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Abstract: Despite the presence of guiding legislation such as the United Nations Guiding Principles,
respect for human rights is subject to the conscience of organizational actors. Given that some
transnational corporations are more powerful than nation states, they play an important role in the
economies in which they operate, often with far-reaching impact on the labor conditions and human
rights protections within these countries. In the current global context, respect for human rights may
be undermined when organizational decision-makers are tempted to ignore unethical practices due
to considerations such as competition and short-term financial incentives. We propose that the higher
standards to which younger generations increasingly hold corporations provide a compelling and
“business case” incentive for the protection of human rights of external stakeholders by organizational
decision-makers. Drawing on related research on corporate social responsibility and on projections
regarding demographical changes in the workplace worldwide, we make the case for a bottom-line
advantage to respecting human rights in attracting and retaining top talent in work organizations.
We conclude by highlighting the theoretical and practical implications of our theorizing.

Keywords: human rights; United Nations Guiding Principles; employee attitudes; employee
behaviors; corporate social responsibility

1. Introduction

Transnational corporations have economic power rivaling that of many countries [1] and play
an important role in the economies in which they operate, often with far-reaching impacts on human
rights protections. In this context, corporate enactment and enforcement of human rights has been
referred to as the “moral face of globalization” [2], given that in the current global context, even
in the presence of guiding legislation, respect for human rights by corporations is often left to the
conscience of organizational decision-makers. One well known example is that of extractive companies,
which among other industry sectors, have been implicated in a wide range of human rights violating
behaviors [3–5].

The United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) were endorsed
in 2011 by the Human Rights Council, with the goal of providing a compass to guide organizations
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toward the respect of human rights in their business operations, as stated in Principle 11 of the UNGPs.
The business responsibility to respect human rights (as specified in the second pillar of the UNGPs)
reflects social expectations going beyond what is mandated by law. For example, Principle 13 requires
businesses to avoid causing or contributing to create adverse impacts on human rights in their activities.
The broad language of this principle infers a duty of care throughout their entire operations, which
could go beyond what is established in law. As detailed in Table 1, the implementation of the business
responsibility to respect human rights provides an opportunity for businesses to engage in responsible
business conduct that is visible to their employees.

Table 1. United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights’ (UNGPs) Pillar 2 Guiding
Principles and observable organizational actions.

Pillar 2 Guiding Principles Observable Examples to Employees

Principle 11. Business enterprises should respect human
rights. This means that they should avoid infringing on the
human rights of others and should address adverse human

rights impacts with which they are involved.

Having an open door policy to encourage
employees to report observed abuses. An
organization operating in a host country

should also engage with local communities to
proactively get feedback from their practices.

Principle 12. The responsibility of business enterprises to
respect human rights refers to internationally recognized

human rights – understood, at a minimum, as those
expressed in the International Bill of Human Rights and the

principles concerning fundamental rights set out in the
International Labour Organization’s Declaration on

Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work.

An organization that is committed to
respecting human rights is likely to have a
clear statement on what this means, and
specifically on the nature of these rights

eliminating any ambiguity or relativity in
interpreting the impacts of

organizational actions.

Principle 13. The responsibility to respect human rights
requires that business enterprises: (a) avoid causing or

contributing to adverse human rights impacts through their
own activities, and address such impacts when they occur;

(b) seek to prevent or mitigate adverse human rights impacts
that are directly linked to their operations, products, or

services by their business relationships, even if they have not
contributed to those impacts.

Regardless of the area and size of the
company, businesses should attempt to have a
human rights compliance plan in practice that

can identify, prevent, mitigate, and
compensate possible abuses.

14. The responsibility of business enterprises to respect
human rights applies to all enterprises regardless of their
size, sector, operational context, ownership, and structure.

Nevertheless, the scale and complexity of the means through
which enterprises meet that responsibility may vary

according to these factors and with the severity of the
enterprise’s adverse human rights impacts.

