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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Since work ability is manifested in working life and “bought” by employers, employers perceptions of the
concept are important to understand. Studies have shown that people with health problems want to take part in the labour market,
but experience difficulties in gaining access. Additionally, studies have demonstrated the doubt felt by employers when they
consider hiring a person with a disability.
OBJECTIVE: The aim was to identify and characterise employers’ conceptions of work ability.
METHODS: The study design was qualitative with a phenomenographic approach. Six male and six female employers from
various workplaces and geographical areas in Sweden were interviewed.
RESULTS: Three domains were identified: employees’ contributions to work ability, employers’ contributions to work ability
and circumstances with limited work ability. Work ability was regarded as a tool in production and its output, production, was
the main issue. The employees’ commitment and interest could bridge other shortcomings.
CONCLUSIONS: The employers highlighted their own contributions in shaping work ability in order to fit with work circum-
stances. Health problems were not the only limiting issues; other circumstances, such as individual characteristics and contextual
factors, could limit work ability too. Knowing the importance of commitment and interest is valuable in work rehabilitation.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Work ability

Since work ability is an ability that is manifested
and used in working life and “bought” by employers,
their perceptions of the concept are important to under-
stand. Knowledge of the expectations and needs em-
ployers have in terms of work ability will make it easier
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391 85 Kalmar, Sweden. Tel.: +46 70 2709411; E-mail: ingerja@
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to adapt the work situation for individuals with disabil-
ities. A better understanding of employers’ fears and
concerns with regard to work ability can help us to bet-
ter highlight the resources that people with disabilities
can contribute with to the workplace and under what
circumstances they can be utilized [1].

Work ability is a crucial and debated concept with
importance for both society and the individual. The
concept can be regarded from different perspectives.
However, for the purpose to understand aspects of dis-
ability related to work the medical insurance and the
rehabilitation perspectives are the most relevant. From
a medical insurance perspective, the objective is to de-
cide whether or not a person is entitled to sickness ben-
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efit. It entails an orientation towards disability with fo-
cus on a person’s functional and activity limitations
due to illness or disease [2–4]. From a rehabilitation
perspective, the purpose is to improve an individual’s
work ability after injury or illness, and work ability
is often described as an interaction between the per-
son, the task and the environment [2–11]. There has
been less focus on the results of work ability, i.e. the
product. Hence, a third, less understood, perspective of
work ability can be identified from an employer’s point
of view, i.e. if anything is produced or not [11–13].
Consequently, this study focuses on this perspective.

Employability is closely related to work ability and,
as with work ability, it describes the transition into or
out of the labour market. Employability refers to an in-
dividual’s possibility of being employed [14,15]. Def-
initions of employability range from narrow descrip-
tions only covering an individual’s generic skills and
personal characteristics to broader descriptions also
covering external demand factors [14–17].

1.2. Work demands

Work demands can vary depending on work areas
and work situations. They can also vary over time in
accordance with societal and technical developments.
During the agrarian and industrialisation eras, work re-
quired primarily human musculoskeletal efforts [18].
The development of technology has to a large ex-
tent reduced biomechanical demands and made pro-
duction more effective, but it has also created new
demands. New and developed technology in produc-
tion means new ways of performing work duties and
organising production. Advanced technology together
with new industry branches, like knowledge and ser-
vice branches, make increased demands on employees’
cognitive abilities [18].

In order to describe and understand work demands,
the concept of ‘occupational form’, coined by Nel-
son [19], could be useful. This concept has been elab-
orated by Kielhofner [5] and Haglund and Henriks-
son [20]. One aspect of occupational form is cultural,
the conventional way of performing a duty [21]. Ad-
ditionally, three other aspects of the concept of occu-
pational form can be identified, they are: occupational
norm, occupational synthesis and occupational circum-
stances. Occupational norm implies a socio-cultural
aspect which is the culture’s conception of how a
duty should be performed. This conception includes
a shared idea of how something should be done. The
second aspect, occupational synthesis, refers to the in-

dividual’s adaptation and acceptance of the occupa-
tional form [22]. Finally, the third aspect, occupational
circumstances, deals with the current actual circum-
stances in which the duty is performed. This aspect in-
cludes the physical environment as well as social and
psychological components. These circumstances may
never be fully controlled [5,20].

1.3. Work participation

Work ability and work participation are close re-
lated to an individual’s occupational identity and occu-
pational competence. To participate in work and iden-
tify oneself as a worker enhance achieving work com-
petence i.e. to fulfil expectations and take responsi-
bility [5]. Studies have shown that people with vari-
ous health problems want to take part in the labour
market, but experience difficulties in gaining access to
it [23,24]. Work participation among people with dis-
abilities is lower than for people without disabilities
both in Sweden [25] and internationally [26,27]. In the
USA, four out of ten persons with various disabilities
were part of the labour market, while the employment
rate for non-disabled persons was eight out of ten per-
sons in 2005 [28]. In Sweden, the same pattern has
been shown with five out of ten persons with disabili-
ties taking part in the labour market compared to eight
of ten without disabilities. Only three of ten with men-
tal health problems are part of working life and this is
the lowest frequency among all disability groups [29].
The gap between people with and without disabilities
participating in working life is not diminishing; rather
it is increasing [25].

