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Critical reflections on the currently leading definition of
sustainable employability
by Fleuren BPI, de Grip A, Jansen NWH, Kant I, Zijlstra FRH

The commentary reflects on the recently published definition of
sustainable employability by van der Klink et al (Scand ] Work Environ
Health. 2016;42(1):71-9). In doing so, both merits and needs for
further improvement are identified, which are translated to guidelines
for future definitions of sustainable employability. Consequently, the
commentary adds to the discussion on what sustainable employability
is and how it should be measured.
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Critical reflections on the currently leading definition of sustainable

employability

By Bram PI Fleuren, MSc,” Andries de Grip, PhD,? 3 4 Nicole WH Jansen, PhD,> IJmert Kant, PhD,°

Fred RH Zijlstra PhD

Fleuren BPI, de Grip A, Jansen NWH, Kant |, Zijlstra FRH. Critical reflections on the currently leading definition of
sustainable employability. Scand J Work Environ Health. 2016;42(6):557-560. doi:10.5271/sjweh.3585

Sustainable employability (SE) is an important topic as
it deals with employees’ abilities to function adequately
at work and in the labor market throughout their work-
ing lives. However, until now there has been only one
attempt to define SE in the international literature (1).
This first definition is a valuable contribution to the field
as it rightfully describes SE as a multidimensional con-
cept, recognizes the importance of both employee and
work characteristics, and acknowledges the inherently
longitudinal nature of SE. Despite these merits, we
argue that this definition of SE has some serious omis-
sions that are important in capturing SE comprehen-
sively. Specifically, we argue that the definition could be
improved in various ways, namely, it should: (i) clarify
which aspects of employment constitute someone’s SE;
(i1) not counterintuitively treat SE as a characteristic of
both the job and the employee simultaneously; (iii) not
be based on the insufficiently tested assumption that
achieving value in work inherently leads to SE; (iv) be
formulated in a way that SE can also apply to unem-
ployed individuals; and (v) adequately specify how
the inherently longitudinal dimension of SE should be
addressed. We would like to contribute to the discussion
by providing guidelines for a new adjusted definition of
SE that could facilitate further research on this impor-
tant concept and its determinants.

1ZA (Institute for the Study of Labor), Bonn, Germany.
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Introduction

SE is a topic of vital importance to individual employ-
ees, organizations and society alike. It generally refers
to employees’ capacities to function in work throughout
their working life. As participation in work is important
for individuals, organizations, and society as a whole,
individuals’ ability to function in work is essential. For
individuals, work provides meaning, financial security
as well as social contacts. Organizations need productive
employees to survive. Also from a societal perspec-
tive, it is important that as many people as possible
participate in the labor market to maintain economic
welfare (1). Moreover, as a consequence of population
aging (2-6), longevity, rapid changes in technology (7,
8) and changes in the nature of work (1), both the need
to promote sustainable employability of individuals
in society and the complexity to succeed in doing so
increase even further.

Only recently, van der Klink et al provided the first
definition of the concept in the international scientific
literature (1, p74): “Sustainable employability means
that throughout their working lives, workers can achieve
tangible opportunities in the form of a set of capabili-
ties. They also enjoy the necessary conditions that allow
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them to make a valuable contribution through their
work, now and in the future, while safeguarding their
health and welfare. This requires, on the one hand,
a work context that facilitates this for them and, on
the other, the attitude and motivation to exploit these
opportunities.”

This definition is accompanied by an equally recent
operationalization of SE as a set of capabilities (9).
Moreover, the definition itself also appeared in an earlier
Dutch publication (10), which other international pub-
lications about SE most commonly refer to [ie, in com-
parison with other definitions in the non-international
(eg, Dutch) literature] (11-13). As mentioned, the pres-
ent paper provides a critical reflection on van der Klink
et al’s aforementioned definition of SE (1).

Merits

Van der Klink et al’s definition of SE (1) has three
important merits. First, SE is seen as a multidimen-
sional construct. It is presented as consisting of a broad
set of opportunities for employees to create value for
themselves and for their employer that cover various
aspects of working. Moreover, the individual’s health
and well-being as well as attitudinal and motivational
aspects are included in the definition as well. This
acknowledgement of the multidimensionality of SE is
favorable, as it illustrates the complexity of the con-
struct and of what constitutes functioning in work. This
is in accordance with the International Classification of
Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) (14), in which
functioning is seen from three different perspectives
(body, activities, and participation). The ICF underlines
the multifaceted and complex nature of functioning in
which disease, environmental factors, and personal
factors play a role. Similarly, the multifaceted nature
of functioning is also illustrated by the fact that differ-
ent disciplines focus on different aspects to understand
functioning at work (15, 16).