15. In order to meet their responsibility to respect human
rights, business enterprises should have in place policies and

processes appropriate to their size and circumstances,
including:

Employees should be allowed to participate in
the drafting and adoption of due diligence
processes and other policies to assure that

their operations do not infringe on
human rights.

(a) a policy commitment to meet their responsibility to
respect human rights; (b) a human rights due diligence

process to identify, prevent, mitigate, and account for how
they address their impacts on human rights; (c) processes to
enable the remediation of any adverse human rights impacts

they cause or to which they contribute.
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Table 1. Cont.

Pillar 2 Guiding Principles Observable Examples to Employees

16. As the basis for embedding their responsibility to respect
human rights, business enterprises should express their

commitment to meet this responsibility through a statement
of policy that: (a) is approved at the most senior level of the

business enterprise; (b) is informed by relevant internal
and/or external expertise; (c) stipulates the enterprise’s

human rights expectations of personnel, business partners,
and other parties directly linked to its operations, products,

or services; (d) is publicly available and communicated
internally and externally to all personnel, business partners,

and other relevant parties; (e) is reflected in operational
policies and procedures necessary to embed it throughout

the business enterprise.

True commitment to respecting human rights
exists when it permeates the entire

organization. It starts at the top with
leadership and top management, and by a
system of policies aimed at generating a

culture of respect, becomes present in the
entire organization. In this way, organizations

do not just pay lip service to respecting
human rights, it reflects a core value of

the organization.

17. In order to identify, prevent, mitigate, and account for
how they address their adverse human rights impacts,

business enterprises should carry out human rights due
diligence. The process should include assessing actual and

potential human rights impacts, integrating and acting upon
the findings, tracking responses, and communicating how

impacts are addressed. Human rights due diligence: (a)
should cover adverse human rights impacts that the business

enterprise may cause or contribute to through its own
activities, or which may be directly linked to its operations,
products, or services by its business relationships; (b) will
vary in complexity with the size of the business enterprise,
the risk of severe human rights impacts, and the nature and
context of its operations; (c) should be ongoing, recognizing

that the human rights risks may change over time as the
business enterprise’s operations and operating context

evolve.

Human rights due diligence policies are one
of the most important tools that businesses

should adopt. The UNGPs establish a series of
guidelines that organizations truly committed

to respecting human rights can adopt to
include employees in the drafting,

implementing, and reviewing of the policy.

18. In order to gauge human rights risks, business
enterprises should identify and assess any actual or potential

adverse human rights impacts with which they may be
involved, either through their own activities or as a result of
their business relationships. This process should: (a) draw

on internal and/or independent external human rights
expertise; (b) involve meaningful consultation with

potentially affected groups and other relevant stakeholders,
as appropriate to the size of the business enterprise and the

nature and context of the operation.

A true commitment to protecting human
rights would be apparent to employees by the

many systems in place to ensure that in
addition to an organization’s own operations,

all of the partners in its value chain (e.g.,
suppliers) abide by ethical business practices.

This commitment would be even more
apparent to employees when their

organization operates in an environment with
lax local laws, whereby ethical practices are a

true reflection of the organization’s values
(rather than driven by local laws or

external pressure).

19. In order to prevent and mitigate adverse human rights
impacts, business enterprises should integrate the findings

from their impact assessments across relevant internal
functions and processes and take appropriate action. (a)
Effective integration requires that: (i) responsibility for

addressing such impacts is assigned to the appropriate level
and function within the business enterprise; (ii) internal

decision-making, budget allocations, and oversight processes
enable effective responses to such impacts. (b) Appropriate

action will vary according to: (i) whether the business
enterprise causes or contributes to an adverse impact, or

whether it is involved solely because the impact is directly
linked to its operations, products, or services by a business
relationship; (ii) the extent of its leverage in addressing the

adverse impact.
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Table 1. Cont.

