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Abstract	

Objective:	To	determine	the	measures	employers	in	the	construction	industry	take	to	

promote	sustainable	employability,	the	barriers	and	facilitators	that	influence	

implementation,	and	employer	needs.		

Methods:	Questionnaire	among	499	employers	and	interviews	with	17	employers	

Results:	Employers	expressed	a	need	for	alternative	jobs	for	workers	who	can	no	longer	

perform	physically	demanding	tasks,	as	well	as	means	to	stimulate	proactive	employee	

behavior.	Measures	frequently	targeted	the	work	environment	(95%)	and	employee	health	

(79%),	less	frequently	personal	development	(63%)	and	organization	(65%).	Implementation	

was	influenced	by	economic	factors,	rules	and	regulations,	client	demands,	employee	

demands,	company	vision,	company	culture	and	time/manpower/expertise.		

Conclusion:	Implementation	of	measures	aimed	at	reducing	physical	load	and	the	promotion	

of	personal	development	are	needed.		 	
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Background	

Western	pension	systems	are	facing	an	increasing	imbalance	between	the	size	of	the	working	

population	in	relation	to	the	population	of	pensioners(1;	2).	It	is	projected	that	by	2060,	the	

old‐age	dependency	ratio	will	have	changed	from	four	working‐aged	Europeans	to	one	

European	aged	65	or	older	to	a	ratio	of	two	to	one.(2;	3)	In	an	attempt	to	keep	current	

pension	systems	affordable,	several	governments	have	raised	the	statutory	retirement	age.	

Likewise,	the	Dutch	government	decided	to	gradually	raise	the	statutory	retirement	age	to	67	

years	in	2024.	As	the	actual	retirement	age	was	lagging	behind,	the	Dutch	government	

appealed	to	employers	to	stimulate	labor	force	participation	and	sustainable	employability	

(SE)	of	their	employees(4;	5;	6).		

	

SE	is	defined	as	making	a	valuable	contribution	through	one’s	work,	while	acquiring	

capabilities	and	safeguarding	one’s	health	and	welfare.(7)	The	issue	of	SE	is	especially	

challenging	for	the	construction	industry,	which	has	one	of	the	lowest	retirement	ages	of	the	

Netherlands(6)	and	a	high	risk	of	early	exit	due	to	work	disability(8;	9).	While	the	Dutch	

construction	industry	has	a	long	tradition	of	occupational	health	and	safety	(OHS)	promotion,	

there	are	indications	that	implementation	levels	of	these	measures	are	low.	Governmental	

inspection	reports	show	that	more	than	a	third	(38%)	of	the	companies	that	identified	OHS	

risks	failed	to	implement	measures.(10)	Employers	predominantly	name	economic	reasons	

for	implementing	measures,	such	as	an	increased	productivity	and	reduced	costs	of	sickness	

absence.(11)	Also,	there	is	ample	evidence	that	large	companies	are	more	likely	to	implement	

measures	than	small	enterprises.(11;	12;	13;	14)	Implemented	measures	are	mainly	those	

that	are	mandatory	and	enforced	through	government	control(13;	15).	Implementation	

further	depends	on	perceived	effectiveness	of	the	measure,(11;	15)	support	at	branch	

level,(11)	the	employer’s	motivation	to	take	care	of	employees(15),	to	protect	the	

organization’s	reputation,(13;	15)	and	to	meet	employee	expectations(11;	13).		

	

Identification	of	such	barriers	and	facilitators	makes	it	possible	to	develop	implementation	

strategies	that	specifically	target	those	factors.(16)	Fleuren,	Wiefferink	and	Paulussen	

provided	a	framework	that	categorizes	barriers	and	facilitators	into	five	implementation	

levels:	socio‐political	context,	implementing	care	provider,	implementing	organization,	

facilities,	and	the	intervention	itself.(17)	Such	a	categorization	shows	at	which	level	barriers	
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and	facilitators	are	located,	and	consequently,	which	level	the	implementation	strategies	need	

to	target.		