1.4. Employers’ concerns

Additionally, studies have shown that there is un-
certainty and doubt among employers when they con-
sider hiring persons with disabilities [30–32], espe-
cially among employers with no experience of such
hiring [33]. In a qualitative study using semi-structured
interviews, employers were asked about their attitudes
towards hiring people with various disabilities. The
employers expressed concerns regarding three major
issues: reactions from others, costs associated with hir-
ing people with disabilities and concerns regarding
qualifications and work performance [27]. Nonethe-
less, employers’ responsibility for employees can be
traced back as far as to 1200 AD when King Henry I
of England passed a law holding masters responsible
for their servants’ lives and losses which occurred as a
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result of a master’s negligence. The degree of respon-
sibility for employees has varied over time, sometimes
employer responsibility has been more pronounced,
and sometimes workers have been more responsible
based on the argument that a worker assumes a degree
of risk when taking a job. Nowadays, most countries
have health and safety laws which hold employers re-
sponsible for providing a safe work environment for
their employees [34]. According to the Swedish Work
Environment Act, employers are responsible for adapt-
ing the work situation to suit their employees’ individ-
ual prerequisites [35]. Investigations into employers’
views on hiring people with disabilities have shown
both reluctance and satisfaction [30–33,36]. However,
employers’ views on work ability are rarely investi-
gated [30,32,36]. The aim of this study was thus to
identify and characterise employers’ conceptions of
work ability.

2. Method

2.1. Study design

The design of the study was qualitative with a phe-
nomenographic approach. The purpose of phenomeno-
graphic research is to reveal qualitatively different
ways of experiencing phenomena, building on the idea
that there are multiple, diverse interpretations of re-
ality [37–40]. Conceptions are fundamental in phe-
nomenography and they are regarded as dependent
both on human activity and thinking. They are also re-
garded as relational and created in interaction between
the person and the external reality [41]. Conceptions
are seldom explicit for the individual; they are more
like subconscious assumptions that haven’t been re-
flected on [42].

2.2. Participants

The participants were chosen strategically in accor-
dance with phenomenography with the purpose of ob-
taining a variety of views and conceptions. Variation
was considered regarding the employers’ age, gender
and number of years as employers, number of employ-
ees, employees’ gender and educational requirements,
geographical location and type of industry. Inclusion
criteria were: employers with a close connection to
production, experience of hiring employees, under-
standing work demands and experience of employee(s)
with various disabilities including mental health prob-

lems. Exclusion criteria were not having experience
of employees with mental health problems. Employ-
ers were contacted by telephone and informed of the
aim of the study and the inclusion criteria. If they met
the inclusion criteria, they were asked to participate.
Six men and six women from various workplaces in
three different geographical areas in Sweden agreed to
participate (Tables 1, 2). Five of the workplaces had
mainly lower educational requirements while two re-
quired higher education. The others had mixed educa-
tional requirements. Three of the workplaces employed
mostly men, four employed mostly women. The other
workplaces had a mixed workforce. Types of work var-
ied according to the differing industry branches (Ta-
ble 1).

2.3. Data collection

Data were collected from December 2012 to March
2013. Individual interviews were performed by the first
author (IJ). Before the interviews were undertaken, the
employers received an e-mail with information about
the study and its aim. A total of twelve interviews were
undertaken, each employer was interviewed once. The
interviews were undertaken until saturation occurred,
lasting between 30 and 90 minutes. Ten interviews
were undertaken at the employers’ workplaces, two
were conducted by phone. All interviews were audio-
taped with the permission of the employers. The ver-
batim transcriptions were performed by a professional
secretary working in health care and thus working with
professional secrecy.

The interview questions were semi-structured and
open-ended, allowing the participants to choose as-
pects of the phenomenon on which he/she wished to
elaborate [39]. Each interview was divided into two
parts. After asking the main question, concerning con-
ceptions of work ability, a question regarding the im-
pact from mental health problems on work ability was
posed. The results emanating from the second ques-
tion will be published later. The interviews started with
some opening questions about the workplace and pro-
duction followed by questions on demographic data.
Then the main question was asked – “How do you per-
ceive work ability?” Probing questions like “Can you
please explain that further?” were used with the pur-
pose of uncovering implicit meanings [39]. The con-
cept of work ability was presented without explicit def-
initions or explanations with the purpose of reaching
the participants’ unreflective conceptions of the phe-
nomenon [42].
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Table 1
Branches of industry according to Swedish Standard Industrial Classification represented in the study

Branch of industry Industries represented in the
study (marked with yes/ -)∗

A. Agriculture, forestry and fishing yes
B. Mining and quarrying −
C. Manufacturing yes
D. Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply yes
E. Water supply; sewerage, waste management and remediation activities −
F. Construction yes
G. Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles yes
H. Transportation and storage yes
I. Accommodation and food service activities yes
J. Information and communication yes
K. Financial and insurance activities −
L. Real estate activities −
M. Professional, scientific and technical activities yes
N. Administrative and support service activities yes
O. Public administration and defence; compulsory social security −
P. Education yes
Q. Human health and social work activities yes
R. Arts entertainment and recreation yes
S. Other service activities yes
T. Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated goods and services producing activities of

households for own use
yes

U. Activities of extraterritorial organisations and bodies −
∗One workplace may represent several industry branches.

Table 2
Demographic description of employers (n = 12) and number of em-
ployees at workplaces

Participants’ demographics (n = 12) Range f
Women 6
Men 6
Age

36–45 4
46–55 4
56–65 4

Number of years as employer
2–5 4
6–10 3
11–25 5

Number of employees at workplace
5–20 3
21–80 4
81–170 4
171–1000 1

2.4. Data analysis

The data were analysed following the phenomeno-
graphic method [37,39]. All data were handled as one
dataset. The focus of the analysis was on differences
and similarities regarding the phenomenon, i.e. work
ability. The analysis followed the following steps:

1) Familiarisation; the data was listened to and re-
peatedly read through in order to become ac-
quainted with the content.