Pillar 2 Guiding Principles Observable Examples to Employees

20. In order to verify whether adverse human rights impacts
are being addressed, business enterprises should track the

effectiveness of their response. Tracking should: (a) be based
on appropriate qualitative and quantitative indicators; (b)
draw on feedback from both internal and external sources,

including affected stakeholders.

Employees working on the monitoring of due
diligence and other human rights policies
should be able to collect data to assess and
communicate the impact of such policies.

21. In order to account for how they address their human
rights impacts, business enterprises should be prepared to

communicate this externally, particularly when concerns are
raised by or on behalf of affected stakeholders. Business
enterprises whose operations or operating contexts pose

risks of severe human rights impacts should report formally
on how they address them. In all instances, communications

should: (a) be of a form and frequency that reflect an
enterprise’s human rights impacts and that are accessible to

its intended audiences; (b) provide information that is
sufficient to evaluate the adequacy of an enterprise’s

response to the particular human rights impact involved; (c)
in turn, not pose risks to affected stakeholders, personnel, or

to legitimate requirements of commercial confidentiality.

Employees of organizations committed to
protecting human rights will not be instructed
to keep quiet about human rights concerns of

their operations. Instead they will be
instructed on how to share open and honest
information about a situation, as well as the

steps being taken to address and remedy
concerns.

22. Where business enterprises identify that they have caused
or contributed to adverse impacts, they should provide for, or
cooperate in, their remediation through legitimate processes.

Employees will observe their organization’s
commitment to human rights by observing the
thoughtful implementation of fair remediation

measures to redress adverse impacts.

23. In all contexts, business enterprises should: (a) comply
with all applicable laws and respect internationally

recognized human rights, wherever they operate; (b) seek
ways to honor the principles of internationally recognized
human rights when faced with conflicting requirements; (c)
treat the risk of causing or contributing to gross human rights

abuses as a legal compliance issue wherever they operate.

Employees will observe their organization as
a leader, or at least engaging in best practices,
relative to competitors in the same industry.

24. Where it is necessary to prioritize actions to address
actual and potential adverse human rights impacts, business
enterprises should first seek to prevent and mitigate those

that are most severe or where delayed response would make
them irremediable.

The commitment to prevent and mitigate
further adverse impacts will be apparent to

employees through the investment of
necessary resources to truly have an impact

and reverse a negative situation.

Given that public opinion is an important motivator for good behavior and a detractor of bad
behavior, the impressions of organizational internal stakeholders (i.e., employees) may provide
a strong incentive for organizations to uphold practices consistent with the UNGPs within their
operations. Research on corporate social responsibility (CSR) has found that both the extent of
organizational involvement (i.e., how much) and employees’ attributions of organizations’ motives
(i.e., whether organizations are selflessly or self-servingly engaging in CSR) are significantly correlated
with employees’ attitudes and performance at work [6,7]. For example, research has found that
greater involvement in CSR initiatives leads to greater employee commitment [8] and trust in the
organization [9]. Furthermore, also noteworthy is the finding that employees respond more positively
when they believe their organization engages in CSR for selfless reasons [10].

As such, research on CSR may provide valuable lessons for advancing research on the protection
of human rights by corporations, with the UNGPs as a governing instrument. First, it is important to
clarify that we adopt Aguinis’ [11] conceptualization of CSR as “context-specific organizational actions
and policies that take into account stakeholders’ expectations and the triple bottom line of economic,
social, and environmental performance”. Inherent in this definition is the discretionary nature of
these organizational behaviors. This therefore fundamentally differs from the concept of business
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responsibilities for human rights (BHR) in the UNGPs, which essentially points to the responsibility
of the organization. In an attempt to steer away from confusion, we therefore refer to CSR when
intending to capture research on the impact of externally directed organizational practices that are
discretionary, and to the UNGPs and the protection of human rights to capture organizational practices
toward upholding and protecting human life and dignity. It is also important to point out that while
for the purposes of our theorizing we focus our discussion on CSR, other related constructs (such
as corporate philanthropy and corporate social performance [12]) have been proposed and when
empirically tested, found to impact employee workplace outcomes. While these constructs may vary in
their theorized target (CSR vs. corporate sustainability) or intensity (CSR vs. corporate philanthropy),
they are generally related and capture more of a “nice to have” element of organizations’ responsible
behavior while the duty to protect human rights speaks to a fundamental and “must have” behavior.