	

While	there	is	some	literature	on	implementation	barriers	and	facilitators	of	OHS	measures,	

little	is	known	about	measures	to	promote	SE.	SE	is	a	broader	concept	than	OHS;	next	to	the	

work	environment	and	health,	it	also	includes	a	worker’s	personal	development	and	the	

organization	of	work.	Furthermore,	SE	distinguishes	itself	through	a	long‐term	perspective,	

which	is	inherent	in	the	definition	as	striving	to	preserve	the	worker’s	health	and	motivation	

up	to	his	retirement.(7)	Thus,	in	order	to	improve	implementation	of	SE	measures	in	the	

construction	industry,	this	study	aimed	to	determine	what	employers	need	to	promote	SE,	

which	SE	measures	employers	implement,	and	which	barriers	and	facilitators	influence	the	

implementation	of	SE	measures.	

	

Methods	

Study	design	

This	study	combined	qualitative	and	quantitative	data.	The	quantitative	data	were	collected	

through	a	yearly,	national	survey	among	employers	in	the	Dutch	construction	industry	and	

assessed	the	employers’	need	for	instruments	and	which	SE	measures	employers	

implemented.	Using	the	survey,	employers	were	recruited	for	an	individual	interview;	a	

purposive	sample	was	drawn	from	assenting	employers	according	to	company	size	and	

implementation	phase	of	their	SE	policy.	In	the	qualitative	interviews,	employers	were	asked	

about	barriers	and	facilitators,	as	well	as	their	needs	regarding	implementation	of	SE	

measures.	The	study	was	approved	by	the	Medical	Ethics	Committee	of	the	VU	University	

Medical	Center.	

	

Data	collection	

Questionnaire	

The	quantitative	data	for	this	study	were	collected	through	the	2015	edition	of	the	national	

survey	among	employers	by	the	Economic	Institute	of	the	Construction	Industry	(EIB)	in	the	

Netherlands.	The	questionnaire	was	disseminated	among	companies	that	had	joined	the	

collective	labor	agreement	of	the	construction	industry.	A	recruitment	letter	containing	a	link	

to	the	online	questionnaire	was	e‐mailed	by	the	EIB	to	the	board	of	construction	companies,	

to	be	completed	preferably	by	someone	familiar	with	the	human	resources	policy	of	the	
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company.	The	questionnaire	inquired	about	a	broad	range	of	issues	in	the	construction	

industry	and	took	about	25	minutes	to	complete.	Relevant	for	this	study	were	the	

demographic	items,	including	company	size	and	respondent	job	title,	as	well	as	four	items	

regarding	SE	policy:	the	implementation	phase,	the	content,	the	use	of	instruments,	and	the	

need	for	additional	instruments.	The	implementation	phase	was	measured	a	single	item:	

“Does	your	company	have	a	concrete	policy	on	SE?”,	measured	on	a	six‐point	scale	(no	policy;	

orientation;	formulated;	agreed	upon;	implemented;	integrated)	that	was	based	on	the	

implementation	phases	by	Grol	and	Wensing	(orientation,	insight,	acceptance,	

implementation,	maintenance)(16).	To	assess	policy	content,	employers	were	asked	to	select	

topics	from	a	16‐item	list	that	were	on	their	company’s	agenda.	The	list	contained	topics	

related	to	the	work	environment	(e.g.	safety),	health	(e.g.	periodic	medical	examinations),	

personal	development	(e.g.	career	coaching),	and	organization	(e.g.	autonomy)	and	was	

derived	from	a	study	by	van	Kalmthout	et	al.(18).	For	each	selected	topic,	the	employer	was	

asked	whether	an	existing	instrument	(such	as	a	lifestyle	intervention)	had	been	used	for	

implementation	or	if	an	instrument	was	needed.	

	

Interviews	

Interview	respondents	were	sampled	purposively	in	order	to	maximize	variability	within	the	

sample.	Questionnaire	respondents	who	had	agreed	to	participate	in	an	interview	were	

categorized	according	to	company	size,	operationalized	through	the	number	of	employees	(0‐

50;	51‐100;	>100),	and	implementation	phase	(no	policy;	orientation/formulated/agreed	

upon;	implemented/integrated).	Companies	within	a	single	category	(e.g.	small	and	no	policy)	

were	assigned	a	random	rank	number	and	were	approached	in	that	order.	Beforehand,	it	was	

decided	to	perform	interviews	until	saturation	regarding	the	research	questions	was	reached.	

To	begin	with,	19	interviews	were	scheduled.	Saturation	was	reached	after	17	interviews,	and	

the	last	2	interviews	were	cancelled.		

