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Introduction

In the previous chapter, the capability approach (CA) formulated by
Amartya Sen is presented. This chapter focuses on the application of the
CA, with a particular emphasis on sustainable employability (SE). In this
context, the emphasis in discussing the CA is on its relevance to the well-
being of individuals in their living and working environments and the
broader social and societal context [, , ]. The CA offers a promising and
innovative framework for thinking about sustainability, encompassing
well-being and flourishing at work, with a focus on the person and the
work context.

The CA was originally a theory focused on social justice. A just society
offers all people the opportunity to live a good life, that is, a life they value.
This implies that they have the freedom or opportunity (capability) to do
what they want to do (doings) and to be who they want to be (beings),
which contributes to their well-being and quality of life: “beings and
doings people have reason to value” [, )]. The CA was used to develop
a model and operationalisation of SE [, ]. The idea behind this concept
of SE is that people can work throughout their lifetime while safeguarding
their health and well-being. Being able to do the things people value in life
is important; also, in work settings, people want to add value (for some
people’s financial value) to themselves and to society. This was considered
a crucial element by the consortium of authors of this chapter when
providing a definition and model of SE (see []).

The original articles were the first to operationalise capabilities within
work in the form of a set of work values/capabilities. Until then, work was
seen as an important capability that contributed to well-being. Our article
introduces the innovative perspective that distinct characteristics of the job
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could also be seen as representing values and capabilities. ‘Work’, as a
general capability, is thus divided into a number of more specific (value)
aspects that can be points of action to improve the quality of work.
If people can realise these more specific value aspects in their work, their

contribution will be experienced as more valuable by the work environ-
ment and by themselves, resulting in a stronger bond between work and
employees and hence more SE.
Referring back to the anecdote with which this book began, a ‘cathedral

builder’ is more sustainable and happier in his work than a ‘stonecutter’.
Our ambition is that all stonecutters will become cathedral builders (see
Chapter ). The objective of this chapter is to present the views and
comments from the academic community on the relevance and feasibility
of the model and the definition of SE provided by the consortium, which
is presented later.
We report on a Delphi study conducted among international experts

from various fields, including capability experts, occupational health
psychology experts, and disability studies experts. We invited them shortly
after the publication of our articles to evaluate the scientific and practical
possibilities of the products described later (the definition, the model, and
the work capability set) and to provide recommendations for further
research.
After presenting this unpublished Delphi study, we discuss two recent

articles that comment on our approach. In the following subsection, we
indicate the extent to which theory formation and further research have
actually taken place, providing an answer to the formulated recommenda-
tions and points of criticism. Finally, we discuss the current state of affairs
and provide recommendations for future research.
In addition to the scientific developments described in this chapter,

there is an impressive application of the work capability set in practice.
It has been used by many professionals, such as occupational physicians,
occupational psychologists, occupational nurses, labour experts, and
human resource management (HRM) professionals. In Chapter ,
examples of practical applications are described.

A Capability-Based Definition, Model, and Questionnaire of
Sustainable Employability

As indicated in Chapter  and earlier in this chapter, we formulate a
definition of SE based on the capability model (Box .), design a model
based on capability models by Sen, Morris, Robeyns, and Welch Saleeby
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(Figure .), and develop a questionnaire to operationalise values and
capabilities at work (Box .; see also Appendix .).

In accordance with this definition and based on the previously men-
tioned models by Sen and others, we developed the following model for
sustainable employment. This model is a slightly modified version of the
model in Van der Klink et al. [].

Based on the definition and model, seven work values were identified [,
] [see Box .]. To identify this work capability set (i.e., aspects that people
value at work), a qualitative study was conducted, consisting of interviews
with employees and expert meetings, in addition to a literature review. The
interviewees represented as much as possible a cross-section of the Dutch
working population in terms of professions and sectors. According to Sen’s

Box . Definition of Sustainable Employability by
Van der Klink et al.

[, p. ]

“Sustainable employability (SE) means that throughout their working lives,
workers can achieve tangible opportunities in the form of a set of capabilities.
They also enjoy the necessary conditions that allow 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.”

Figure . Model of sustainable employability, well-being, and flourishing at work based
on the CA.

Source: Adapted from []

 The Capability Model in Relation to Work
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assumption, it is important to ask the target group what is important to
them and what they value. Such valued aspects can be considered to be a
(work) capability for a person if (a) it is an important value for this person in
their particular work situation; (b) they are enabled by the work context
(e.g., an adequate HRM policy; see Chapter ); and (c) they are able to
achieve it. These three elements (a, b, c) are rated on a five-point scale. If a
person indicates that they regard a value important and feel enabled and able
to realise it, that value is considered to be part of the work capability set.
After all, a capability is a value that one deems important and can realise.
The focus on the specific work situation of an individual implies that

the actual work capability set is context-dependent, even though most
people value similar things. Therefore, in one-on-one situations, such as
consultation contacts (with one of the professionals mentioned earlier),
one should realise that the work capability set can differ per person and per
job. In such practical situations, it is therefore advisable to ask whether
there are other important values. Once what people value in their work (or
a particular job) has been established, they should be asked to rate the
various aspects of the work capability set.
In the next step, the list was validated in a representative sample of ,

Dutch employees. Correlation and regression analyses were performed to
determine the statistical relationship between items of the potential value set
and the indicators of SE. Based on these analyses, a group of experts
established the final set of seven key work values (see Box .).
The list of resulting capabilities (which we refer to as the ‘work capabil-

ity set‘), identified in working people according to the Sen method,
features characteristics of work that can also be found in major theories

Box . Seven Work Values

. Using knowledge and skills
. Developing knowledge and skills
. Participation in decision-making
. Developing and maintaining meaningful contacts at work
. Setting personal goals
. Having a fair income
. Contributing to a greater, valuable good

Sources: [, ]

 For reasons of clarity and inclusivity, this chapter uses the singular “they” as a gender-neutral
pronoun rather than “she,” “he,” or “s/he,” following Cambridge University Press policy.
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in work and organisational psychology and occupational health models,
such as the manifest and psychological needs of Jahoda [], the job
characteristics models of Hackman and Oldham [], and the ‘work vita-
mins’ of Warr []. These theories have been developed, using different
perspectives, and have incorporated approximately the same features. This
indicates the robustness of our list of work values.