Given this distinction and the fundamental nature of human rights, we expect more positive
employee attitudinal and behavioral workplace responses to instances of organizational actions aimed
at respecting human rights in accordance with principles laid out in the UNGPs. For example, in
the context of mining, even employees located in the home country and distant from the ground
operations in a host country, are expected to be aware of any adverse human rights impacts of their
organizations’ operations as well as of the measures (if any) the organization takes at remediation
(captured in Principle 21 of the UNGPs). As such, through daily life in the organization, employees are
assumed to become aware through human rights due diligence activities of the company that should
be conducted for compliance with the UNGPs.

In line with increasing consensus that the key to sustainably addressing societal problems is
securing the collaboration of multiple actors, we argue a business case for organizations to exert
stewardship in the protection of human rights in compliance with the UNGPs. In so doing, we suggest
that employees’ beliefs regarding the extent to which their organizations’ practices respect or violate
the human rights of external stakeholders (i.e., non-organizational members) may affect not only how
they perceive their organization, but also workplace attitudinal and behavioral outcomes, such as
commitment to the organization and individual performance. The implications of this are far reaching,
as it means that employees of a home office located in a developed country may experience negative
attitudinal and behavioral outcomes at work from perceived human rights violations of their company
operating in a developing country. This is especially relevant in the backdrop of important generational
changes taking place in the workplace.

The rapidly changing face of the global workforce influences our theorizing. Projected to make
up 75% of the global population by 2025 [13], millennials are “bringing about important changes in
work culture through their charitable interests and engagement” [14]. A growing societal expectation
of corporations’ responsibility to respect human rights is also increasingly evident in the growth of
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) investing. Essentially, more people are aligning their
values and their money as evidenced by the rise in the number of investment funds using ESG factors
from less than 50 in 2000 to almost 1100 in 2016, with all major asset managers now offering ESG
products [15]. Not surprisingly, given that younger generations increasingly attempt to integrate their
money and values, “76% of high net-worth millennial investors have reviewed their assets for ESG
impact” and overall, “millennial investors are twice as likely as others to invest in companies that
incorporate ESG practices” [15].

We therefore propose a bottom line advantage to respecting human rights in attracting and
retaining top talent as the representation of younger generations with strong moral values in the
workforce grows. This is in line with research on the related construct of CSR, which has found that
the more employees observe their organizations engaging in CSR, the more they experience positive
workplace attitudes (e.g., commitment [16]) and the better they perform [17]. Drawing on these
findings from CSR research, we argue that employees will also respond positively to their organizations’
compliance with human rights practices, especially when they perceive it to be substantively motivated
(i.e., genuinely motivated, as opposed to greenwashing). We begin by reviewing the literature on
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relevant attempts to encourage organizations to protect human rights. We then develop propositions
drawing on findings in the CSR literature and argue that positive employee outcomes can be viewed
as a novel incentive for organizations to protect human rights. We conclude by highlighting the key
theoretical and practical contributions of our theorizing.

2. Review of the Literature on Attempts to Encourage Organizational Protection of Human Rights

The UNGPs provide an operational framework for business entities’ activities to ensure respect
for human rights (UN; [18]). The UNGPs comprise three pillars: (1) a state obligation to protect human
rights; (2) the corporate responsibility to respect human rights; and (3) access to judicial and non-judicial
remedies. Our theorizing focuses on the second pillar, and as explained below, on the effects that
compliance/non-compliance with the UNGPs has on employees, as observers of the outcomes of their
organizations’ actions toward external stakeholders.