	

A	topic	list	was	prepared	that	was	structured	along	a	timeline.	Interviewees	were	asked	to	

describe	the	company	SE	policy	in	the	past,	present,	and	future.	Interviewees	were	instructed	

to	address	policy	regarding:	1)	health,	2)	personal	development,	3)	working	conditions,	and	

4)	organization.	By	inquiring	about	the	reasons	for	the	policy	change	over	time,	the	

interviewer	tapped	into	the	implementation	barriers	and	facilitators.	Follow‐up	questions	

were	prepared	about	the	employer’s	needs.	Each	interview	was	prepared	by	reviewing	the	
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respondent’s	survey	responses	and,	where	relevant,	clarifying	questions	were	added	to	the	

topic	list	(e.g.:	“Can	you	explain	why	you	would	like	to	have	an	instrument	for	promoting	a	

healthy	lifestyle?”).	Prior	to	the	interview,	participants	received	information	about	the	study	

by	e‐mail.	The	interview	took	place	at	the	employer’s	office	and	was	audiotaped.	The	

recordings	were	typed	out	verbatim.	

	

Analysis	

The	quantitative	data	were	analyzed	with	descriptive	statistics	using	SPSS	(version	22).	Small	

companies	(≤50	employees)	and	large	companies	(>50	employees)	were	compared	using	chi‐

square	and	t‐tests.	

	

The	qualitative	data	were	analyzed	using	Atlas.ti	(version7.5.10).	The	transcripts	were	coded	

independently	by	two	coders	(ST	and	RvdV)	using	thematic	content	analysis.(19)	Divergent	

codes	were	discussed	until	the	coders	reached	consensus.	Codes	were	grouped	into	themes.	

The	themes	regarding	barriers	and	facilitators	were	then	categorized	into	implementation	

levels.	The	implementation	levels	were	derived	from	but	not	limited	to	the	framework	of	

Fleuren	et	al.	(2004).(17)	

	

Results	

Sample	

A	total	of	4,849	employers	was	invited	to	fill	in	the	online	questionnaire,	499	(10%)	of	whom	

completed	the	questionnaire.	The	SE	section	was	completed	by	426	(8%)	employers	.	Of	the	

questionnaire	respondents,	94	(22%)	indicated	they	were	willing	to	participate	in	an	

interview.	A	total	of	42	employers	was	approached,	19	(45%)	of	whom	consented	to	

participate	in	the	interview,	13	(31%)	could	not	be	reached,	and	10	(24%)	refused	to	

participate.	Reasons	for	refusal	were:	no	time	(N=7),	not	interested	(N=2),	and	having	a	policy	

not	to	participate	in	research	(N=1).	The	interviews	lasted	on	average	one	and	a	half	hours,	

ranging	from	one	to	two	hours.	Three	companies	explicitly	wished	to	be	represented	by	two	

interviewees,	the	other	companies	were	represented	by	one	person.	Interviewees	were	on	

average	49	years	old	(sd=9.70),	the	majority	was	male	(70%)	and	had	a	high	level	of	

education	(79%	high,	16%	medium,	5%	low).	Table	3.1	shows	the	demographics	of	the	

questionnaire	and	interview	respondents.		 	
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Table	3.1:	Demographics	of	respondents	

	
	

Questionnaire
	

Interview	
Company	level	 n=426	 n=17	
	 % (n) % (n)
Number	of	employees	
≤50	 85 (361) 47 (8)
>50	 15 (65) 53 (9)

Implementation	phasea	
No	policy,	no	plans	 34 (141) 24 (4)
Orientation	 27 (69) 12 (2)
Formulated	 7 (30) 18 (3)
Implemented	 11 (45) 24 (4)
Integrated	 8 (31) 6 (1)

Don’t	know	 23 (96) 18 (3)
Respondent	level	 n=426	 n=20	
	 % (n) % (n)
Type	of	job	(%)	
(Adjunct)	Director	 40 (171) 35 (7)
Finances	 31 (133) 20 (4)
Administration/Management	 6 (27) 10 (2)
Human	Resources	 15 (63) 35 (7)
Other	 2 (8) 0 (0)

a	Answer	category	‘Don’t	know’	is	not	counted	as	a	valid	response	

	

What	employers	need	

In	the	questionnaire,	employers	indicated	little	need	for	instruments	(see	Table	3.2).	During	

the	interviews,	employers	brought	up	two	issues	regarding	SE:	the	need	for	alternative	jobs	

for	blue	collar	workers	who	could	no	longer	perform	physically	demanding	labor	and	

proactive	employee	behavior.	