Second, SE is (partially) defined as the degree to
which (i) employees are able to work throughout their
entire working lives, and (ii) their work context enables
them to do so. This suggests that SE is a set of inter-
acting characteristics of the employee and the work
context that codetermine the opportunities and condi-
tions affecting employees’ capacity to participate in
the labor market throughout their working lives. As
such, the definition describes an equal responsibility for
employee and employer to maintain the employee’s abil-
ity to work. This could be considered as a great merit,
as research shows how strongly an employee’s ability to
function is influenced by both the individual, work and
work-contextual factors (17).
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Third, van der Klink et al’s definition recognizes
that SE is an inherently longitudinal construct as clearly
embedded in the words “throughout their working lives”.
This is essential as “sustainable” necessarily implies a
time dimension.

Need for further development

Despite the aforementioned merits, there are important
needs for improvement of van der Klink et al’s defini-
tion of SE.

First, it is not immediately clear from the defini-
tion what particular element(s) of the work situation
constitute(s) SE. The paper provides some clarity by
equating SE with the capability set it propagates, as
evidenced by these statements: “... in an accompany-
ing paper also published in this issue, we report on
the development and validation of a questionnaire that
allows for the assessment of sustainable employability
based on the concept of capability” (1, p72) and “This
[capability] set, in our view, represents the best possible
operationalization of sustainable employability” (1,
p74). However, in the paper, SE is also referred to as
being determined by a worker’s capability: “this model
holds that an individual’s sustainable employability is
determined by how he or she succeeds in converting
resources into capabilities, and subsequently into work
functioning, in such a way that values such as security,
recognition and meaning are met”(1, p72). As it is not
feasible that SE is predicted by itself in the form of a
capability set, perhaps the capability set does not actu-
ally refer to SE itself but rather to a favorable employ-
ment situation that may cause SE. More clarity on this
issue is needed.

Second, the definition seems to treat SE as a char-
acteristic of both the job and the individual at the same
time. This is counterintuitive and problematic as the
job and work context may predict an individual’s abil-
ity to be sustainably employed, but they can never be
aspects that are part of SE. Instead, employability is
a characteristic of the individual alone. Of course the
individual’s ability to be employed does depend on work
and work-contextual factors, but these should be predic-
tors and not be embedded in the construct itself. For an
adequate definition of SE, it is essential to disentangle
these relationships between causes (employment) and
effects (employability). Moreover, future approaches
should treat SE as an individual characteristic that is
an outcome of the complex interaction between other
individual, work, and work-contextual characteristics.

Third, the definition and operationalization of SE
assume that achieving value in work inherently predicts
SE and that, therefore, SE can be conceptualized as



achieving value in work. This is problematic, as before
such claims can be made, such relationships need to be
tested with SE as criterion. This is, however, impossible
within the approach van der Klink et al provides. (1), as
SE is equated with its predictor(s). Therefore, similar
to the first conceptual issue, it seems unlikely that the
capability set adequately reflects SE.

Fourth, the definition by van der Klink et al (1)
suggests that SE only applies to individuals who are
employed. In the Abma et al publication (9), which
accompanies van der Klink’s definition paper as a vali-
dation paper, this is shown by the way in which capabili-
ties are measured. Moreover, the definition also suggests
this because individuals can only be considered to be
sustainably employable if their work context enables
them to achieve tangible opportunities. However, indi-
viduals who are not currently working can still be highly
employable and even sustainably so, but just be between
jobs. It is therefore not required for individuals to be
enabled by their employer to be sustainably employable.
Consequently, in line with our aforementioned points on
improving the definition, being enabled by an employer
to achieve value may be an important predictor of SE,
but it is not necessarily part of SE itself. Moreover,
future approaches to SE should define the concept in
such a way that it is applicable to every individual
regardless of employment status.

Finally, the definition and operationalization of SE
in the form of a capability set do not include any speci-
fication on how the longitudinal aspect of SE should be
captured. The definition rightfully acknowledges the
longitudinal dimension of SE, but its operationalization
focuses solely on achieving value. Although achieving
value at work may be an important predictor of SE,
a complete operationalization and definition should
include its longitudinal nature as well.

Outlook

In conclusion, while van der Klink et al’s definition
of SE (1) does have strong merits, it requires further
improvement. The approach’s main drawback is that
capabilities seem more apt at describing a potentially
important set of predictor(s) of SE than at capturing
the construct itself. Either way, future developments in
conceptualizing SE should build on the aforementioned
merits, but also define SE in a way that (i) clearly labels
which aspects of the employment situation constitute
SE; (ii) explicitly separates causes and effects; (iii)
treats SE as an individual characteristic that may be
affected by other employment characteristics at the
individual, work, and work-contextual levels; (iv) makes
the concept applicable to any individual regardless of
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their employment status; and (v) clearly addresses the
longitudinal nature of SE as embedded in the word “sus-
tainable”. These guidelines should not only enable the
development of an appropriate definition of SE but also
a conceptually sound way of measuring the construct.
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