In Appendix ., you will find an English version of the work capability
set. It has been translated from Dutch according to the standards of
scientific translations (forward and backwards translations).

Consultation of Experts

To gain clarity on how experts assess the scientific and practical possibil-
ities of the definition, model, and work capability set, Meerman conducted
a two-round Delphi study on behalf of the consortium. A group of
eighteen international experts, nine of whom responded to the second
round and thus to both rounds, with backgrounds in occupational health
and occupational psychology, disability studies, and the CA, were invited
to take part. They were asked to reflect on the following topics: ) the need
for this research and its products; ) comments on the products; and )
follow-up research.

Most experts who have observed rapid changes, including new working
patterns in developing countries, the ageing of societies, and the introduc-
tion of technologies, digitalisation, and globalisation, saw the necessity of a
paradigm shift in terms of capabilities. The work capability set was
generally well appreciated as operationalising the capability concept in
the domain of work and health. Most experts agreed with the procedure
for developing the ‘capability set for work’, which uses a combination of
qualitative and quantitative methods.

Table . shows the experts’ recommendations for follow-up research,
indicating which studies have been addressed since then. Most recommen-
dations have been researched in several studies; in the third column, we
provide some general remarks or comments from the experts.

The experts considered the work capability set promising but also noted
that it needs further validation, both psychometrically and in different
specific target groups and contexts.

Later, we first discuss the recommendations of the experts, followed by a
discussion of some published critical remarks. In the section ‘Overview of
Research Using the Capability Approach’, we summarise the research that has
been conducted since the experts’ recommendation, following their suggestion
for a classification in psychometrics, specific target groups, and specific contexts.

 The Capability Model in Relation to Work
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Table . Experts’ recommendations.

Recommendation by experts Articles addressing the recommendations Remarks

Primary prevention Dollevoet et al. [] Is an element in Meerman et al. [, ]; Ragadu &
Rothmann []; Rolak et al. []; Schriemer et al.
[]; Van Casteren et al. []

Broader look than on return to work Almost all studies in section ‘Overview of
Research Using the Capability
Approach’

Quote: “Just returning to work isn’t enough!”
Many experts agreed that work as a quality of life
approach might be beneficial here and that the
classical work and health paradigm should be
integrated into a capability perspective.

Make research practical and applicable The next articles explicitly provide
actionable recommendations based on
the research findings: Barnard et al.
[], Murangi et al. []; Ragadu &
Rothmann []; Fleuren et al. [];
De Wet & Rothmann []; Van
Casteren et al. []

Practical applications are given in much of the
research described in the section ‘Overview of
Research Using the Capability Approach’.

See Chapter  of this book.

Reflect on employer and supervisor
values

Dollevoet et al. []; Lewis []; Gürbüz
et al. [, ]; Van Casteren et al. [];
Meerman et al. []

A few experts were critical about whether employers
would support the notion that work should be
valuable. They challenged capability scholars in the
field to reflect on employer and supervisor values.

See also Chapter  of this book for examples of
practical interventions on organisational and
supervisory values.

Specific assessments for low-skilled
workers

Muffels & Gielens [] Developed in the context of the ‘participation income’
experiments

Application to different levels in the
organisation

Meerman et al. []; Lewis []; Gürbüz
et al. []

The approach is applicable at the individual level but
also relates to, e.g., management style or
organisational culture.

See also Part II of this book (Chapters , , , and ).


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Table . (cont.)

Recommendation by experts Articles addressing the recommendations Remarks

Valuable/meaningful work for all All studies have this focus; the CA (for
work) focuses on well-being, value,
and meaning (in work)

Experts emphasised the benefits of including the
aspect of ‘value’.

Quote: “If in the end the CA promotes the
importance of valuable/meaningful work for all,
and especially for work accommodations, then it is
worthwhile.”

Add two additional values This is contrary to the way the values were ‘retrieved’;
see also argumentation later on in this chapter

Values might change over time Den Brinker et al. []
Prognostic methods Gürbüz et al. []
‘Significant others’ Meerman et al. [] ‘Significant others’, such as family and relatives,

should be incorporated in the assessment
Value of triptych in vulnerable groups Van Gorp et al. [] The triptych of the a, b, and c questions was

appreciated by the experts. Questions b and c might
show whether minority groups/vulnerable groups
are able to achieve important values.

Mental health at work Van der Klink et al. []; Gürbüz et al.
[]

The experts were interested in applying the CA to
mental health (disorders) at work, both in research
and practice

Would the CA be able to predict
prospectively which employees are
sustainably employable and which are
not?

Gürbüz et al. []

Relationship with other models from the
occupational health domain

Barnard et al. []; De Wet & Rothmann
[]; Fleuren et al. []; De Beer []

The CA can easily be combined with other models in
the occupational health domain. Research into how
the approach can be combined with other models is
reported later in this chapter and in Chapter .

Work capability set should be validated
in general populations, in various
contexts in which employees work,
and in specific target groups.

Section ‘Overview of Research Using the
Capability Approach’ is structured in
that way


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Discussion of the Recommendations of the Experts

Since the expert consultation, the approach has been scientifically investi-
gated at relevant levels in the organisation (see Chapters , , and ) and
has also been put into practice at these levels (see Chapter ).
Adding values, as suggested by the experts, is not in accordance with the

Sen method we followed, in which values are mainly ‘collected’ from the
target group (in our case, by means of interviews; Sen leaves room for
expert opinion, and we have applied that). Furthermore, in the meantime,
the list has proven its worth. Moreover, ‘the ability to achieve goals’ (as
suggested by the experts) is not a value (but a conversion factor in
capability terms).
In our  articles [, ], we argued (and found associations) that the

sustainability of work is strongly dependent on the value(s) that employees
can realise in their work. We therefore interpreted the experts’ recommen-
dation to research prognostics as a recommendation for research on how
values can change over time. Research in this area is still ongoing.

