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ABSTRACT 
 

Healthcare institutions worldwide face growing challenges such as workforce shortages, burnout, 
emotional exhaustion, and declining employee well-being, threatening long-term system sustainability. 
This paper examines the role of Psychological Capital (PsyCap) and Emotional Intelligence (EI) as 
enablers of SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) 
through a sustainable healthcare workforce. Based on secondary data and existing literature, the study 
proposes a conceptual framework integrating positive organizational behavior with the Sustainable 
Development Goals agenda. The framework suggests that PsyCap, through hope, self-efficacy, 
resilience, and optimism, improves employee well-being, reduces burnout, and enhances adaptability. EI, 
through self-awareness, emotional regulation, empathy, and social skills, strengthens communication, 
teamwork, engagement, and workplace relationships. Together, these capabilities support workforce 
retention, organizational resilience, and long-term sustainability. The paper offers theoretical and 
managerial implications and recommends future empirical testing across diverse healthcare settings.  
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Introduction 

 Healthcare systems worldwide are under growing pressure due to workforce shortages, 
increasing patient demand, occupational stress, and rising burnout among clinical professionals. The 
sustainability of healthcare institutions depends not only on infrastructure, technology, and financial 
resources, but also on the psychological strength and emotional capability of their workforce. Doctors, 
nurses, and allied health professionals operate in demanding environments marked by emotional labor, 
long working hours, and continuous exposure to human suffering. Consequently, maintaining a healthy, 
motivated, and resilient workforce has become a strategic priority for healthcare organizations globally 
(World Health Organization [WHO], 2022). 

 The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide a broad framework for 
addressing global social and organizational challenges. Among these, SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being) 
and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) are particularly relevant to healthcare workforce 
sustainability. SDG 3 emphasizes physical and mental well-being, while SDG 8 promotes productive 
employment, safe working conditions, and decent work environments (United Nations, 2015). In healthcare 
settings, these goals are interconnected because employee well-being directly influences service quality, 
patient safety, and organizational performance. However, many healthcare institutions continue to face 
absenteeism, emotional exhaustion, turnover intentions, and declining employee engagement. 
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 Traditional approaches to workforce sustainability often focus on staffing levels, compensation, 
and operational efficiency. While these factors remain important, recent management research suggests 
that internal psychological resources are equally critical. Psychological Capital (PsyCap), introduced by 
Luthans et al. (2007), refers to an individual’s positive psychological state characterized by hope, 
efficacy, resilience, and optimism. Employees with high PsyCap are better able to cope with adversity, 
sustain motivation, and recover from workplace stress. In healthcare contexts, PsyCap has been linked 
with lower burnout, higher job satisfaction, and stronger organizational commitment (Avey et al., 2011). 

 Similarly, Emotional Intelligence (EI) has emerged as a crucial capability in service-oriented 
professions. EI refers to the ability to perceive, understand, regulate, and use emotions effectively in 
oneself and others (Mayer et al., 2008). In healthcare organizations, emotionally intelligent employees 
are better able to manage conflict, demonstrate empathy, communicate effectively, and sustain positive 
relationships. Prior studies have linked EI with improved leadership effectiveness, reduced emotional 
exhaustion, and stronger employee engagement (Goleman, 1998; Miao et al., 2017). 

 Although PsyCap and EI have independently received considerable scholarly attention, limited 
research has integrated these constructs within the sustainability discourse, particularly in relation to 
SDG 3 and SDG 8. Therefore, this paper proposes a conceptual framework positioning PsyCap and EI 
as key enablers of healthcare workforce sustainability. By integrating positive organizational behavior 
theory with the SDG agenda, the study offers theoretical and practical insights for healthcare leaders, 
human resource managers, and policymakers seeking long-term workforce sustainability. 

Literature Review 

• Psychological Capital and Healthcare Workforce Sustainability 

 Psychological Capital (PsyCap) has emerged as an important construct within positive 
organizational behavior and is increasingly recognized as a strategic resource for workforce 
sustainability. Defined as an individual’s positive psychological state of development, PsyCap comprises 
self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism (Luthans et al., 2007). Unlike fixed personality traits, PsyCap 
is considered state-like and can be developed through organizational interventions, making it highly 
relevant for human resource management. 