2) Condensation; the most significant utterances re-
garding the aim of the study were identified.

3) Comparison; the utterances were compared with
each other to identify differences and similarities
qualitatively.

4) Grouping; utterances that appeared similar were
grouped and put together in categories.

5) Labelling; suitable semantic expressions for the
categories were used.

6) Contrasting; the categories were compared re-
garding similarities and differences.

7) Logical relationships between the categories and
their representations in the form of various di-
mensions of the phenomenon were revealed.

Besides, as a form of member checking the strate-
gies repetition, requests for clarification and confirma-
tion were applied all through the interviews [39].

The analysis resulted in three dimensions with re-
spectively five, five and three categories. Steps 1–3
were conducted by the first and last author. Steps 4–7
were conducted by all four authors and all steps were
repeated several times.

In order to enhance trustworthiness [42] the authors
represented a broad area of experience. One was an oc-
cupational therapist/PhD student/interviewer (IJ), one
was an occupational therapist/experienced researcher
(AB), one was a nurse/researcher (KIP) and one was
an occupational therapist/researcher (BG).

Employers may have different positions in a com-
pany and more or less knowledge about how the work
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is actually performed. Therefore, in order to strengthen
credibility, we chose participants who were mainly em-
ployers in close contact with production and with ex-
perience of recruiting employees. Credibility was also
strengthened by the detailed description of the various
steps following the phenomenographic method and the
quotes provided which illustrate all categories [39,43].
Credibility was further strengthened by all authors dis-
cussing the dimensions, categories and sub-categories
until consensus was reached in line with phenomeno-
graphic research [39].

Dependability deals with the reliability of the con-
clusions [43]. Since work can encompass a wide range
of situations with varying demands, the aim of this
study was to illustrate the concept of work ability from
different angles of working life. By choosing employ-
ers from various industry branches representing vary-
ing demands, we strengthened dependability [39,43].
In order to strengthen dependability so that the study
might be repeated, we have provided a detailed de-
scription of the data collection procedure.

Transferability deals with the extent to which the re-
sults can be applicable to other settings [43,44]. Even
if the intention of the results from the interviews is
not to transfer them to other settings, the authors in
this study tried to strengthen transferability by inter-
viewing employers based on a variation regarding age
(36–65 years), gender six men/six women), number of
years as an employer (2–25 years), number of employ-
ees (5–1000), employees’ gender and educational re-
quirements, geographical location and industry. Trans-
ferability was also enhanced through providing de-
scription of the participants and their work places (Ta-
bles 1–2), the research process and the results (Table 3,
Fig. 1).

To ensure confirmability all authors were engaged in
the entire research process. Through reflexive discus-
sions between the researchers awareness of their own
influences in the research process were kept in mind. A
reflective approach was aimed to maintain during the
entire research process.

2.5. Ethical considerations

All participants were informed both verbally and
in writing about the purpose of the study. They were
also repeatedly informed about the possibility of with-
drawing from the study at any time without any expla-
nation. Furthermore, they were informed that quotes
from the data would be presented in such a way that
they would remain anonymous [45]. Participants in

the study were employers and they were not in a po-
sition of dependence vis-à-vis the research represen-
tatives. Since no sensitive personal information was
collected, and in accordance with the Swedish act
concerning the Ethical Review of Research Involv-
ing Humans (2003:460) [46], ethical approval was not
required.

3. Results

The outcome space of the data, describing the em-
ployers’ conceptions of work ability, was revealed in
three dimensions. These dimensions are: “The individ-
ual’s contribution to work ability”, “The employer’s
contribution to work ability” and “Circumstances with
limited work ability”. Two dimensions are comprised
of five categories each and the third dimension is com-
prised of three categories (Table 3).

3.1. The individual’s contribution to work ability

The first dimension describes what employers per-
ceive and experience as important features of an indi-
vidual for work ability. Five categories regarding the
individual’s contribution to work ability were identi-
fied: “Being of service”, “Commitment, interest and a
wish to develop”, “Ability to communicate and be in-
ternally and externally sociable”, “Being your own su-
pervisor” and “Delivering lean production – on time”

3.1.1. Being of service
Being of service includes being physically, mentally

and cognitively available. Most employers described
demands on a basic physical ability related to their own
workplace as a prerequisite to having work ability. The
description of physical ability could range from de-
mands on workers to sit still doing monotonous work
to being able to withstand heavy physical work under
adverse weather conditions. Manual dexterity and co-
ordination skills were some additional examples given.
Being able to use and handle one’s physical abilities
was also stressed.