	

Physical	load	and	alternative	tasks	

All	employers	would	have	liked	to	preserve	some	form	of	early	retirement	regulation,	as	they	

considered	it	unrealistic	for	employees	to	perform	physically	demanding	work	until	the	age	of	

67	years.	In	the	absence	of	such	a	regulation,	employers	addressed	the	need	to	create	

alternative,	less	physically	demanding	tasks.	According	to	employers,	a	low	influx	of	young,	

novice	construction	workers	meant	that	older	workers	could	no	longer	delegate	physically	

demanding	tasks.	Also,	the	demand	for	experienced	workers	training	or	coaching	

unexperienced	workers	had	decreased.	Retraining	construction	workers	for	office	jobs	was	

hampered	by	increasing	job	requirements	and	a	lack	of	skills	among	construction	workers,
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such	as	computer	skills	or	communication	skills.	Increased	competitiveness	of	the	sector	

meant	that	employers	were	less	willing	to	run	the	risk	of	retraining	a	construction	worker	

with	insufficient	capacities.	They	admitted	that	employers	had	limited	insight	into	employee	

capacities,	implying	that	some	employees	might	get	overlooked.	Furthermore,	retraining	for	

office	jobs	was	considered	an	option	for	a	select	group	only.	This	left	a	large	group	with	a	need	

for	physically	less	demanding	jobs	for	unskilled	workers.		

	

Table	3.2:	Use	of	and	need	for	instruments	(N=426)	

	 	
	

Instrumenta	
Implemented	

	
Instrumenta	
Needed	

	
Instrumenta	
Unnecessary	

	
Topic	not	
on	agenda

	 	 % % %	 %
Work	environment	 	 	 	
Safety	 71 5 13	 12
Social	work	environment	 26 9 36	 29
Motivation/engagement	 19 9 28	 45
Commitment	 19 7 24	 50
Physical	workload	 13 1 6	 79
Conflict	management	 4 2 2	 92
Health	 	
PMEb	 47 2 4	 47
Sickness	absence	 42 3 7	 48
Workload/work	stress	 15 6 11	 67
Lifestyle	 6 7 7	 79
Personal	development	 	
Certification/training	 40 2 4	 53
Employability	 11 8 13	 68
Career	coaching	 15 1 3	 81
Organization	 	
Autonomy	 17 8 19	 56
Rewards	for	

achievements	
11 7 14	 68

Leadership	style	 9 6 6	 80
a	The	question	was	posed	to	those	employers	who	had	the	topic	on	the	company	agenda	
b	PME,	periodic	medical	examination	

	

Proactive	employee	behavior	

Employers	felt	that	an	improved	SE	could	not	be	attained	without	the	employees	taking	on	

their	share	of	responsibility.	Therefore,	employers	were	looking	for	ways	to	stimulate	

proactive	employee	behavior.	Employers	thought	the	direct	manager,	who	interacted	

frequently	and	personally	with	the	employees,	was	in	the	best	position	to	activate	employees.	
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The	topic	is	further	elaborated	under	‘Barriers	and	facilitators	of	taking	measures	–	Employee	

demands’.		

	

What	employers	do	

As	can	be	seen	in	Table	3.3,	the	large	majority	of	companies	had	at	least	one	topic	on	the	

company	agenda	that	targeted	the	work	environment	(95%),	with	safety	(88%)	and	social	

work	environment	(71%)	most	frequently	mentioned.	Health	(79%)	was	also	frequently	

mentioned,	with	about	half	of	the	employers	naming	periodic	medical	examination	(53%)	and	

sickness	absence	(52%)	as	being	on	the	company	agenda.	Topics	related	to	personal	

development	(63%)	and	organization	(65%)	ranked	lower	on	company	agendas.	However,	

there	was	quite	some	variability	within	the	categories:	for	example	physical	load,	which	was	

identified	as	an	important	problem	for	SE	in	the	construction	industry,	was	only	mentioned	by	

21%	of	the	employers.		