 In healthcare environments, employees face high emotional demands, workload pressure, 
uncertainty, and life-critical decision-making. These stressors often lead to burnout, fatigue, and 
disengagement. PsyCap helps individuals maintain adaptive functioning by strengthening confidence, 
perseverance, and recovery capacity. Avey et al. (2011) found that PsyCap positively influences job 
satisfaction, commitment, and performance while reducing stress-related outcomes. Similarly, Newman 
et al. (2014) reported that PsyCap contributes significantly to employee well-being and resilience across 
sectors. In nursing contexts, PsyCap lowers emotional exhaustion and turnover intentions while 
improving psychological well-being (Laschinger & Fida, 2014). These findings indicate that PsyCap 
directly supports SDG 3 by promoting mental health among healthcare professionals. 

• Emotional Intelligence in Healthcare Organizations 

 Emotional Intelligence (EI) has become one of the most influential constructs in leadership and 
organizational behavior literature. EI refers to the ability to perceive, understand, regulate, and utilize 
emotions effectively in oneself and others (Mayer et al., 2008). Goleman (1998) further popularized EI by 
identifying five competencies: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills. 

Healthcare organizations depend heavily on interpersonal coordination, empathy, patient 
interaction, and multidisciplinary teamwork. Clinical staff must regulate their own emotions while 
responding sensitively to the emotional needs of patients and families. This emotional labor makes EI 
especially important in hospitals. Employees with higher emotional intelligence are more likely to 
communicate clearly, resolve conflicts constructively, and demonstrate compassion under pressure. 

Research consistently links EI with favorable workplace outcomes. Miao et al. (2017), through 
meta-analytic findings, concluded that EI positively predicts job satisfaction, organizational commitment, 
and performance. O’Boyle et al. (2011) similarly found that EI is associated with stronger leadership 
effectiveness and interpersonal functioning. In healthcare settings, nurses and physicians with higher EI 
levels report lower burnout, better teamwork quality, and stronger patient-centered care outcomes 
(Codier & Odell, 2014). Therefore, EI contributes substantially to SDG 8 by fostering productive, 
respectful, and psychologically safe work environments. 
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• Sustainable Development Goals: SDG 3 And SDG 8 

 The United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development identifies 17 goals designed to 
address global social, economic, and environmental challenges (United Nations, 2015). Among these, 
SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) are especially 
relevant to healthcare workforce management. 

 SDG 3 extends beyond patient care to include mental health, stress reduction, and healthy 
working conditions. While healthcare institutions are central to delivering SDG 3 outcomes for society, 
they often neglect the well-being of their own employees. Chronic stress, compassion fatigue, workplace 
violence, and excessive workloads undermine the health of healthcare professionals and threaten 
organizational sustainability (WHO, 2022). 

 SDG 8 focuses on productive employment, safe workplaces, labor rights, and inclusive 
participation. In healthcare institutions, decent work includes manageable workloads, psychological 
safety, fair treatment, growth opportunities, and supportive supervision. However, global shortages of 
healthcare professionals and understaffing continue to challenge these objectives. Thus, PsyCap and EI 
become highly relevant for translating SDG commitments into everyday workforce practices. 

• Sustainable Healthcare Workforce 

 A sustainable healthcare workforce refers to the long-term capacity of healthcare systems to 
attract, retain, support, and develop competent professionals while maintaining their physical and 
psychological well-being. Sustainability extends beyond headcount management and includes resilience, 
engagement, work-life balance, and career continuity. 

Healthcare workforce sustainability has become a global concern due to rising turnover 
intentions, aging staff populations, and increasing emotional strain. According to WHO (2022), shortages 
of healthcare workers threaten service accessibility and quality across many countries. Research 
suggests that sustainable workforce models must integrate both structural factors such as staffing, 
compensation, scheduling, and training, and psychological factors including motivation, resilience, and 
emotional support. This perspective aligns with sustainable human resource management, which 
emphasizes long-term employee well-being alongside organizational performance (Kramar, 2014). 

• Research Gap and Need For an Integrated Framework 

 Although substantial literature exists on Psychological Capital, Emotional Intelligence, employee 
well-being, and healthcare burnout, these areas have largely developed independently. Most studies 
examine PsyCap in relation to engagement or EI in relation to leadership and teamwork, while SDGs are 
often addressed only at the policy level. Limited research integrates how PsyCap and EI jointly support 
healthcare workforce sustainability and advance SDG 3 and SDG 8. This paper addresses that gap 
through a conceptual framework. 