“When you say physical prerequisites, you can
have a slender, tiny girl who nevertheless adapts
her work so she can stock up articles as well as a
big strong guy.” (Employer 1)

Some degree of mental abilities, such as self-reflec-
tion and the ability to cope with stress, conflicts and
frustrating situations, were also regarded as basic abil-
ities by the employers. Self-reflection was considered
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Table 3
Dimensions and categories of employers’ conceptions of work ability

Dimensions Categories
The individual’s contribution to work ability Being of service

Ability to communicate and be internally and externally sociable
Commitment, interest and a will to develop
Being your own supervisor
Delivering lean production

The employers’ contribution to work ability Providing a work environment and shaping work ability
Providing a social team spirit
Motivating through information and involvement
Coaching and supporting
Managing and organizing work

Circumstances with limited work ability Individual characteristics
Contextual factors
Limited adaptation ability

important because it could enable employees to reflect
on how to improve their work ability.

According to the employers, stress occurred fre-
quently in work situations and needed to be coped
with, for instance at deadlines, temporary work peaks
and sometimes during longer congested work situa-
tions. Coping with frustrating situations and conflicts
might be required when employees met complaining or
angry customers. Cognitive abilities, like being able to
focus on work duties, concentrating on work and ignor-
ing distractions, were also perceived by the employers
as prerequisites for work ability.

Having physical, mental and cognitive abilities was
not enough for having work ability. The employers ex-
pressed that there also had to be endurance in these
abilities. Persevering, being patient and not giving up
were reported as important. This included tolerating
and taking criticism from management so as to im-
prove work ability. Employers with young employees
especially expressed the importance of employees tol-
erating reprimands and setbacks. In their experience,
employees were sensitive to reprimands and setbacks
and found them difficult to handle, while the employ-
ers saw them as an important part of improving work
ability.

“. . . got information from the customer who wasn’t
satisfied. I talked to her . . . Then she showed her
claws . . . ‘But I did what I was supposed to do.’
So I had to take her with me and show her. So we
checked together. ‘Do you think that is OK?’ ‘No
. . . ’ [she said]. So I had to do that, confront her.”
(Employer 2)

3.1.2. Ability to communicate and be internally and
externally sociable

Employers regarded being able to communicate and
be sociable as important parts of work ability, both in-

ternally in contact with management and co-workers,
and externally in contact with customers. Levels of
communicative and social abilities within the work-
place varied from being basic to being more sophisti-
cated. Some types of communication, like informing
about non-attendance at work, were perceived as a ba-
sic ability, as was being able to communicate and in-
form others about what one is doing so they can ad-
just their activities accordingly. The employers also ex-
pressed that being a team worker and cooperating and
setting up for co-workers as important. Social abilities
included having a nice time with co-workers and get-
ting along with them while also accepting and coping
with elements of competition in a socially acceptable
way.

According to the employers, the ability to commu-
nicate and be sociable externally was part of work abil-
ity. There could be situations which required being able
to explain in detail and in a pedagogical way so that
a customer could understand. Being able to communi-
cate also includes discussing and reasoning with frus-
trated and dissatisfied customers. Social ability was de-
scribed as being welcoming, responsive and having a
sense of service.

“We had an order to broadcast TV sport that they
decided to cancel. So broadcasting was shut down
on a Saturday when all the men were sitting at
home ready to watch TV. So they called us. There
were several thousand calls; there’s usually a hun-
dred. Everyone just screamed and was insane.
There were some [employees] who sat and cried. It
was like a shock on the phone. For some it was their
first job . . . they are nineteen [years] and older.”
(Employer 3)
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3.1.3. Commitment, interest and a will to develop
The employers stressed the importance of employ-

ees’ commitment and interest in their work and what
the workplace stands for. Some employers’ expressed
that being proud of one’s job is also an important part
of having good work ability. Being proud of one’s job
implies that the employee agrees with his or her work-
place’s values and is willing to engage in the work du-
ties. Commitment and interest were seen as a foun-
dation for work ability. Showing interest and commit-
ment could, according to the employers, bridge other
shortcomings. Interest and a desire to learn were con-
sidered prerequisites for developing in the worker role.
Coming to work just for the money was not enough.

“We don’t want those who come just for the salary.
You should come here because you want to. It must
give you something. Money mustn’t be the most
important thing, it should be your wish to do a good
job”. (Employer 1)

3.1.4. Being your own supervisor
According to the employers, having good work abil-

ity included the individual being able to be his or her
own supervisor. This entails being reliable, taking the
initiative, being flexible, being aware of rules and hav-
ing an overview of the various production steps.

“There’s a range of duties so you have to be
proactive in finding new duties when things slow
down. There can’t be someone running and telling
you. . . now that you don’t have much to do, do a bit
of dusting here and there . . . and do some cleaning
over there. You are expected to take responsibil-
ity for that yourself. Supervisors – we can’t afford
them.” (Employer 4)

From the employers’ perspective, being reliable
refers to taking responsibility and being able to work
independently, and also knowing when to ask for help.
Time serving, i.e. just doing work obvious to manage-
ment, had sometimes been experienced by the employ-
ers and was related to limited work ability. Being able
to take the initiative was considered important but most
important was taking the right initiatives, i.e. recognis-
ing which duties were most urgent and important. The
ability to be flexible was exemplified by the employ-
ers with coping with changes in work routines and ad-
justing to changed work demands like workload peaks,
new routines or new ways of performing work duties.

“Taking creative responsibility. . . I’d say that it’s
needed in all situations. . . that you are prepared to

develop what you do, ‘but couldn’t we do it like
this instead. . . ’ to change and develop in a positive
way for the workplace.” (Employer 5)

Another aspect of work ability according to the em-
ployers is being able to have an overview of the vari-
ous steps in production. This includes knowing and un-
derstanding the other employees’ roles, making it pos-
sible to stay one step ahead. Understanding what the
others do and what their responsibilities are increases
the possibility of delivering a good job at the next step.