Conceptual and Methodological Comments and Suggestions
In this subsection, we report on comments published by an interdisciplin-
ary group of colleagues. Their comments were published in two papers and
are conceptual and methodological in nature [, ]. They note a
number of merits but also problems, as they see them, of our approach,
which has helped us to sharpen and improve our conceptualisation.
First, Fleuren et al. agree that SE is a multidimensional construct

encompassing an individual’s health and well-being, attitudes, and motiv-
ation. Second, they agree that SE results from the interaction of individual
and work context characteristics and that both employees and employers
are responsible for maintaining an individual’s ability to work. Third, they
agree that SE is a longitudinal construct, as it refers to ‘throughout a
person’s working life’.
They also raise some conceptual issues, such as that it is conceptually

problematic that in the CA, SE is a characteristic of both the individual
and the job. In their view, employability should be seen as a characteristic
of the individual, whereas work characteristics and work contextual factors
should be considered facilitators or predictors. SE is the outcome of an
interaction between individual, work, and work-context characteristics.
In their view, the relationship needs to be better disentangled.
Another point is that, from the CA perspective, achieving value in one’s

work predicts SE, and consequently, SE is conceptualised as achieving
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value in work. However, before such a claim can be made, one should
first check if there are statistical relationships between ‘achieving value in
work’ and SE, but this is difficult, as SE is seemingly equated with its
predictor(s). This reiterates the previous comment, which states that causes
and effects need to be more clearly disentangled.

In our view, these points of criticism are rooted in a difference in
(scientific) perspective: our CA-based view of SE essentially represents an
ideographic perspective, whereas Fleuren et al., in their view, adopt a
nomothetic perspective.

Both perspectives were introduced in Chapter : ideographic research
attempts to understand the depth and complexity of a case in its unique
context, which is directly applicable in a specific practice, whereas nomo-
thetic research strives for generalisable knowledge by investigating broad
patterns via systematic and standardised methods. This distinction is
relevant because it directs the type of questions asked and the way in
which results are interpreted.

In our normative, ideographic view, a conception of SE must be
action-oriented, with a focus on improving practice (flourishing work
and a sustainable working life). It is not primarily about underlying
mechanisms and pathways between concepts and constructs, as from a
nomothetic perspective from which the criticism arises that it conflates
causes and effects. In our ideographic view, there is less need for an exact,
fixed positioning of constructs in the model, but for a flexible and
realistic, changeable position, depending on the specific situation.
Health (important for SE), for example, can be a resource (good health
is a valuable resource), a capability (an achievable value), or a meta-
capability (a condition for realising other values). Additionally, health
can be a realised outcome. This example illustrates that, rather than a
fixed a priori position, the position of a particular construct is flexible in
our model and is determined a posteriori, depending on the individual’s
actual situation.

Fleuren et al. argued that SE, like employability, is an individual
characteristic related to health constitution, skills, and competences. We,
however, base ourselves on an interactive theory of employability, in which
SE is determined by both individual and organisational factors that pro-
mote value realisation.

The CA is better suited for developing interventions in individual work
situations, whereas the Fleuren et al. approach is better suited for develop-
ing generic products, such as professional guidelines. However, the div-
ision between the ideographic and nomothetic perspectives is not as sharp

 The Capability Model in Relation to Work
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as it is suggested here for the sake of argument. In fact, they can comple-
ment each other if the strengths of each perspective are used.
In conclusion, both approaches have their own merits and several

similarities. For research purposes and for building a scientific model for
SE, it is important to know precisely which factors contribute to explain-
ing (or predicting) SE. On the other hand, to develop interventions, it is
necessary to know which aspects an individual values in their job.

Overview of Research Using the Capability Approach

In our initial articles, we argued that the CA challenges researchers and
practitioners in looking at what people value in their work and whether
they are enabled to achieve these values, emphasising both individual and
contextual factors [, ]. The Capability Set for Work Questionnaire
(CSWQ), developed for this purpose, uniquely incorporates aspects of
work that employees value and includes questions assessing employees’
ability to achieve these values and the extent to which their work environ-
ment enables this.
In this section, we present an overview of the research following our

initial articles. We focus on three themes: ) the scientific validity and
usability of the CA and the CSWQ; ) application and validation in
specific target groups; and ) application and validation in specific situ-
ations or contexts. This thematic categorisation differs slightly from the
issues raised by the experts, as shown in Table .. Both categories are
largely covered by the same articles.

Conclusions of the Research Overview

The studies discussed in this overview demonstrate that, in all areas advised
by the experts, research has been conducted: longitudinal research
for predictive validity [, ], research with specific target groups in
which significant others were also involved [], and research in specific
contexts, including other cultures and an intergenerational perspective
[]. The scientific validity and usability of the CA and the CSWQ were
demonstrated, not only in Theme ., where it is the subject but also
in Theme . (the studies of Van Gorp [] and Vossenaar []) and
Theme . (the studies of Ragadu [] and Lewis []). In the other
articles within this theme, the CA and/or the capability set was used to
answer the research questions. The usability in practice is discussed in
Chapter .
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Theme :: Scientific Validity and Usability of the Capability Approach
and the CSWQ

The summary hereunder describes follow-up research published by Gürbüz
et al. in four articles investigating methodological issues.

. MEASURING SUSTAINABLE EMPLOYABILITY: PSYCHOMETRIC PROPERTIES

AND VALIDITY

Gürbüz et al. examined the psychometric properties of the CSWQ,
confirming its reliability and validity across various organisational contexts
[]. Their study demonstrated that the CSWQ has predictive power for key
work outcomes, including work ability, job satisfaction, and task performance.
Furthermore, they emphasised the importance of the capability set as a tool for
assessing how individuals realise valued work goals within their
work environment.

. INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP AND HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT PRACTICES

This study explored the impact of inclusive leadership and human resource
management practices on SE []. The findings indicated that leaders who
foster inclusivity and support individual strengths significantly enhance
employees’ capability sets. Moreover, HRM practices that promote
development opportunities and strengths-based work positively influence SE,
underscoring the organisational role in supporting employees throughout
their careers.