	

Table	3.3:	Topics	on	the	company	agenda	(N=426)	
	 	

On	the	company	
agenda	

	 Yes	 No	
	 %	 %	
Work	environment	 		95†	 5	
Safety	 88	 12	
Social	work	environment	 71	 29	
Motivation/engagement	 55	 45	
Commitment	 50	 50	
Physical	workload	 21	 79	
Conflict	management	 8	 92	
Health	 		79†	 21	
Periodic	Medical	Examination	 53	 47	
Sickness	absence	 52	 48	
Workload/work	stress	 33	 67	
Lifestyle	 21	 79	
Personal	development	 		63†	 37	
Certification/training	 47	 53	
Employability	 32	 68	
Career	coaching	 19	 81	
Organization	 		65†	 35	
Autonomy	 44	 56	
Rewards	for	achievements	 32	 68	
Leadership	style	 20	 80	

†	Companies	that	implemented	at	least	one	of	the	measures	pertaining	to	category	 	
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In	general,	large	companies	were	more	likely	to	have	a	specific	SE	topic	on	the	company	

agenda	than	small	companies	(t(413)	=	‐2.89,	p	=	.004)(data	not	shown).	Large	companies	

were	more	likely	than	small	companies	to	address	health	(t(413)	=	‐4.13,	p	<	.001)	and	

personal	development	(t(413)	=	‐3.70,	p	<	.001)(data	not	shown).	

	

Barriers	and	facilitators	of	taking	measures	

In	the	interviews,	employers	indicated	that	implementation	of	SE	measures	was	influenced	by	

economic	factors,	rules	and	regulations,	client	demands,	employee	demands,	company	vision,	

company	culture,	and	time/manpower/expertise.	The	categorization	of	the	themes	into	

implementation	levels	showed	that	implementation	was	influenced	by	factors	at	the	

sociopolitical	level	(rules	and	regulations,	client	demands),	organizational	level	(company	

vision,	company	culture),	facilities	level	(economic	factors,	time/manpower/expertise),	

intervention	level	(economic	factors),	and	employee	level	(employee	demands).		

	

Economic	factors	

Economic	factors	had	a	permeating	effect	on	the	employer’s	decision	to	invest	in	SE	measures.	

Although	it	was	not	always	the	decisive	factor,	the	economic	situation	of	the	company	was	

usually	taken	into	account.	In	particular,	a	reduction	of	the	costs	of	sickness	absence	was	an	

important	driver	for	taking	measures.		

	

Financial	manager	of	a	small	company:		

“You	want	your	employees	to	stay	healthy,	but	you	also	want	your	company	to	stay	healthy.	

For	companies	such	as	ours,	with	[less	than	50]	employees,	paying	a	sick	employee’s	salary	

for	two	years	is	a	heavy	burden.	So	you	try	to	tell	them	[the	employees]:	“Use	the	ergonomic	

equipment!”	And	a	lot	[ergonomic	equipment]	can	be	arranged.	But	you	can’t	provide	

everything;	the	costs	need	to	stay	manageable	too”.	

	

While	employers	believed	that	a	healthy	lifestyle	could	go	a	long	way	in	reducing	sickness	

absence,	they	were	reluctant	to	interfere	with	what	they	considered	a	private	matter.		

	

Rules	and	regulations	

As	expected,	employers	took	measures	to	comply	with	the	law.	Table	3.1	also	shows	that	most	

topics	high	on	the	company	agenda	were	regulated	by	law	(safety,	sickness	absence,	periodic	
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medical	examination)(see	Box	3.1).	Especially	for	small	companies,	the	risk	assessment,	

which	is	required	by	law,	was	an	important	guideline.	While	all	employers	named	the	law	as	a	

driver,	some	employers	indicated	that	compliance	only	took	place	on	paper.	

	

Financial	manager	of	a	large	company:	

“On	the	one	hand,	it’s	really	important	that	everything	is	in	order	when	the	labor	

inspection	pays	the	company	a	visit.	But	when	the	project	leaders	set	an	employee	to	work	

in	an	unsafe	setting,	there	are	no	sanctions.	It	is	all	back	to	normal.	And	the	company	

accepts	the	risk	of	getting	a	fine“.	