“. . . that you are good internal customers and sup-
pliers, that you don’t just chuck a product at an
internal customer, rather. . . ‘this is my friend, he
wants a good result from me,’ that you consider the
recipient. . . and you know the recipient and would
be ashamed of doing a bad job for an internal cus-
tomer.” (Employer 7)

3.1.5. Delivering lean production on time
Being productive as an employee is considered a ba-

sic assumption among the employers. Without produc-
tion, in any sense of the word, there is no reason to em-
ploy someone. According to the employers, demands
on employees are sometimes too high but the employ-
ers didn’t perceive that they had the power to change
this. They referred to competition and demands from
the market.

“Everybody has to make savings you know. . . and
our competitors. . . if we don’t get the order some-
one else will.” (Employer 2)

The employers stressed that work duties should be
done in accordance with the rules, in the most effective
way.

Being aware of and respecting workplace rules are
important parts of work ability according to the em-
ployers. Since rules may change, it is also important
to be able to update rules and adapt, accept and ap-
ply them. Keeping to the rules regarding working hours
and coffee and lunch breaks was also considered im-
portant.

“. . . that people understand how important it is to
follow our rules. . . we have an incredible number
of rules. . . so that part, that you follow our rules be-
cause they are important for safety.” (Employer 6)

Mistakes should be minimised and work duties
should be performed without unnecessary steps.

“Or being too detailed . . . this is what I said ‘. . . but
why? This won’t show and wasn’t needed? And
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you have been working with this for two hours.
Who will pay for that?”’ (Employer 8)

Minimising and applying lean methods to produc-
tion should not affect quality and there were demands
from the employers for accuracy, but not excessive
work, in production. Delivering lean production also
meant managing time frames and delivering on time.
This meant, according to the employers, making the
perfect match between demands on quality and lean
production. It may be more difficult to introduce this
way of thinking to employees who are familiar with
their work duties, and therefore have difficulties in ac-
cepting a lean way of performing duties instead of the
familiar way of doing them.

3.2. The employer’s contribution to work ability

The second dimension describes the employers’
conceptions of features they contribute with when
shaping and forming employees’ work ability to fit
specific work demands in their workplace. Their con-
tribution is described in the following categories: “Pro-
viding a work environment and shaping work ability”,
“Motivating through information and involvement”,
“Providing a social team spirit”, “Coaching and sup-
porting” and “Managing and organising work”.

“As the boss, I have to ensure that they work flat
out and I have to have meetings with them and talk
about how they feel and if there is something we
can do here [in the workplace] or if there is some-
thing going on at home.” (Employer 7)

3.2.1. Providing a work environment and shaping
work ability

The employers expressed their responsibility for
providing a physical environment with the necessary
technical devices for facilitating work performance.
They also spoke of inducting their employees and edu-
cating them about the “right way” of performing duties
so as to develop work ability in a specific work situa-
tion. This induction is often performed by experienced
co-workers. The “right way” of doing duties is based
on quality, lean production and safety demands. The
employers expressed various allowances they made to
individual ways of performing work duties depending
on business.

“We teach new ways, new methods to be able to
manage the orders we have today. What we did in
five hours we now have to do in two and a half
hours. So we have a trainer who trains the employ-

ees how to handle equipment ergonomically but
also how to plan their duties in order to be time
effective”. (Employer 2)

3.2.2. Providing a social team spirit
The employers spoke of their contribution to creat-

ing a feeling of wellbeing and good team spirit among
the employees so as to maximise work ability and
cooperation which in turn is enhanced if co-workers
know each other. Good team spirit was supposedly en-
hanced by team-building activities outside work. These
activities could be performed as a company kick-off ei-
ther ahead of challenging work demands or after, as a
reward after a difficult achievement.

“In periods of high demand and pressure. . . it has
led to less chatting during coffee breaks. They
haven’t taken the time to sit down and talk to each
other. . . and I can see that the developing discus-
sions that are needed for a good result aren’t hap-
pening.” (Employer 10)

3.2.3. Motivating through information and
involvement

According to the employers, they played an impor-
tant role in motivating employee’s in order to enhance
their work ability. Involving employees could include
providing information and taking part in financial re-
sults. This involvement was regarded as a way of mo-
tivating employees.

“Open reporting. . . you can take part in financial re-
ports, this creates commitment and participation, it
creates an interest, that you are part of it and have
influence, ‘I am also in control of the situation.”’
(Employer 4)

There were also descriptions of providing employ-
ees with information about the employer’s total costs
of their employees, including salaries, work clothes,
etc. These costs were then calculated per hour and re-
lated to how much the workplace had to produce per
hour to pay the costs of the employees and also be
profitable and have a chance of surviving. This open
financial accounting was experienced as a good way
of making employees aware of economic realities. In
the employers’ experience, explaining how costs and
earnings were related to each other enhanced their em-
ployees’ motivation and work ability. This way of ex-
plaining economic circumstances was more common
among employers with few employees.
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“Every six months. . . I go through how much they
cost the company. . . and how much we have to
make. . . so I count it down to the minute level
per employee. . . and explain costs like salaries and
rent. . . so we have to make this much money and a
little bit more, otherwise it will all go to hell. And
everybody is motivated by that.” (Employer 9)

3.2.4. Coaching and supporting
Coaching through feedback was regarded by the em-

ployers as an important way of forming work ability.
Coaching was often adapted to an individual’s needs.
Sometimes it had to be more frequent and focussed on
giving credit. Sometimes frank and clear language was
considered more as coaching. Sometimes there was a
need to coach and encourage at critical times.

