We
have detailed the methods employed in this section.

3.2 Scale Measurement

In this study, the independent and dependent variables were measured using a 5-level
Likert scale (ranging from “strongly disagree" to "strongly agree"). The measurement
items were adapted from past studies as shown in Table 1 below and each variables
were measured using four items.

Table 1. Scale measurements and sources

Variable References
Employee flexibility [17,25]
Strategic talent management [18, 26]
Employee wellbeing [13]
Sustainability [27]

3.3  Population, Sampling and Data Collection

We collected data from the HR personnel working in the private construction firms in
Shanghai. Since the availability of information related to HR professionals in Shanghai,
China was not evident, the population was estimated to be about 150 firms. Based on
this population size, the sample size determined by Krejcie and Morgan [28] has yielded
a total of 108 firms. The survey questionnaire was sent via email to the HR managers
in these private construction firms in Shanghai. The final sample size for this study was
104 participants. The research findings will be presented next.
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4 Data Analysis and Results

4.1 Descriptive Statistics

In this study, in terms of demographic profile, we only collected gender and work ex-
perience of the respondents due to the unique environment in China. The sensitive na-
ture of demographic data may pose risks to the respondent’s confidentiality and thus
lead to reluctance in providing accurate information or even participating in the study.
We believed that this approach allowed the study to focus on the primary research ob-
jectives without compromising the data quality. Based on the survey results, a total of
54 male HR managers responded to the questionnaire, with the majority having 4 to 5
years of working experiences (see Table 2) below:

Table 2. Cronbach’s alpha values and correlation of variables in this study

Classification Sample size Percentage
Gender Male 56 53.8%
Female 48 46.2%
Working experience <1 year 11 10.6%
2 —3 years 16 15.4%
4 -5 years 54 51.9%
6 years or more 23 22.1%

4.2  Results of Reliability and Correlation Analysis

As presented in Table 3, we have conducted the reliability analysis using the SPSS
software and the Cronbach’s alpha values for the variables are greater than 0.7. The
results have confirmed the reliability and internal consistency of the questionnaire
items.

Table 3. Cronbach’s alpha values and correlation of variables in this study

Variable # a 1 2 3 4
item

1.Employee flexibility 4 0.776 -

2.Strategic talent management 4 0.839 0.801* -

3.Employee wellbeing 4 0.781 0.749* 0.654* -

4.Sustainability 4 0.823  0.894* 0.810* 0.772* -

Note: *p<0.01

In addition, we have used the correlation analysis to explore the degree association be-
tween variables in this study. As suggested by Senthilnathan [29], the correlation anal-
ysis is useful in social science research as it reveals the strength and direction of the
relationship between two variables, indicating how closely they are associated.

Based on the correlation analysis result, it was found that all the correlation coeffi-
cient » values of the independent variables and dependent variable are significant
(p<0.01). Employee flexibility, strategic talent management and employee wellbeing is
positively correlated with sustainability (=0.894, p<0.01); (+=0.810, p<0.01); and
(r=0.772, p<0.01) respectively.
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Therefore, the three hypotheses displayed in our research model (see Figure 1) are
accepted. This indicates that the employee flexibility, strategic talent management and
employee wellbeing have a strong and positive relationship with sustainability of pri-
vate construction firms in Shanghai. Next, we will focus on interpreting the results in
the context of meeting our research objectives and comparing them with existing liter-
ature. The research implications and limitations will be discussed as well.

5 Discussion and Conclusion

The sustainability of construction industry requires success in three key areas: environ-
mental, economic, and social sustainability. With the rising number of construction
firms, competition has become increasingly intense. In relation to this, firms that inte-
grate sustainability as their practices will greatly enhance the welfare of their employees
and contributing to overall organizational success. In this study, we developed three
hypotheses to confirm the relationship of the HRM response strategies (employee flex-
ibility, strategic talent management and employee wellbeing) and the sustainability of
the firm.

Firstly, we found that employee flexibility, which includes adaptability to changing
work environments, is strongly and positively related to firm’s sustainability. Our find-
ings are consistent with Au [17] confirming the impact of flexible work environment
and delivery of consistent outcomes by the employee. Given the physically demanding
nature of construction work, we suggest the following: (1) Employee empowerment:
granting construction site managers and engineers greater control over their schedules
can help them adapt to external challenges, such as weather, supply chain disruptions,
or crises like the Covid19 pandemic. (2) Flexible work hours or remote project man-
agement options should be given to construction administrative staff. When they are
able to balance their professional responsibilities with personal needs, it results in
higher job satisfaction and employee engagement contributing to the firm’s long-term
success.

Secondly, our result showed positive relationship between strategic talent manage-
ment and sustainability of a private construction firm. From an operational standpoint,
we argue that effective talent management leads to environmental and economic resil-
ience. Since there is a growing demand on sustainable building services such as apart-
ment with renewable energy sources, construction firms are urged to ensure right talents
are in place to drive innovation and address evolving market demands. Xue et al. [30]
highlighted the initiative by China in developing green building for achieving “Double
Carbon” target (peak carbon emissions by 2030 and carbon neutrality by 2060). This
target aims to address climate change, and to support China moving toward a low-car-
bon economy. Our findings echoed the study by Anlesinya et al. [19] in which effective
talent management relates to HR’s responsiveness to external changes. Hence, if a firm
can align strategic talent management as a HRM response strategy to strengthen its
capability to adapt to economic, environmental, and social changes, it has a good
chance of sustaining its success in the future.
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Thirdly, employee wellbeing was found to have a positive and strong relationship
with sustainability. The pandemic has triggered an unprecedented global crisis affecting
the long-term viability of private construction firms. HRM interventions are welcome.
When firms effectively implement HRM response strategies, such as employee well-
ness programs, counselling, and training, the adverse effects of the pandemic on the
workforce can be greatly minimized. In fact, good communication and strong support
from management, particularly regarding mental health, help ensure employees remain
engaged and motivated, contributing to the firm’s recovery and growth.

As competition intensifies, the private construction sector must prioritize strategic
HRM practices as part of its broader crisis management efforts. This study collected
data from the HR personnel within Shanghai private construction industry. Using a
quantitative approach, we conclude that the HRM response strategies are crucial for the
firm’s sustainability. Our study has strong practical implications. It sheds lights to the
construction firms in navigating challenging conditions such as managing talent during
Covid-19 pandemic. The factors highlighted in our findings should require close atten-
tion so that competent construction workforce is in place, ensuring timely project com-
pletion within budget. By doing so, firms can position themselves for long-term sus-
tainability in the competitive landscape. Since not all constructions in China regions
are sampled in this study, the generalization of result is thus limited to Shanghai prov-
ince. Future similar studies should consider expanding data collection to other regions
within the construction industry. Conducting the study on a cyclical basis can be valu-
able to gauge the HRM response strategies in the post-pandemic environment. All in
all, we hope that the construction firms are well-equipped to continuously strive toward
meeting the China national development targets.
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