Conceptual Framework and Propositions 

 The present study develops a conceptual framework explaining how Psychological Capital 
(PsyCap) and Emotional Intelligence (EI) can serve as enabling organizational resources for achieving 
SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) through the 
development of a sustainable healthcare workforce. While sustainability discussions often emphasize 
policy reform, technology, and infrastructure, the human dimension remains equally critical. In healthcare 
organizations, where employee well-being directly influences patient care quality, service continuity, and 
organizational resilience, psychological and emotional capabilities represent strategic assets rather than 
optional soft factors. 

Healthcare institutions worldwide continue to face workforce shortages, burnout, emotional 
fatigue, and retention challenges. These concerns intensified during and after the COVID-19 period, 
highlighting the fragility of health systems when employee well-being is neglected. Recent research 
argues that resilient healthcare systems depend not only on material resources but also on adaptive 
human capabilities, supportive climates, and emotionally healthy professionals (Lei et al., 2024; Zhang et 
al., 2025). Accordingly, this framework proposes that PsyCap and EI jointly strengthen individual 
functioning, workplace quality, and long-term workforce sustainability. 

• Psychological Capital as a Pathway to SDG 3 

Psychological Capital refers to an individual’s positive psychological state characterized by 
hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism (Luthans et al., 2007). Unlike fixed personality traits, PsyCap is 
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considered developable through training, leadership support, and organizational practices. This makes it 
especially valuable in healthcare settings where staff members regularly confront emotional stress, time 
pressure, and uncertainty. 

 Each component of PsyCap contributes to employee well-being in distinct ways. Self-efficacy 
enhances confidence in handling complex tasks and critical decisions. Hope supports perseverance by 
helping employees identify pathways around barriers. Resilience enables recovery after setbacks or 
prolonged stress, while optimism promotes constructive expectations regarding future outcomes. 
Together, these psychological resources help employees sustain motivation and emotional balance 
under demanding conditions. 

 Recent studies have linked psychological resources to well-being outcomes under uncertainty 
and stress. Avanesyan et al. (2024) found that positive psychological resources significantly support 
individual well-being during unstable and high-pressure conditions. Likewise, Avey et al. (2011) reported 
that PsyCap is positively associated with satisfaction, commitment, and performance while reducing 
stress-related outcomes. Within healthcare organizations, these findings are highly relevant to SDG 3, 
which includes mental well-being, healthy lives, and supportive environments. Therefore, the framework 
argues that Psychological Capital functions as a direct pathway toward SDG 3 by strengthening 
healthcare employee well-being and protecting long-term psychological sustainability. 

• Emotional Intelligence as a Pathway to SDG 8 

 Emotional Intelligence refers to the ability to perceive, understand, regulate, and use emotions 
effectively in oneself and others (Mayer et al., 2008). In healthcare organizations, where interactions with 
patients, families, colleagues, and supervisors are constant, EI becomes essential for maintaining 
productive and humane workplaces. 

Healthcare professionals frequently work in emotionally intense environments involving 
suffering, conflict, uncertainty, and urgency. Employees with strong emotional intelligence are more 
capable of managing stress responses, communicating calmly, demonstrating empathy, and sustaining 
collaboration under pressure. These abilities improve both individual adjustment and team effectiveness. 

 Research increasingly links EI with positive organizational outcomes. Miao et al. (2017) found 
that EI positively predicts job satisfaction, commitment, and workplace attitudes. Maharaj and Ramsaroop 
(2024) further showed that emotional intelligence contributes to employee well-being, engagement, and 
adaptive workplace functioning. Emotionally intelligent leadership has also been associated with stronger 
trust, fairness, and supportive climates. 

 These outcomes align closely with SDG 8, which promotes decent work, productive 
employment, safe work environments, and inclusive growth. Decent work in healthcare includes dignity, 
respect, emotional safety, collaboration, and opportunities for meaningful contribution. EI enables these 
relational aspects of decent work by reducing dysfunctional conflict, improving communication quality, 
and strengthening psychological safety. Therefore, EI serves as a key human capability supporting SDG 
8 within healthcare organizations. 