Regarding providing conditions for developing good
work ability, the employers expressed that they tried
to support the employees to stay healthy and feel
good. Through regular conversations, the employees
were encouraged to express any feelings of being over-
whelmed, having problems or difficulties. The employ-
ers spoke of the advantages of knowing about problems
before they became unmanageable, thus being able to
adapt circumstances. Also, understanding why some-
one is not producing as usual facilitates and prompts a
more tolerant attitude.

“He had been on sick leave several times, said
something about problems at home but he didn’t
want to talk about it. . . Although we have known
each other for twenty two years. . . I don’t take it
personally, it’s his choice but as I see it maybe
I could have helped him in some way, supported
him. . . somewhere the role as business manager
and friend. . . where is the line between business
manager and friend. As a business manager I au-
tomatically keep some distance. . . but on the other
hand, we have known each other for so many
years. . . you want to help as a fellowman. . . and
knowing makes you more tolerant.” (Employer 11)

3.2.5. Managing and organising work
The employers described their responsibility to man-

age and organise work. In smaller workplaces, an em-
ployer could manage production directly and adjust
work duties almost immediately if they didn’t suit an
employee.

“. . . seeing abilities and using them in the right sit-
uation.” (Employer 9)

Sometimes the employers created a team of work-
ers with complementary abilities and knowledge that
matched a special assignment. When a new assignment
with different demands came along, other team mem-
bers with other complementary abilities were chosen.
In other cases, the organisation of the work was more
structured and employees had to follow the organisa-
tion and not what the employer said. In these cases,
the employers stressed the importance of clarifying and
maintaining the organisation. The employers also ex-
pressed that all workers had to be interchangeable in
the organisation; thus, there was a requirement for hav-
ing the abilities in common.

3.3. Circumstances with limited work ability

The third dimension describes the employers’ con-
ceptions of situations with limited work ability. This
dimension includes the following categories: “Situa-
tions within the individual”, “Situations outside the in-
dividual” and “Situations with young employees”.

The employers expressed limited work ability as
something related to specific situations. This could be
something within the individual interfering negatively
with work performance, something outside the indi-
vidual or something transient such as young inexperi-
enced employees. Experiences of employees with limi-
tations in work performance were perceived as the em-
ployee not fitting in with the workplace and the work
tasks. One employer concluded that a person hadn’t fit-
ted in with their workplace but hopefully would fit bet-
ter somewhere else.

“Maybe you don’t fit in in this industry. . . maybe
you should look for something else.” (Employer 7)

3.3.1. Individual characteristics
Situations perceived from the employers’ perspec-

tive as problematic and caused by individuals were,
for example, health problems. Other limiting factors
within the individual might be personality-related, like
being too detailed and formal or lacking interest in
work duties. Having too many private commitments
was also perceived as interfering with work demands
and limiting the ability to work.

“Say you put eighty percentages of your energy on
the job and you have to put another eighty percent-
ages at home . . . You have so much at home. . . you
are forced to do at home. . . then there is a high risk
it all goes to hell at work.” (Employer 12)

Drinking and over consumption of alcohol were
other situations regarded as limiting work ability ac-
cording to the employers.
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3.4. Contextual factors

The employers described various situations which
limited work ability. These situations could occur in
connection with the illness of close relatives. Other
situations included relationship problems like roman-
tic problems reported by employers as usually among
young employees. Divorces were described as having
a huge impact on the ability to focus and concentrate.
Other contextual factors reported by the employers as
restricting the ability to focus were social problems
like having children with problems, lack of housing
or home-life being overwhelming with responsibility
for children, the home and earning money. Also, posi-
tive events like building a new house were experienced
as time-consuming and taking commitment and focus
from work duties which restricted work ability.

“Two [employees] here are building houses and
they . . . I have to tell them . . . you have to have fo-
cus on the job.” (Employer 7)

3.4.1. Limited adaptation ability
Other situations reported by the employers which

exemplify limited work ability were young employees
with no work experience seeming to lack the ability to
adapt to unspoken, obvious rules in the workplace re-
garding how to dress, take responsibility for and keep
one’s desk in order and be on time. This was expressed
as a transient phenomenon but the lack of these abili-
ties still impacted on work ability according to the em-
ployers.

“No proper manners, they might look like . . . well,
clothes hanging out and a belt is like . . . his under-
wear visible and . . . So, sometimes you have to take
a guy and you pull up his pants and you tighten
his belt and. . . ‘now you look much better”’. (Em-
ployer 4)

4. Discussion

The main findings in this study were the employers’
conceptions of work ability as a relation between in-
dividual abilities formed and shaped in a work setting
and resulting in productivity (Fig. 1).

For the employers, the outcome of work ability, pro-
ductivity, was the main issue. From the employers’
point of view, the employees’ ability to work was re-
garded as a tool in production and not a goal in itself.
In addition, not only health problems but also other cir-
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Fig. 1. Outcome space of interrelated categories of description. Re-
lationship between the dimensions and categories of the employers’
conception of work ability.

cumstances like individual characteristics, contextual
factors and lack of adaptability could limit an individ-
ual’s work ability.