	

Box	3.1:	Information	about	Dutch	law	relevant	to	sustainable	employability		
	
Working	conditions	in	the	Dutch	construction	industry	are	regulated	through	the	collective	
agreements	between	employers	and	trade	unions,	which	are	reinforced	by		
the	government.	The	national	law	stipulates	standard	health	and	safety	provisions,		
such	as	an	annual	risk	assessment.	In	comparison	to	the	law	in	other	European		
countries,	the	Dutch	law	puts	relatively	high	financial	responsibility	for	the	worker’s	health	
on	the	employer.	The	Sickness	Benefit	Act	(2004)	obliges	employers	to	pay		
70%	of	an	employee’s	salary	during	the	first	two	years	of	sickness	absence.	Based	on		
the	collective	agreements,	employers	customarily	top	off	the	payments	to	a	100%		
during	the	first	year	of	sickness	absence.	The	Improved	Gatekeeper	Act	(2012)		
outlines	a	predefined	set	of	steps	employers	and	employees	have	to	take	in	order	to	ensure	
the	employee’s	timely	return	to	work,	putting	an	emphasis	on	what	tasks	a	recovering	
employee	can	perform,	instead	of	what	he	cannot	do.		
	

	

Client	demands	

Large	clients	often	required	certificates,	and	thereby	security	and	quality	standards.	As	these	

clients	formed	an	important	source	of	income,	their	demands	were	highly	effective.	Client	

demands	for	efficiency	sometimes	led	to	employers	making	costly	investments,	with	positive	

effects	on	employee	SE	as	a	by‐product.	

	

Administrator	of	a	small	company:		

“We	invested	in	a	suction	excavator,	which	costs	about	half	a	million	euros.	Considering	

that	cables	are	increasingly	being	laid	underground,	we	believe	that	this	machine	will	help	

us	acquire	much	more	work.	And	it	has	the	positive	side	effect	that	it	reduces	the	physical	

workload	considerably”.	 	
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However,	when	OHS	measures	stood	in	the	way	of	efficiency,	client	demands	could	become	a	

barrier	to	implementation.	

	

Employee	demands	

Employers	attributed	responsibility	for	SE	implementation	to	the	employees	themselves.	

Shifting	responsibility	to	the	employee	was	seen	as	a	general	trend	in	society,	and	employers	

referred	to	the	current	law	on	sickness	absence	and	reintegration	as	an	example	(see	Box	3.1).	

All	employers	stressed	that	employees	themselves	should	take	initiative	to	improve	their	SE,	

and	a	passive	employee	attitude	was	considered	a	barrier.	Especially	the	older	generation	was	

described	as	reluctant	to	change	and	unmotivated	to	invest	in	their	personal	development.	

Some	employers	would	have	liked	their	employees	to	participate	more	actively	in	company	

decisions.	While	some	employers	interpreted	a	passive	attitude	as	a	lack	of	needs,	others	

responded	with	a	proactive	approach.	One	employer	explained	how	that	approach	only	

seemed	to	increase	employee	passivity.	

	

HR	manager	of	a	large	company:		

“Not	too	long	ago,	we	had	a	meeting	with	an	older	crane	operator.	He	said:	‘I	can’t	do	it	

anymore;	the	entire	day	up	there,	in	the	crane’.	So	we	offered	him	a	different	position	in	the	

company.	But	what	happens	then	is	that	those	people	sit	back	and	say:	‘Employer,	what	do	

you	have	to	offer?”	

	

Company	culture	

Employers	explained	that	their	companies	had	been	built	on	a	tradition	of	working	hard,	no	

complaining.	Traditionally,	rules	and	regulations	were	considered	a	nuisance,	and	there	was	

little	dialogue	about	working	conditions	or	health.	However,	respondents	felt	that	this	

mentality	was	changing	over	generations,	both	among	employers	and	employees.	

	

Financial	manager	of	a	small	company:	

“The	former	management,	they	were	always	like:	‘Don’t	complain,	just	do	it’.	That	was	the	

mentality.	Today,	people	are	more	aware	[of	health	risks],	they	see	more;	I	mean	the	

internet,	social	media.	There	is	much	more	attention	for	that	now.	And	because	you	talk	

about	that.	We	do	that	much	more	than	we	used	to.	That’s	also	the	time	we	live	in”.	
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Another	aspect	of	the	company	culture	that	affected	SE	implementation	was	whether	the	

company	culture	was	described	as	formal	or	informal.	Employers	generally	agreed	that	SE	

needs	a	personal,	tailor‐made	approach	that	takes	into	account	an	employee’s	individual	

needs	and	capacities,	as	well	as	the	sensitivity	of	the	issue.	While	large	companies	used	

questionnaires	and	performance	evaluations	to	gain	insight	into	the	employees’	SE	status,	

small	companies	relied	on	informal	exchanges.	Small	company	employers	felt	that	a	formal	

approach	did	not	fit	the	company	culture	(see	Box	3.2	and	Box	3.3).		