• Integrated Influence on Sustainable Healthcare Workforce 

 Although Psychological Capital and Emotional Intelligence are conceptually distinct, they are 
highly complementary. PsyCap primarily strengthens internal psychological energy, whereas EI improves 
emotional regulation and social functioning. Together, they enhance both personal resilience and 
interpersonal effectiveness. 

For example, a physician with strong confidence and optimism but weak emotional regulation 
may perform technically well while struggling in collaborative environments. Conversely, a nurse with 
empathy and social skill but low resilience may deliver compassionate care yet become vulnerable to 
long-term exhaustion. Sustainable workforce functioning requires both psychological strength and 
emotional competence. 

 This combined capability contributes to workforce sustainability through four mechanisms: 
reduced burnout and withdrawal behaviour, higher engagement and commitment, improved teamwork 
and patient service quality, and greater adaptability during crises, reform, or technological change. 
Recent healthcare sustainability studies emphasize that resilient health systems depend on emotionally 
supported and psychologically healthy professionals rather than staffing numbers alone (Ugwu et al., 
2025). Therefore, workforce sustainability should be viewed as a human capital outcome shaped by 
internal capacities. 
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• Proposed Conceptual Model 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework for Sustainable Healthcare Workforce 

Source: Authors own elaboration 

 The framework indicates that progress toward sustainable development goals in healthcare 
organizations depends not only on policy commitments, but also on employee capabilities embedded in 
everyday work systems. 

• Propositions 

 Based on the framework, the following propositions are advanced: 

P1:  Psychological Capital positively influences the psychological well-being of healthcare 
employees. 

P2:  Higher Psychological Capital reduces burnout, stress, and turnover intentions among healthcare 
professionals. 

P3:  Emotional Intelligence positively influences communication quality, empathy, and workplace 
relationships in healthcare settings. 

P4:  Emotional Intelligence contributes to decent work conditions by strengthening engagement, 
trust, and psychological safety. 

P5:  The combined presence of Psychological Capital and Emotional Intelligence positively 
influences sustainable healthcare workforce outcomes. 

P6:  A sustainable healthcare workforce positively contributes to the achievement of SDG 3 and 
SDG 8. 
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 The conceptual framework positions Psychological Capital and Emotional Intelligence as 
strategic enablers of sustainable healthcare systems. It shifts the sustainability conversation from 
infrastructure alone to human capability development. For healthcare managers and policymakers, the 
implication is clear: investment in people is central to achieving both workforce sustainability and broader 
sustainable development goals. 

Discussion and Implications 

 The present study proposed a conceptual framework positioning Psychological Capital 
(PsyCap) and Emotional Intelligence (EI) as enabling capabilities for achieving SDG 3 (Good Health and 
Well-being) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) through the development of a sustainable 
healthcare workforce. The findings suggest that healthcare sustainability cannot be reduced to 
infrastructure, finance, or digital systems alone. Rather, long-term healthcare effectiveness depends 
significantly on the psychological strength, emotional adaptability, and sustained engagement of the 
people delivering care. 

Recent scholarship increasingly recognizes that workforce well-being is central to health system 
resilience. The World Health Organization has highlighted that shortages, burnout, and turnover among 
health professionals pose serious risks to healthcare delivery worldwide (WHO, 2023). This concern has 
intensified in post-pandemic environments where healthcare workers continue to face emotional 
exhaustion, staffing pressures, and rising service demand. Consequently, employee-centered 
sustainability has become a strategic priority. 

 A key argument of this paper is that Psychological Capital functions as both a protective and 
developmental resource within healthcare organizations. Employees with higher levels of hope, 
resilience, optimism, and self-efficacy are more likely to cope effectively with stress, sustain motivation, 
and remain committed during uncertainty. Abbas et al. (2019) found that psychological capital contributes 
significantly to positive work attitudes and sustainable workplace functioning. Similarly, Trulik et al. (2025) 
reported that resilience-based psychological resources reduce stress intensity and improve coping 
outcomes among healthcare personnel. These findings reinforce the relevance of PsyCap to SDG 3, 
particularly in promoting mental well-being, stress recovery, and healthier working lives. 