4.1. Employees’ contributions to work ability

The basic physical, mental, cognitive, communica-
tive and social abilities of an employee were essential
for his or her work ability according to the employ-
ers. This is in accordance with previous descriptions
of both work ability and employability [33,36,47,48].
However, expectations on abilities could differ de-
pending on the demands of the actual work setting.
Nonetheless, according to the employers, it was essen-
tial that these abilities endured, whether one had to sit
still on a chair or cope with hard outdoor work. To
the contrary, the insurance perspective on work ability
only stresses the presence of basic abilities as the main
concern [2,4]. Similarly, the rehabilitation perspective
is also less concerned with endurance [47]. One aspect
reported by the employers related to endurance was the
ability to take reprimands, something which was con-
sidered an important part of work ability and which
has been reported in other studies as well [33,49]. En-
durance and being able to continue with tasks until
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they are completed can be related to Kielhofner’s [5]
concept work competence. Endurance and complet-
ing tasks have also been identified as important ba-
sic work skills which novice employees sometimes
needed training in [33,50]. One strategy for increasing
endurance was to alternate work tasks when employees
became less enthusiastic [50].

The employers emphasised commitment and inter-
est as part of work ability. Commitment and interest
are less referred to as basic components of employ-
ability skills [17,33] although other studies suggest
they are [50,51]. From the employers’ point of view,
commitment and participation were supposed to be in-
creased through taking part in productivity and viabil-
ity aspects of the business. This is in accordance with
a study by Tuomi et al. [52] showing that influence on
work situations improves work ability. The emphasis
on employees’ commitment is an important feature to
bring to rehabilitation settings. What individuals feel
commitment to and interest in is a valuable signpost in
improving work ability and is an important part of a
person’s work identity [5].

The employers considered the ability of employ-
ees to work independently as a very important part
of having work ability. Being expected to work inde-
pendently yet still keep to the rules and be able to
overview production steps, makes high demands on an
individual’s cognitive abilities. In modern working life,
these expectations are common [18,53]. There are ex-
pectations on the employee to manage their work in-
dependently, take responsibility, prioritise, make de-
cisions and deliver a qualitatively good result in the
leanest way [54]. Hagström and Hanson [53] discuss
self-management skills as an important part of modern
working life. Self-managing includes having the capa-
bility for both insight and overview.

4.2. Employers’ contributions to work ability

The employers described their contribution to shap-
ing and developing work ability for their specific needs
as providing a supportive work environment, work task
training and creating a feeling of well-being among
their employees in order to enhance team work and
cooperation. This process of familiarising and intro-
ducing the employees at a workplace has been identi-
fied among employers working with young novice em-
ployees. Strategies like task rotation were used with
the purpose of giving the employees experience of new
tasks and training them in the workplace [50]. This was
also a way of becoming acquainted with and develop-
ing team work and cooperation with co-workers [50].

The employers perceived coaching as their respon-
sibility, enabling employees to manage work perfor-
mance independently. This goal, to enable employees
to manage their work performance independently is in
line with Kielhofner’s concept work competence [5].
Coaching for enhancing work competence was, ac-
cording to the employers, adapted to the individual’s
ability. The strategy of coaching employees towards in-
creased work competence was also found in a study
dealing with inducting young employees. The strategy
used was to progressively allocate and increase respon-
sibility [50]. This way of adapting work tasks to the in-
dividual’s ability is in line with situational leadership
as described by Cubero [55]. Situational leadership in-
cludes four main leadership styles: telling, selling, par-
ticipating and delegating. These styles vary from say-
ing what to do and how to do it (telling) to passing a
large amount of responsibility to the employee (dele-
gating). The leadership styles are coordinated with the
employee’s level of maturity, broken down into four
levels where the first level indicates low maturity and
the fourth high maturity.

The employers described how their coaching and
support could vary. Sometimes their support was fre-
quent, indicating telling leadership and lower em-
ployee maturity. Sometimes their support was limited
to critical moments indicating participatory or delegat-
ing leadership and higher employee maturity.

The employers expressed that knowing when em-
ployees’ problems affected their work ability was pos-
itive, and enabled the employers to adjust demands.
This has also been reported in other studies [36,55,56].
Knowing about problems which affect work ability
makes it possible to change leadership style. Profes-
sional support, i.e. support from someone outside the
work place, could be an alternative to adjust demands.
However, professional support has been found to rather
stigmatize and hinder inclusion in the work place [57].
Employers’ attitudes and skills regarding adjustments
and accommodations are of vital importance for gain-
ing access to a work place [58]. A more effective re-
habilitation strategy can therefore be to support em-
ployers to guide and support employees as well as to
provide efficient accommodations for their employees
with disabilities [57–59].

However, adjusting work conditions according to an
individual’s needs was not always perceived as possi-
ble. The organisation was raised as an obstacle to alter-
ing duties according to an employee’s needs, and the
employers expressed that the organisation was not easy
to change. Furthermore, the organisation could some-
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times demand the same ability to perform work tasks
from all employees. The possibility for employees to
change and regulate work demands depending on their
health circumstances has been found to improve per-
ceived work ability [60]. Some of the employers de-
scribed how they organised work duties according to
circumstances involving the employees’ abilities. This
way of managing the work process with the possibil-
ity of harnessing abilities and “using them in the sit-
uation” is also an example of situational leadership
and may suit people with disabilities better, especially
if their work ability fluctuates. The importance of a
supportive managerial leadership has been identified
as an important factor for employees’ wellbeing and
health [61,62]. Using situational leadership and ac-
tively matching the job to the individual employee has
been a common practice among employers who have
had positive experiences of hiring people with disabil-
ities [56].