The negative consequences of corporate actions on human rights around the world have led to the
introduction of international regulations and greater direct legal obligations on corporations [19]. Since
their adoption, the UNGPs have been equally lauded for clarifying the legal obligations of states and
the human rights responsibility of business entities, as well as criticized for their failure to deliver or call
for binding legal obligations for these organizations [20]. The business responsibility to respect rights
of the UNGPs has been embedded in international CSR and responsible business conduct guidance
tools, including those of the OECD, which are promoted by governments to businesses operating
internationally [21,22]. The normative weight and thus legal relevance of the business responsibility
to respect rights in Pillar 2 is expected to increase over time [23]. Regardless of the strengths and
shortcomings of the UNGPs, the current reality is one where many companies continue to create
adverse impacts on human rights, and there remains a governance gap [24]. With two exceptions to
date (France’s Duty of Vigilance Law 2017 and the Netherlands Child Labour Due Diligence Act 2019),
states have not developed domestic laws to regulate the transnational conduct of business entities
domiciled within their jurisdiction, although there are signs that some courts may be increasingly open
to transnational corporate accountability litigation invoking human rights [25].

While the UN Human Rights Council is currently holding a process to negotiate a legally binding
instrument to regulate the activities of transnational companies and other business enterprises, as well
as an optional protocol that will oblige states to adopt a national implementation mechanism to monitor
the fulfillment of such instrument (i.e., “Revised Draft”, released in July 2019), it focuses on Pillars 1
and 3, thus failing to address directly issues of corporate responsibilities related to human rights (i.e.,
Pillar 2). This is significant as the lack of binding regulation makes a focus on the responsibility of
business operations to avoid infringing on human rights and to address the potential human rights
impacts of their operations. For example, McCorquodale, Smit, Neely, and Brooks [26] (p. 206) found
that “77.14% of companies using dedicated human rights due diligence (HRDD) identify adverse
impacts, whereas 80.77% of companies using non-specific HRDD did not identify adverse impacts”.

3. A Micro-Level Perspective

A micro-level research focus on the related construct of CSR gained attention and momentum
in the early 2000s [27]. That research has developed an important and growing body of work
demonstrating that organizational actions toward external stakeholders have consequences for their
internal stakeholders (i.e., employees). This is significant because it suggests that organizational
members do not just care about their daily work and how their relationship to the organization
affects them, but are concerned with, and are impacted by, their organizations’ actions toward the
external environment.

Below we begin by discussing some of the theoretical mechanisms that have been drawn on
to explain the link between organizational CSR initiatives and employees’ ensuing attitudes and
behaviors at work. We then review findings of important employee workplace attitudinal and
behavioral workplace outcomes in that literature to argue at least similar findings in the relationship
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between organizational compliance with the UNGPs and employees’ workplace outcomes. As CSR
is by definition more discretionary (i.e., recycling, giving back to the community), we expect that
employees’ workplace attitudes and behaviors will be more strongly impacted by their organizations’
compliance with the UNGPs.

Deriving Meaning from Organizational Actions Directed toward External Stakeholders

Meaningfulness is considered a fundamental human need [28] and thus, given the central role of
work in most peoples’ lives, it plays an important role in individuals’ self-worth. In a recent review
of findings of micro-level CSR research, Aguinis and Glavas [29] suggest that organizational CSR
activities impact employee outcomes by affecting the meaningfulness employees derive through work.
Research by Donia et al. [10] found that organizational actions directed toward external stakeholders
are important because they provide information to employees about the general character of the
organization. That research found that employees’ perceived fit with their organization (i.e., the
alignment of their own values and those of their organization) mediated the relationship between their
CSR attributions and their ensuing workplace outcomes.