For healthcare institutions, this has practical significance. Burnout among nurses, physicians, 
and allied professionals leads to absenteeism, reduced patient satisfaction, and turnover costs. By 
embedding PsyCap development into leadership practices, mentoring systems, and resilience-building 
interventions, organizations can create a healthier and more sustainable workforce. 

The framework also demonstrates that Emotional Intelligence is essential for the relational and 
cultural dimensions of decent work. Healthcare delivery is highly interpersonal, requiring professionals to 
communicate with patients, families, peers, and supervisors under emotionally intense conditions. EI 
enables individuals to regulate their own responses, interpret others’ emotions accurately, and maintain 
constructive interactions during pressure-filled situations. 

 Recent evidence supports the organizational value of EI. Kaptanoğlu (2025) argues that the 
human side of digital and organizational transformation increasingly depends on emotional competencies 
such as empathy, adaptability, and social awareness. Likewise, Maharaj and Ramsaroop (2024) found 
that emotional intelligence contributes positively to well-being, engagement, and adaptive functioning in 
demanding institutions. In healthcare settings, these capabilities are especially important because 
respectful communication, emotional safety, and collaborative practice directly affect employee 
experience and patient outcomes. 

This aligns strongly with SDG 8, which emphasizes decent work and productive employment. 
Decent work in hospitals and clinics must include more than compensation or contractual terms; it should 
also involve dignity, inclusion, psychological safety, manageable emotional demands, and healthy team 
climates. Emotionally intelligent leadership can strengthen these conditions by reducing conflict, 
improving trust, and promoting fairness. 

 Another important contribution of the framework is the recognition that PsyCap and EI operate 
synergistically (Mahdavi et al., 2023). While PsyCap equips employees with internal psychological 
resources, EI strengthens relational functioning. One without the other may be insufficient for long-term 
sustainability. Sustainable performance in healthcare requires both personal endurance and emotional 
competence. 
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• Theoretical Implications 

 The study offers three theoretical contributions. First, it extends Positive Organizational 
Behavior by connecting Psychological Capital to sustainable development outcomes rather than limiting it 
to performance metrics. Second, it integrates EI and PsyCap within a single framework for healthcare 
workforce sustainability. Third, it contributes to Sustainable Human Resource Management by 
emphasizing that long-term organizational viability depends on preserving employee well-being alongside 
productivity goals. 

• Managerial and Policy Implications 

 Healthcare administrators should implement interventions that develop Psychological Capital, 
such as resilience workshops, coaching, and supportive supervision. Emotional Intelligence should be 
incorporated into leadership development, recruitment, and team training programs. Institutions should 
also monitor burnout risk, engagement, retention intention, and psychological safety alongside 
productivity indicators. 

At the policy level, healthcare sustainability strategies should explicitly recognize workforce 
mental health and decent work standards as strategic priorities. Governments and regulators can support 
this through staffing norms, counselling services, leadership capability programmes, and employee well-
being frameworks. 

• Future Research Directions 

 Future studies may empirically test the proposed framework using survey data from hospitals or 
compare public and private healthcare institutions. Researchers may also examine mediating variables 
such as leadership style, organizational culture, digital stress, or work-life balance. Cross-country studies 
would further enrich understanding of how healthcare systems translate psychological and emotional 
capabilities into sustainability outcomes. 

Conclusion 

 This paper examined the role of Psychological Capital (PsyCap) and Emotional Intelligence (EI) 
as enabling resources for advancing SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and 
Economic Growth) through a sustainable healthcare workforce. It argued that healthcare sustainability 
should extend beyond infrastructure, finance, and technology to include the psychological resilience, 
emotional competence, and well-being of healthcare professionals. 

The proposed framework highlighted that Psychological Capital through hope, optimism, 
resilience, and self-efficacy, supports employee well-being, stress management, and reduced burnout, 
thereby aligning with SDG 3. Emotional Intelligence contributes to effective communication, teamwork, 
respectful relationships, and psychologically safe workplaces, supporting SDG 8. 

 A key contribution of the study is the integration of PsyCap and EI within a sustainability-
oriented framework. Together, these capabilities strengthen engagement, retention, adaptability, and 
organizational resilience. The paper suggests that healthcare institutions should invest in resilience 
development, emotionally intelligent leadership, and employee well-being systems. Future empirical 
studies may test the framework across diverse healthcare contexts. 
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