. LONGITUDINAL ASSOCIATIONS WITH WORK OUTCOMES

In a three-wave longitudinal study, Gürbüz et al. investigated the relationship
between SE and work engagement []. The results revealed that employees
with a robust capability set demonstrated higher levels of work engagement
over time. Additionally, work engagement was identified as a key mediating
factor linking SE with work performance, reinforcing the idea that
strengthening employees’ capability sets fosters sustained motivation
and productivity.

. PROSPECTIVE ANALYSIS OF WORK OUTCOMES

In a prospective study, Gürbüz et al. examined the long-term effects of work
capabilities on work and well-being outcomes, including work ability, task
performance, organisational commitment, and burnout symptoms []. Their
findings highlighted that employees valued a diverse range of work capabilities
but faced challenges in realising them. Crucially, the capability set was
positively associated with desirable outcomes and a reduction in burnout over
two years, underscoring the long-term benefits of supporting employees in
achieving their valued work capabilities.

 The Capability Model in Relation to Work
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Theme .: Validation and Application in Specific Target Groups

The summary hereunder describes follow-up research investigating the
validation and application of the CSWQ in specific target populations.

. WORKERS WITH MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS

Van Gorp et al. examined the relationships of the CSWQ with the work and
health outcomes of individuals with multiple sclerosis (MS) []. The study
revealed that, despite the progressive nature of MS, workers reported a larger
capability set and better health outcomes than did the general population. This
was possibly due to a reorientation towards wellness rather than illness, the
‘healthy worker effect’, or the positive impact of workplace adjustments. The
participants felt more enabled than able, highlighting the need for personalised
support that enhances autonomy and mitigates health-related limitations.

. GIFTED WORKERS

Van Casteren et al. explored the value orientations, work experiences, and
support needs of gifted workers []. The study revealed that unmet needs for
autonomy, skill development, and ethical integrity often result in frustration,
boredom, and disengagement. The findings highlight the importance of
organisational awareness, self-knowledge, and adaptability, alongside
supportive leadership and access to intellectual peers. Coaching and facilitative
leadership styles were suggested to enhance SE in this group. The CSWQ is a
valuable communication tool.

. INDIVIDUALS WITH SPINAL CORD INJURY

Ferdiana examined quality of life, work participation, and social inclusion
among individuals with spinal cord injuries []. The study confirmed the CA
point of view that disability is not solely a medical issue but results from an
interaction between personal factors, available resources, and environmental
conditions. The findings highlight the need for employers to identify and
leverage employees’ capability sets to create optimal working conditions.

. WORKERS WITH DEPRESSION

Vossenaar et al. investigated the CSWQ and workplace stigma and productivity
of workers with a history of depression []. The study confirmed that these
individuals had a smaller capability set than did the general workforce and
encountered more restrictive conversion factors in paid work than in voluntary
work. The findings highlight the potential of volunteering as a reintegration
strategy and underline the importance of open communication and psychological
safety for maintaining employability and engagement.

. YOUNG ADULTS WITH AUTISM

Meerman et al. explored the capabilities of young adults with autism and the
conditions required for capability realisation []. A qualitative study with
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fourteen participants and their significant others identified eight key themes,
including autonomy, psychological growth, and meaningfulness. The findings
highlight that capability thinking offers valuable insights beyond therapeutic
approaches and supports dialogue between young adults, their families,
and professionals.

. WORKERS WITH DYSLEXIA

De Beer examined how workers with developmental dyslexia achieve and
maintain work participation through a synthesis of lines-of-arguments [].
Their findings, translated into the CA framework, identified key work
resources (e.g., supervisor and colleague support) and personal resources (e.g.,
self-perception and coping strategies). The study also highlighted work
(workplace awareness, social attitudes), personal (coping, disclosure), and
social (disability legislation) conversion factors in shaping employability
outcomes (work participation and vocational well-being).

Theme .: Focus on Specific Contexts and Situations

This section summarises studies that examine SE within diverse contexts,
highlighting how different conditions shape work capabilities. A number of
studies [, , and ] also seem to fit into Theme ., but because context is the
starting point, they are included in Theme ..

. SOCIAL INCLUSION OF DISABLED WOMEN AND CHILDREN IN ETHIOPIA

Nidaw examined the social inclusion of women and children with disabilities,
focusing on access to education, employment, and motherhood opportunities
[]. The study highlighted that fulfilling basic needs is foundational for
broader capabilities and that justice in the CA requires additional support for
those facing conversion barriers. Nidaw identified several paradoxes. One of
them is that for disabled women, the traditional role of entering into a married
life is often not achievable. However, this creates opportunities for some of
them to receive an education, find employment, and lead an active and
fulfilling life. Moreover, difficult life experiences can be challenging and
contribute to the resilience of disabled women in their working lives.

. ORGANISATIONAL AND INDIVIDUAL CONVERSION FACTORS IN

DUTCH WORKPLACES

Meerman et al. identified conversion factors affecting SE at three levels:
organisational (supportive leadership, flexible policies, high levels of
experienced autonomy and inclusive culture), work-related (social
connections, manageable workload), and personal (resilience, adaptability)
[]. Social contacts emerged as a ‘meta-capability’ – essential for value
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realisation at multiple levels. The study underscored the necessity of tailored
interventions addressing these conversion factors to enhance SE.

. HEARING LOSS IN AN EDUCATIONAL CONTEXT

Schriemer et al. investigated how hearing-impaired educators manage workplace
challenges []. The study applied the capability framework to explore how
tailor-made accommodations, such as assistive technologies and supportive
leadership, enhance teachers’ work capability sets. The findings underscore the
importance of inclusive practices in fostering SE among workers with disabilities.
Effective interventions include enhancing awareness, fostering an inclusive
culture, and adapting technology. This underscores the need for systemic
changes to ensure equitable access to valued work opportunities.

. SUSTAINABLE EMPLOYABILITY OF TEACHERS IN SOUTH AFRICA

Using the CSWQ, De Wet and Rothmann explored SE among secondary
school teachers in South Africa []. They found that capabilities related to
autonomy, participation in decision-making, and opportunities for
professional development were crucial for enhancing teachers’ SE. Teachers
thrive in environments offering autonomy, recognition, and growth
opportunities. The study underscores the need for organisational policies
aimed at supportive work environments that promote the ability to retain and
motivate educators.

. SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS IN NAMIBIA

Murangi et al. examined the capabilities and work functioning of Namibian
special education teachers [, ]. The CSWQ revealed professional
development, leadership support, and adequate resources as critical
capabilities. Limited resources and societal attitudes were major barriers. The
findings underscore the importance of capability-building initiatives to
enhance job satisfaction and performance.

. BURNOUT IN THE CONTEXT OF EMERGENCY NURSES IN SOUTH AFRICA

Barnard et al. investigated the role of job demands, resources, and capabilities
in burnout among South African emergency nurses []. Using the CSWQ,
they discovered that high job demands coupled with limited resources
negatively affected nurses’ capabilities, leading to increased burnout.
Enhancing capabilities such as autonomy, skill utilisation, adaptability,
problem-solving, and supportive relationships, and conversion factors such as
training and peer support, mitigate stress and burnout and promote well-
being. Addressing systemic challenges and enhancing work environments are
critical to preserving SE in high-stress professions.

. DECENT AND FLOURISHING WORK IN SOUTH AFRICA

Ragadu and Rothmann examined the relationships among decent work,
capabilities, and flourishing at work of early childhood development
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practitioners []. Supportive leadership, equitable policies, self-efficacy, and
an inclusive organisational culture were key conversion factors. Work
environments that support the development of capabilities and systemic
enablers foster workplace flourishing, employee well-being, and productivity.

. SUSTAINABLE EMPLOYABILITY IN JAMAICA’S SERVICE SECTOR:

A GENERATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

Lewis explored SE among Jamaican hotel workers across generational cohorts [].
Three studies examined work capabilities, job performance, and mental health.
The first study revealed different value patterns across generations. The second
study identified four capability classes; . per cent of workers demonstrated a
robust work capability set, which is correlated with enhanced well-being, stressing
the need for generationally tailored strategies to foster employability. The third
study explored the link between work capabilities and mental health. Broader
work capability sets were associated with better well-being.

. DYSLEXIA IN A HIGHER EDUCATION CONTEXT

A study by Rolak et al. focused on capability-enabling factors, such as access to
learning tools and supportive policies in higher education, aimed at tailored
accommodations and inclusive pedagogy []. This highlights the role of self-
advocacy personal resilience and social networks in fostering belonging and
engagement. The findings stress the role of conversion factors – educational
resources, teaching methods, and peer networks – for equitable academic
outcomes for students with disabilities.

. BALANCING WORK AND FAMILY: FATHERS’ PERSPECTIVES

Den Brinker et al. explored how Dutch dual-earner fathers balance paid and
unpaid work []. Work-oriented fathers primarily valued income provision
and received substantial partner support in caregiving and housework. Work-
family fathers valued gender equality in the division of labour sharing with
their partners in terms of both earnings and caregiving. The study showed
how career decisions were shaped by values, gender norms, and partner
support, with implications for work-family policies, and that fathers’ values
shaped their time allocation in paid and unpaid work.

. CAPABILITIES IN MEDICAL ASSISTANTS’ WORK CONTEXTS

Fleuren et al. examined the factors affecting SE among US medical assistants
[]. Utilising the CSWQ, they reported that capabilities such as earning a
good income, developing knowledge and skills, and fostering meaningful
workplace relationships significantly impact outcomes such as job satisfaction
and perceived meaningfulness of work, and vice versa, with burnout and the
intention to quit. Notably, meaningful relationships were a stronger predictor
of retention than salary was, highlighting the importance of social connections
in the workplace.
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These studies collectively demonstrate the versatility and applicability of
the CSWQ in assessing and enhancing SE across various target groups,
professions, and cultural contexts. The robustness of the work capability
set in different cultures and contexts is remarkable. It has been used in
Indonesia, Ethiopia, South Africa, and Jamaica, among other countries,
and in different contexts. One would expect it to be adapted and/or
supplemented in other contexts and cultures. However, the list was almost
universally satisfactory in its original form or with few additions. The
questions are apparently so comprehensive and generally valid that they
are also valid in other cultures and contexts. However, we do find differ-
ences in interpretation. The value of ‘having or building meaningful
working relationships with others’ is considered important everywhere.
It can differ between (sub)cultures and contexts whether meaning is
interpreted as meaningful for someone themself or meaningful for the
other. The latter interpretation emerged, among other things, in the
interviews conducted in Indonesia by Ferdiana []. This interpretation
is also observed in professional non-profit contexts, such as healthcare
or education.
These studies collectively emphasise the CSWQ as a robust and com-

prehensive tool for assessing and fostering SE. They highlight the import-
ance of creating environments where employees can achieve valued work
outcomes, such as engagement, performance, and well-being. Key factors
include inclusive leadership and supportive HRM practices that enable
employees to develop and utilise their strengths effectively. SE, grounded
in the CA, extends beyond work readiness to ensure long-term workforce
participation and meaningful career achievements. These findings provide
actionable insights and a solid methodological foundation for assessing
SE, well-being at work, and a facilitating work context across diverse
populations.
The studies in Theme . underscore the importance of a work environ-

ment that actively supports employees in achieving their valued work
goals. The studies in Theme . demonstrate that work capabilities and
their realisation depend on both individual and contextual conversion
factors, such as managerial support, workplace adjustments, and social
inclusion. This finding reinforces the argument that SE is not solely an
individual responsibility but is significantly influenced by the availability
and accessibility of resources and opportunities. Additionally, the studies
in Theme . show that systemic changes, such as flexible policies and
accessible technologies, can contribute to a more inclusive and equitable
labour market.
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In summary, the research demonstrates that the CA and the CSWQ
provide valuable frameworks for understanding and improving sustainable
employability and highlights the need for a holistic approach in which
individuals, organisations, and policymakers collaborate to increase work
capabilities and reduce conversion barriers. This contributes not only to
work performance and well-being but also to a more inclusive and resilient
labour market.

This section primarily discusses the scientific spin-off. This is consistent
with the fact that the CSWQ was initially developed primarily as a research
instrument.