While the impact of organizational actions directed toward external stakeholders has been argued
to be dependent on important individual characteristics, such as the extent to which employees care
about fair treatment to external stakeholders and employees’ own moral development [6,29], we expect
this to matter for two reasons. First, individuals seem increasingly to care about their organizations’ role
in society and their standing as good citizens. For example, millennials, who are currently the largest
generation in the US workforce [30], attach more meaning to work and expect more from organizations
(i.e., private companies). Additionally, according to one report, 78% of millennials in the USA make
charitable donations on their own (i.e., outside of those that are organization assisted [31]). Unlike
previous generations, this group, who will represent 50% of the global workforce by 2020 [32], also
appears to place greater value on meaningful work than on their financial compensation, while holding
organizations to higher standards. One report by Deloitte [33] (p. 9) found that 54% of respondents
negatively described organizations as appearing to have “no ambition beyond making money”.

Secondly, more self-interested employees are also expected to respond more favorably when
observing their organizations’ positive interactions with external stakeholders. Third-party perceptions
of fairness theory [34] suggest that individuals reciprocate to the enactor of (mis)treatment of a third
party. When a third party is viewed as being treated unfairly, the authors suggest that an observer is in
turn motivated to restore justice (either behaviorally or cognitively). This is because they can draw
inferences about their own future treatment on the basis of how they observe others being treated [35].
Similar to micro-level CSR research that assesses employee responses to active behaviors intended
to do good (e.g., “We encourage partnerships with local businesses and schools” [36] ( p. 292)), and
abstaining from actions that would cause harm (e.g., “My organization takes great care that our work
does not hurt the environment” [37] (p. 192)), we theorize that employees respond favorably to both
positive actions, and the withholding of negative actions, directed at respecting human rights in daily
operations, and especially in industries where human rights violations may be more commonplace
(e.g., mining).

4. Lessons from CSR Research: The Effect of “How Much” and “Why” of CSR on
Employee Outcomes

Research on CSR has found that both the extent of organizational involvement (i.e., how much),
and employees’ attributions of organizations’ motives (i.e., whether organizations are selflessly or
self-servingly engaging in CSR), are significantly correlated with employees’ attitudes and performance
at work (e.g., [7,10]). Moreover, also noteworthy is the finding that employees respond more positively
when they believe their organization engages in CSR for selfless reasons [6,10].

Research on micro-CSR has consistently identified positive employee workplace outcomes as
resulting from these initiatives. Potential job applicants report being more attracted to organizations
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with greater CSR involvement [38,39]. Once in the organization, research has consistently found
organizational CSR involvement to be positively associated with valued employee workplace attitudes,
such as commitment to the organization (e.g., [37,40]), pride in the organization (e.g., [41]), and trust in
the organization (e.g., [9]), and negatively associated with undesirable attitudes, such as organizational
cynicism (e.g., [42]) and turnover intentions (e.g., [9]).

Equally important has been the finding that organizational involvement in CSR has positive
implications for employee workplace behaviors. For example, Jones (2010) found that employees who
were allowed to engage in a volunteering program of their choice during paid company time engaged
in more organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs; valued extra-role performance). In fact, there
is even research evidence that perceived CSR involvement is a stronger predictor of employee job
performance than perceived market and financial performance [43].

In light of these findings, and given that public opinion is an important motivator for good
behavior and detractor of bad behavior [44], the impressions of organizational internal stakeholders
(i.e., employees) may provide an even stronger incentive for organizations to comply with the UNGPs,
and particularly Pillar 2. One important assumption underlying our theorizing is that, in the present
day, employees believe that protection of human rights and the environment in daily operations is
a social expectation [19] and a moral imperative of organizations [33]. The attraction and retention
of productive, motivated, and satisfied employees may therefore provide a compelling reason for
organizational compliance with human rights obligations through employees’ organizational work
outcomes. This research is also consistent with Principle 20 of the UNGPs, which calls on organizations
to track the effectiveness of measures adopted to address human rights concerns. In order to achieve
this, it specifically calls on organizations to include internal feedback in their assessments.