The employers’ conceptions of work ability were
in accordance with descriptions of employability. Em-
ployability skills have been formulated as ranging from
basic generic skills to more complex skills and also
include factors external to the individual [15]. This
agreement with the employability concept when asked
about conceptions of work ability may indicate a per-
ceived irrelevance of dividing the concepts. For the em-
ployers, it may be of less importance what abilities and
skills an individual possibly has if these abilities can’t
be transformed into productivity.

4.3. Circumstances with limited work ability

From the employers’ perspective, problems with in-
dividual characteristics were not the only issues that
could limit work ability, contextual factors external
to the individual could also be limiting. The employ-
ers expressed heavy private commitments among em-
ployees as limiting work ability. Combining work and
family is the most common way of managing family
life and making a living [63–66]. Striving for balance
between the family and work spheres seems to be a
more or less ongoing process [67]. The so-called work-
family interface [64] has mainly been observed from
the work-to-family spill-over but can be described
from both directions [65]. The employer’s perspec-
tive is the family-to-work direction, i.e. spill-over from
family to work which they perceive as limiting work
ability. Similarly, positive events like building a new
house were perceived as limiting work ability. In other
studies, the interface between family life and work has
been shown to have both stimulating and stressful ef-
fects [65,68,69].

4.4. Employers’ perspectives versus medical
insurance perspectives on work ability

According to the results of this study, the employers’
views on work ability may be contrasted with the med-
ical insurance view which mainly focuses on the indi-
vidual’s functioning and activities, not specifying what
kind of activities and under which circumstances they
are performed. Motivational factors are not regarded
at all in medical insurance contexts [2,70]. Also, pro-
ductivity is less considered in medical insurance per-
spectives and is referred to and defined in a normative
way rather than relying on actual circumstances [2,70].
This discrepancy between employers’ perspectives and
medical insurance perspectives may be inevitable, but
it is still important to understand employers’ concep-
tions of the concept of work ability in order to better
harness and adapt abilities among people with disabil-
ities.

4.5. Work ability related to the concept of
occupational form

The results of this study can be related to the con-
cept of occupational form [5,19,20]. When being in-
ducted at work, an employee is presented with an occu-
pational norm [20] for how duties should be performed
at the specific workplace. The norm is expected to be
followed and employers describe their coaching role in
inducting the employee according to the occupational
norm. Commitment to the role of worker could be re-
lated to the aspect of occupational synthesis [20]. The
employee has integrated and accepted the work duties.
To know what to do and when to do it can be seen as
related to occupational circumstances. These circum-
stances are unique and may change, thus the employee
needs to adapt to the current situation. The importance
of producing in the leanest way and following rules can
be seen as fully adapting to the occupational form and
its aspects, including following the occupational norm,
accepting duties, synthesising them and being able to
adapt to circumstances [20].

4.6. The study’s strength and limitations

Almost all of the employers (twelve of fourteen in-
vited) who were contacted and met the inclusion crite-
ria agreed to participate and fulfilled their participation
in the study which strengthens credibility [43].

However, not all industry branches were represented
and the companies were mainly small or medium
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sized. The geographical locations varied but were still
concentrated to the south of Sweden. There were no
employers from e.g. financial, real estate, public ad-
ministration or defence industries. This may have lim-
ited the variation of the conceptions of work ability and
thus affected credibility.

Transferability may also be limited to contexts with
similar medical insurance system, rehabilitation sys-
tem, labour market and work culture.

5. Conclusion

The employers’ conceptions of work ability were
multifaceted and related to their need to keep pro-
duction (business) running. They expressed individ-
ual abilities, such as being of service, having the abil-
ity to communicate, being interested in developing,
and being able to be his or her own supervisor, i.e.
work independently as essential for work ability. How-
ever, the employers highlighted their own contributions
in forming and shaping work ability in order to fit
their production and work circumstances. Health prob-
lems were not the only things that could be limiting,
other circumstances, such as individual characteristics
within the employee and contextual factors in the em-
ployee’s environment could also limit work ability.

The findings regarding the importance of an em-
ployee’s commitment and interest which, from the em-
ployers’ point of view, can bridge other shortcomings,
is valuable knowledge when planning work rehabilita-
tion.

The employers’ experiences and applications of sup-
porting leadership styles are valuable knowledge appli-
cable in the work rehabilitation process. Additionally,
their experiences of coaching are important knowledge
for improving employees’ work competence.

The employers’ views of themselves as parts of
forming the employees’ work ability is important
knowledge to consider in the rehabilitation process.
This implies that the employers should be involved to
a greater extent in the rehabilitation process.

The discrepancy between employers’ perspectives
and medical insurance perspectives on work ability
may be inevitable, but is important to understand not
only in rehabilitation settings in order to better harness
and adapt the capabilities of people with disabilities
but also when organising work tasks and circumstances
in the workplace. Employers’ views on work ability,
as a result of employees’ contribution as well as their
own contribution, show several similarities with occu-

pational therapy theories which stress the interactional
feature of all activity performance. This indicates that
occupational therapy theories are suitable in the work
rehabilitation process.
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