With the conversation guide described in Appendix ., the CSWQ
proves to be very suitable for use with individual employees to discuss their
capabilities regarding the work they perform and the context in which they
do so, with an emphasis on practical implications. The initial development
of this conversation guide took place at the Netherlands School of Public
and Occupational Health (internal document). This version was further
developed for the Knowledge Centre for Labor Expertise [].

In addition to this practical spin-off, there are other important practical
applications. These are discussed in detail in Chapter  and concern, in
particular, the application of the CA in relation to work and the CSWQ by
professionals in the field of work and health.

Discussion

The findings presented in this chapter underscore the importance of
adopting CA in the context of SE. The integration of work capabilities
as a conceptual framework allows for a comprehensive understanding of
how individuals achieve valued work outcomes within specific organisa-
tional and socio-economic contexts. Empirical research has demonstrated
that the CSWQ is a robust and valid instrument that captures the
multifaceted nature of values within work across diverse populations and
professional settings.

The expert consultation confirmed the necessity of a paradigm shift in
how SE is conceptualised and assessed, acknowledging the interplay
between individual, organisational, and contextual factors. The experts
were generally very positive about how to conceptualise and operationalise.
The research they recommended has largely been carried out. The studies
reviewed highlight the importance of enabling work environments, inclu-
sive leadership, and adaptive HR practices in facilitating employees’ ability
to achieve work values that are meaningful to them. Furthermore, the
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application of the CSWQ in various cultural and occupational settings has
demonstrated its broad applicability, reinforcing its potential as a global
framework for assessing and improving SE.
Despite these promising findings, some conceptual and methodological

challenges remain. Notably, the distinction between SE as an individual
characteristic and as an outcome of interaction between personal and
work-related factors warrants further examination. The research reviewed
here suggests that SE is best understood as an interactive construct rather
than a static attribute of an individual or workplace. This aligns with the
argument that SE should be viewed through a dynamic lens, incorporating
longitudinal perspectives to better understand changes over time.
Moreover, the critical perspectives on the CA interpretation of SE

suggest that further theoretical refinement is desirable and that it is
possible to clarify the relationships among work capabilities, well-being,
and job performance. While the CA adopts an ideographic perspective,
which allows for a flexible, context-sensitive approach, it is interesting to
explore where a complementary nomothetic perspective is possible. It may
be valuable to identify generalisable patterns that can influence policy and
organisational practices.
A chosen limitation of this article is that we confined ourselves to studies

that took our original articles from  as a starting point. Of course,
much has been published in parallel with value-giving work (see, e.g.,
Chapter ). Notably, Gloss et al. discussed the CA in relation to work [].
This article is discussed extensively (and referred to) in Chapter .

Recommendations for Further Research

Given the complexities of SE in relation to the CA and the evolving nature
of work environments, several avenues for future research emerge. First,
further validation studies are needed to assess the applicability of the
CSWQ across different cultural and economic contexts. While the instru-
ment has demonstrated robustness in various settings, additional studies
should explore its sensitivity to diverse work arrangements, including
remote and gig economy employment. Second, additional longitudinal
studies are needed to investigate how work capabilities evolve over time
and their long-term impact on work engagement, health, and career
progression. Third, more research should be conducted on the role of
conversion factors – both at the individual and organisational levels – that
enable or constrain the realisation of work values. This includes examining
the influence of digitalisation, workplace automation, and shifting labour
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market dynamics on SE (see also the chapters in Part III of this book).
Fourth, interdisciplinary research should explore the integration of the CA
with other occupational health models to provide a more holistic under-
standing of SE (see Chapter ). Finally, future research should focus on
combining the ideographic and nomothetic perspectives to create a com-
prehensive framework that is both theoretically rigorous and practically
applicable.

Addressing these research gaps contributes to the development of more
inclusive and sustainable work environments that enhance well-being and
long-term employability.
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       .

Capability Set for Work Questionnaire (CSWQ)

The following questions address different aspects of your working life. Question a)
is about how important the different aspects are for you. Question b) asks about
the opportunities in your current employment to realise these aspects. Question c)
asks to what extent you actually achieve these aspects in your current employment.
What is important to you in your working life?

 Using
knowledge
and skills

Strongly disagree


Disagree


Neutral


Agree


Strongly agree


a It is important for
me to be able to
use my
knowledge and
skills at work.

() () () () ()

b My current
employment
offers me enough
opportunities to
do this.

() () () () ()

c I manage to
actually achieve
this.

() () () () ()

 Developing
knowledge and
skills

Strongly disagree


Disagree


Neutral


Agree


Strongly agree


a It is important for
me to be able to
develop my
knowledge and
skills at work.

() () () () ()


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b My current
employment
offers me enough
opportunities to
do this.

() () () () ()

c I manage to
actually achieve
this.

() () () () ()

 Being involved
in important
decisions

Strongly disagree


Disagree


Neutral


Agree


Strongly agree


a It is important
for me to be
involved in
important
decisions
concerning my
work.

() () () () ()

b My current
employment
offers me enough
opportunities to
do this.

() () () () ()

c I manage to
actually achieve
this.

() () () () ()

 Having or
building
meaningful
working
relationships
with others

Strongly disagree


Disagree


Neutral


Agree


Strongly agree


a It is important for
me to have or
build meaningful
relationships at
work (e.g., with
colleagues or
clients).

() () () () ()

 The Capability Model in Relation to Work

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009600576.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 09 Nov 2026 at 15:10:58, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009600576.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


b My current
employment
offers me enough
opportunities to
do this.

() () () () ()

c I manage to
actually achieve
this.

() () () () ()

 Setting your own
goals

Strongly disagree


Disagree


Neutral


Agree


Strongly agree


a It is important for
me to be able to
set my own goals
at work.

() () () () ()

b My current
employment
offers me enough
opportunities to
do this.

() () () () ()

c I manage to
actually achieve
this.

() () () () ()

 Earning a good
income

Strongly disagree


Disagree


Neutral


Agree


Strongly agree


a It is important
for me to be able
to earn a good
income.