Research considering the related construct of CSR by McShane and Cunningham [45] found
that “employees made authenticity judgments about their organizations’ CSR initiatives and that
these judgments in turn affected how employees responded to these initiatives” [6] (p. 104). Similar
research has found that the more employees observe their organizations engaging in CSR, the more
they experience positive workplace attitudes (e.g., commitment [16]) and behaviors (e.g., employee
performance [17]). If observing organizational engagement in CSR appears to increase employee
wellbeing and performance at work, it is possible that employees would also respond positively to their
organizations’ compliance with human rights practices, as shown in Figure 1. In fact, we expect more
positive employee responses to judgements of their organizations’ respect for human rights for two
reasons. First, while CSR can include an almost limitless range of observable behaviors (e.g., recycling,
participating in a food drive to benefit a women’s shelter, contributing to a project to plant trees),
those relating to human rights are more limited and focused on the protection of human dignity (e.g.,
child labor, compulsory labor [46]). Because of this, the latter are more observable and carry greater
moral weight. Second, and related to the previous, is that issues of human rights’ protection/violations
may be particularly salient and more prevalent for organizations operating within certain contexts
(such as mining). In other words, the organizations for whom the protection of human rights is most
important and relevant (i.e., multinational corporations with a large international presence) are also
the ones whose actions are most visible to their employees and thus expected to be more notable than
CSR practices.

Proposition 1: Organizational compliance with human rights’ guidelines will be positively associated with
valued employee attitudes (e.g., organizational commitment) and behaviors (e.g., performance).

Taking into account the research that has been done with CSR, we believe that company policies
implementing the UNGPs, particularly the second pillar, will have a positive effect on organizational
commitment and performance by employees.

Identification with the organization is one potential mechanism by which organizational
compliance with the UNGPs affects employees’ workplace outcomes. One plausible explanation is
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that employees—and especially millennials who hold corporations to higher standards—tend to feel
better about themselves when they work in organizations that uphold values that are congruent with
their self-image. In turn, they experience a greater fit with the organization as this meets their “desire
. . . to be part of a high-performance group and to bask in its reflected glory, even if this glory is not a
direct result of their own actions” [43] (p. 975). This is line with the finding that 58% of employees
surveyed reported a willingness to accept a 15% cut in pay in order to work for an organization with
values similar to their own [32].
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Proposition 2: The positive relationships between organizational compliance with human rights’ guidelines and
valued employee attitudes (e.g., organizational commitment) and behaviors (e.g., performance) will be mediated
by perceived fit with the organization.

Research on CSR has found that it is not enough that organizations engage in discretionary actions,
but that in addition to merely engaging in such actions they do so for the right reasons. A recent
study found that employees appear to respond positively (e.g., positive attitudes at work) when they
interpret their organizations’ CSR initiatives as substantive (i.e., undertaken for selfless reasons, with a
real focus on contributing to local communities or protecting the environment [10]). In contrast, when
employees perceived the organization as engaging in symbolic CSR (i.e., self-serving, for reputation
enhancement), not only were these positive effects attenuated, but a negative relationship between CSR
and positive work-related attitudes and behaviors was observed. These findings support the fact that
when employees view organizational CSR practices as merely advertising and public relation efforts,
they are likely to view them as symbolic, and react negatively [10]. Abramovitch [47] pointed to the
backlash Whole Foods faced from its employees when it discarded large quantities of food deemed
unsellable, while including in its mission the value of giving to the community, reflecting judgements
that the company could have and should have done more to the cause of feeding the hungry [6].

Because of the broader nature of human rights protections and the specific clarification of human
rights, employees are expected to respond more favorably to their organizations’ compliance with
protecting human rights through compliance with the UNGPs when they view the organization as
genuinely committed to protecting human rights. Given that “people care less about what others
do than about why they do it” [48] (p. 21), the positive attitudinal and behavioral outcomes of
employees should be more favorable when they believe their organizations comply with the UNGPs
for substantive (vs. symbolic) reasons.