() () () () ()

b My current
employment
offers me enough
opportunities to
do this.

() () () () ()

c I manage to
actually achieve
this.

() () () () ()
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 Making a
meaningful
contribution
through my
work

Strongly disagree


Disagree


Neutral


Agree


Strongly agree


a It is important for
me to be able to
make a
meaningful
contribution
through my
work.

() () () () ()

b My current
employment
offers me enough
opportunities to
do this.

() () () () ()

c I manage to
actually achieve
this.

() () () () ()

Examples of Work Values (for individual use of the CSWQ)

• Using knowledge and skills
○ Creating a product in which you can apply the knowledge

and skills specific to your education or job experience
(building, assembling, designing, finishing, describing
something)

○ Providing a service in which you can apply the knowledge and
skills specific to your education or job experience (transporting,
selling, analysing, discussing, teaching something)

• Developing knowledge and skills
○ Informally (varied tasks, gaining experience through performing,

doing new things)
○ Formally (course, training, education, internship)

• Being involved in important decisions
○ The experience of being listened to in, for example, work

meetings, team discussions, management teams, work councils,
participation councils, one-on-one meetings, and surveys

• Having and building meaningful work-related contacts
○ Colleagues, clients/customers, supervisors, interns
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• Setting your own goals
○ Being heard in what matters to you: having influence on

your tasks, being able to make proposals, being able to
make choices

• Earning a good income
○ Fair, sufficient, just

• Contributing to the creation of something valuable
○ Doing or creating something you proudly talk about with friends

or at family parties
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       .

Capability Conversation Guide

Capability-Oriented Integration Support

Introduction and Justification

This capability conversation guide supports professionals and supervisors
in having structured conversations with employees or clients about sus-
tainable work integration. The foundation of this method lies in support-
ing the individual’s autonomy and agency. In this approach, the worker is
seen not as an object of policy but as a subject and an agent in control of
their professional future and recovery if necessary.

This approach combines the CA [, ] with the theory of planned
behaviour (TPB; []). The CA emphasises well-being as the freedom to
be and do what one has reason to value. It provides a strong normative
framework: work should not only be available but also meaningful and
enabling. The TPB complements this by addressing behavioural change –
specifically, how attitudes, perceived norms, and perceived behavioural
control influence actual behaviour. Where the CA provides a moral
compass, the TPB provides a behavioural steering wheel.

Using both perspectives enables a method that is ethically grounded and
behaviourally effective. The professional and organisational contexts are
not neutral observers; they are active co-creators of the worker’s real
opportunities to pursue a valuable work life. Therefore, it is essential to
engage professionals, supervisors, and systemic conditions (e.g., team
dynamics, policy constraints) in supporting autonomy and work values.

The practical implementation of the conversation structure follows.
As additional tools that support autonomy enhancement consultations,

we include three rationales and the circle model. The three rationales are
applicable in different situations. They concern Erickson’s ‘free rein’
metaphor, the scale metaphor (balance metaphor), and ‘the human func-
tion curve’. The ‘circle model’ serves as a practical tool for conversation.


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It helps visualise various value domains at work (e.g., knowledge use, social
relationships, personal growth) and helps employees identify which values
are and are not being realised.

Conversation Structure with Example Questions

Preparation for the conversation: the employee/client completes the
CSWQ (Appendix .).

. Opening (tool: rationales)
Objective: Establish contact and clarify purpose.
Key elements:

Short introduction
Shared agenda setting
Clarify mutual expectations

Example questions:
• “The purpose of this conversation is to review the results of the

questionnaire (CSWQ) jointly. Is that also how you see it?”
• “Are there any specific topics you’d like to address today?”
• “How was it for you to answer these kinds of questions about

your work?”
• “What stands out to you in the list you filled in?”
• “Are there important work values for you that are not on

the list?”
To help discover personal values:
• “What’s important to you in a given situation at work?”
• “What gets you out of bed in the morning?”
• “What matters most to you at work?”
• “What do you pay attention to when things go well – or when

they don’t?”
. What is already there (tool: circle model, inner circle)

Objective: explore what already works and what is valued.
Example questions:
• “Let’s look at what’s already going well. What aspects of your work

are currently aligned with your values?”
• “Can you recall a recent moment when you felt things were going

well – what made that possible?”
• “What is important to you in those moments?”
• “What makes that situation work for you?”
• “Are there elements from that situation that we can use

elsewhere?”
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. What could develop further (tool: circle model, middle circle)
Objective: Exploring aspirations, weighing potential changes,
and prioritising.
Example questions:
• “Which values do you wish were more present in your work

(which values are most important to you)?”
• “What would make your work more meaningful for you?”
• “If you could choose, what would you want to do more (or

less) of?”
• “What would your ideal work situation look like?”
• “Which steps could bring you closer to that?”
• “What choices do you face at the moment?”

. What is needed (identifying personal and contextual conversion
factors)?
Objectives: Discuss what supports or hinders the
desired development.
Example questions:
• “What personal strengths can you draw on to realise these values?”
• “Which factors in your team or organisation support or

hinder this?”
• “Are there things in your work environment or private life that

could change to help you further?”
• “Are there people who can support you with this?”
• “What kind of support would you find helpful?”

. What can be done (later; individual and context; tool: circle
model, outer circle)
Objective: identify concrete actions and move towards them.
Example questions:
• “What small steps could you take to bring your work more in line

with your values?”
• “How could your manager or colleagues support you in this?”
• “Would it help to make some concrete agreements about this?”
• “What would be helpful to try out?”
• “What can you influence yourself, and what needs to be done by

others?”
. Closing

Objective: Summarise, agree on actions, and confirm the next steps.
Example questions:
• “Let’s summarise what we’ve talked about – what stood out most

to you?”

 The Capability Model in Relation to Work

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009600576.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 09 Nov 2026 at 15:10:58, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009600576.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


• “Which agreements have we made?”
• “What will be your next step?”
• “Shall we plan a follow-up, or does this give you enough to work

with for now?”

Conclusion

This guide aims to operationalise the CA in a practical and respectful way,
supporting individuals through tailored, autonomy-enhancing conversa-
tions. The integration with the theory of planned behaviour ensures that
normative ideals become behaviourally actionable, with a shared responsi-
bility among worker, professional, and workplace contexts.

Practical Tools

Providing a Rationale
A rationale must first offer an acceptable explanation for the client’s
current condition and, second, provide a concrete perspective for improve-
ment. The second criterion is especially important for a positive effect.
Explanations that do not meet this (such as ‘a difficult childhood’) have
little potential to support improvement. A well-chosen rationale appeals
not only to the cognitive level but also to the emotional level, thus
contributing to acceptance.
Next, we provide three examples of rationales, each of which highlights

an important aspect of someone’s situation and the guidance provided.
First, a rationale that emphasises the autonomy-enhancing aspect of the

guidance. For this purpose, we use the wonderful metaphor that Milton
Erickson shared with trainee directive therapists [].

Metaphor of the Horse and the Loose Rein
Erickson described how, when he was approximately thirteen years old, a
horse wandered onto his family’s farm. The horse had no halter, ear tag, or
anything else by which it could be identified. The farmhands repeatedly
tried to drive it away, as a strange horse on your property was considered a
problem. Horse theft could even be punishable by death. However, the
horse kept returning. Eventually, Erickson offered to return it to its owner.
His father and the farmhands laughed at him; how could a boy succeed
where experienced hands had failed? Milton persisted, and his father gave
permission. Milton mounted the horse, led it to the road, and then gave it
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a loose rein. He only intervened when the horse left the road or stopped
grazing. After a journey of many miles, the horse finally arrives at a remote
farm and walks in. The farmer asked Erickson: “How did you know the
horse was mine and came from here? It had no halter or identification.”
Milton replied, “I didn’t know – but the horse did. I just kept it on
the road.”

An example of a metaphor that focuses on balancing load and capacity is
the balance metaphor.

The Balance Metaphor
The balance metaphor (see Figure .) vividly illustrates that there must be
a balance between burden and resilience through capacity. If this balance is
disturbed, the solution can be derived from the metaphor: the burden
must be – temporarily – reduced (less work, fewer obligations, solving
problems, etc.) or the resilience (one’s capacity) must be increased (e.g.,
mobilising social support, improving time management, scheduling relax-
ation, improving physical condition) – or, usually, both.

The professional can use the metaphor in guidance to discuss actions
with the client that might restore the balance between demand and capacity:

You might see it as a balance that has become unsettled: the balance between
what you can handle and what is being asked of you. That balance has been
disrupted to the point that it is no longer manageable. Because you’re currently

Figure . The balance metaphor.
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out of work, the scale on the ‘demand’ side has been lightened practically, but
emotionally, the burden may have increased, and your resilience may have
decreased. Therefore, the current state of balance is not representative. However,
that is temporary; in the long term, you will need to find a more structural and
sustainable solution by working on both sides of the scale.

Another example is the ‘human function curve’ metaphor, which clari-
fies the continuum of stress and performance.

The Demands Performance Curve
The demands performance curve (see Figure .) shows that the balance
between burden and resilience lies on a continuum ranging from underload
(annoyance and ‘bore-out’), healthy load, to overload (exhaustion and burn-
out). Too little challenge results in underload; then comes the area of healthy
load (of ease), but if you exceed that, imbalance occurs again – this time in
the form of overload. Mild complaints occur at the start of imbalance; more
complaints arise with greater imbalance. An important lesson from this
metaphor is that the area of ease (often denoted as the comfort zone) – the
area where one functions optimally – is before the peak.
The professional can use this metaphor to discuss the continuum of

underload, healthy load, and overload with the client:

This metaphor assumes that an organism responds like a muscle fibre – for
example, a heart muscle fibre. When you start to stimulate it (ask it to ‘work’), it
performs more. Most of us recognise this on an organism level in the way that
busy people often take on even more. Underload isn’t good; a muscle then turns
to fat, and people often do as well. In the curve, we see that there is a zone
of healthy load. Our ‘area of ease’ – where we function optimally and

Figure . The demands performance curve.
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sustainably – lies in that zone. Importantly, this zone lies before the peak. If you
then ask more of a muscle – or a person – it will perform more, so the output
increases. However, it is not sustainable because fatigue begins to set in. The
zone between the area of ease and the peak of the curve for emergencies is
crucial. In the past, the proverbial bear might literally appear on your path;
today, that’s figuratively when we want to give a final push to achieve
something. That’s fine if it’s occasional and followed by rest and recovery (note
that being annoyed is an effective way of recovery). However, there are two
pitfalls. First, we live in a society that demands more and more from us, often
calling on us to give ‘just a bit extra’. That’s true at work but also in our
personal lives. Second, we gain experience that going the extra mile works: we
get more done. That experience may lead us to use it more often, suppressing
fatigue and not recovering. Then, we can go over the top: fatigue turns into
exhaustion, overload into burnout, and our functioning collapses. Part of the
guidance process is learning how to remain mostly within the area of ease.

Practical Tools
The Circle Model The circle model (see Figure .) distinguishes between
what is already present, what needs improvement or development, and
what may need attention in the longer term. With this model, the client
can see that many things of importance are already present and that there is

Figure . The circle model.
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a distinction between issues that are relevant now and those that may
become relevant in the future.
Example questions (in addition to those in the conversation guide):

• In the innermost circle, you can place the work values that you feel
you are already able to realise.
○ What makes these important to you?
○ How did you manage to achieve that? What approach did

you take?
○ What was important for you in that process?

• In the middle circle, you can place the work values you would like to
pay more attention to in the short term.
○ What makes these so important to you?

• In the outer circle, you can place the work values that you want to
focus on only in the longer term.
○ What makes these important to you?
○ What makes you think these will only become relevant later on?

The professional can prepare for using the model by drawing or
printing three circles in advance and creating cards (or having them made)
listing the seven work values. The client can then physically move and
organise the values. Visualising in this way supports the conversation in a
playful manner. Alternatively, sheets of paper with printed text can also
be used.
This method can also be applied to more ‘minor’, concrete goals. For

example, to map out what someone would like to achieve in the coming
month.
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