Proposition 3: The positive relationships between organizational compliance with human rights’ guidelines and
valued employee attitudes (e.g., organizational commitment) and behaviors (e.g., performance) will be moderated
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by employee attributions of compliance. That is, it will be stronger when attributed as substantive, and weaker
when attributed as symbolic.

5. Discussion

We propose a different lens from which to approach organizational compliance with the UNGPs.
The stronger commitments made by organizations (e.g., greater transparency, accountability, and
measures to adapt or redress negative impacts of operations on human rights) are expected to benefit
their internal operations in the form of valued employee workplace outcomes. Given the many
challenges associated with universally endorsed and implemented legislation to guide organizational
compliance, we suggest an incentive-based approach by demonstrating the advantages of compliance
(and challenges of non-compliance). This incentive-based approach will benefit organizations and
society alike.

It is also important to note that this organizational compliance model with the UNGPs attempts
to fulfill the organizational elements from the principles stated in the second pillar. For example, in the
development of due diligence and other internal policies related to human rights, the UNGPs clearly
call on business to use internal expertise from the business to adopt internal policies (Principle 16) as
well as to assess their impacts (Principle 18). This is fundamental for the success of any UNGPs-based
policy as the employees are the ones responsible for their incorporation within company procedures
(Principle 19). If employees perceive that their expertise is being used to implement meaningful human
rights policies, we believe that this could have positive impacts for all stakeholders.

5.1. Implications for Theory

A focus on human rights more broadly, and organizational compliance with the UNGPs in
particular, offers two novel and important avenues for research in the study of the impact of
organizational actions on employee outcomes. First, while micro-level research on outcomes of
CSR has made significant advances to our understanding of how organizational actions directed
toward external stakeholders can impact internal (and often unrelated and unaffected) stakeholders,
the focus of organizational activities has been on less impactful actions. For example, a close look at the
measures used to assess CSR demonstrates these to be more neutral than human rights considerations.
For example, “Quality of products, services, or programs”, “Ability to retain essential employees” [43],
“We strive to lower our operating costs” [48], and “ATG Company cares about the environment” [43].
As such, it is possible that employee responses to organizational compliance with the UNGPs will be
much stronger in comparison to responses to organizational engagement in CSR initiatives (e.g., while
a CSR approach by a shoe company would be to give old shoes to poor communities, a human rights
approach would be to provide living wages to those who are making the shoes).

Second and relatedly, a focus on human rights will allow for more fine-grained empirical research
that is context specific, thus providing more actionable findings to relevant stakeholders. For example,
research that focuses on activities of organizations in extractive industries, or multinationals operating
in developing countries, may uncover stronger effects on employees than those operating in the service
industry in North America. An important and highly visible example is that of Canadian mining
organizations operating in Latin America. Following a country visit to Canada, the United Nations
Working Group on Business and Human Rights highlighted grave concerns, including allegations of
“30 targeted deaths and 709 cases of “criminalization” associated with the operations of 28 Canadian
organizations during the period from 2000 to 2015” [49] (p. 4). It is expected that employees of such
organizations would report less positive workplace attitudes and behaviors than counterparts in
organizations in the same industry with a better human rights track record.

5.2. Implications for Practice

Including the perspective of organizational members (i.e., employees) is expected to provide a
compelling motivation for organizations to do the right thing. While there may often be financial
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considerations involved in failing to comply with the UNGPs, we believe that employee attitudinal
responses, such as commitment to and pride in the organization, as well as their job performance, will
convince organizations that compliance with the UNGPs makes moral and financial sense.

6. Conclusions

In this paper, we provided a theoretical argument for the empirical study of the impact of
organizational compliance with the UNGPs and employee workplace outcomes. Given that businesses
should respect human rights, an understanding of ensuing employee workplace attitudinal and
behavioral outcomes may provide a compelling incentive for organizational compliance, one that
makes moral as well as financial sense.
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