	

Long‐term	vision	

Employers	cited	the	short‐term	vision	customary	in	the	construction	industry	as	reason	for	

the	lack	of	SE	policy.	They	described	the	construction	industry	as	a	high	strung	line	of	work,	

prone	to	ad‐hoc	decision	making	and	meeting	the	demands	of	the	most	assertive	employees.	

According	to	the	employers,	the	older	employees,	who	had	grown	accustomed	to	a	culture	of	

‘working	hard,	no	complaining’,	ran	the	risk	of	being	overlooked.	However,	when	there	was	a	

company	vision,	and	SE	was	integrated	into	this	vision,	employers	cited	the	vision	as	a	

justification	for	investing	in	the	SE	of	employees.	

	

HR	manager	of	a	large	company:		

“I	think,	time	and	money	are	irrelevant.	We	want	to	be	an	innovative	organization.	But	you	

can’t	do	that	with	employees	who	are	not	flexible,	who	cannot	adapt.	That	is	only	possible	

if	you	have	employees	who	are	fit	and	healthy,	who	are	sufficiently	qualified”.	

	

Time,	manpower	and	expertise	

Having	the	time,	manpower	and	expertise	to	implement	measures	was	considered	a	

prerequisite	for	implementation.	Large	companies	had	a	clear	advantage	of	scale;	they	often	

developed	their	own	material	(see	Box	3.2)	and	used	branch	level	instruments,	which	were	

perceived	as	too	general,	as	input.	Small	companies	did	not	have	the	means	to	make	the	

necessary	adaptations	(see	Box	3.3).	Instead,	they	sometimes	sought	collaboration	with	large	

firms	to	profit	from	their	resources.	Exchange	between	companies	in	similar	working	fields	

and	of	different	sizes	was	considered	an	efficient	way	to	access	knowledge	and	instruments.	

But	freeing	resources	for	SE	policy	was	not	only	a	matter	of	scale,	it	was	also	a	matter	of	

affinity.	Construction	workers	and	their	employers	usually	had	great	affinity	with	technical	

work,	but	soft	topics,	such	as	communication	and	health,	tended	to	fall	off	the	agenda	
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(see	Box	3.2	and	3.3).	According	to	the	employers,	having	an	employee	with	SE	expertise	and	

making	SE	their	explicit	responsibility	was	a	strong	driver	for	implementation	of	SE	measures.		

	
Box	3.2:	Case	description	of	a	large	company,	told	by	a	member	of	the	board	
	
“Our	company	policy	really	targets	sickness	absence,	because	the	costs	grow	into	the	
millions	with	that	many	people	concerned.	So	they	really	look	into	the	causes,	and	if		
there	are	structural	developments,	they	develop	programs.	For	example,	if	there	are		
a	lot	of	back	problems,	you	specifically	work	on	lifting	techniques.	There	are	a	couple		
of	people	who	initiate	that	at	the	company	level.	They	are	responsible	for	health,		
security,	certification.	Because	our	company	is	hyper‐certified.	And	they	take	the		
initiative,	because	of	changes	in	the	law,	or	because	of	client	demands,	or	demands		
within	the	company.	And	the	subdivisions	are	responsible	for	adapting	the	framework		
to	their	own	situation,	to	make	it	directly	recognizable	for	their	people.	We	get	room		
for	making	these	adaptations.	[…]	
Our	company	is	very	technical.	People	get	all	kinds	of	training,	technical	skills	that	are	
necessary	to	do	their	work.	But	soft	skills,	in	our	company,	I	wouldn’t	go	as	far	as	calling		
it	a	dirty	word,	but	it	doesn’t	quite	fit	the	company	culture.	This	company	is	no‐	
nonsense.	[…]	
We’ve	been	working	a	long	time	with	our	employees,	so	everyone	knows	their	people		
If	someone	has	to	take	an	exam,	he	gets	the	necessary	support	from	their	supervisor.	[…]	
If	you	have	no	data,	you’re	adrift.	You	need	a	specific	target.	So	we	are	developing	
indicators	that	really	matter,	so	we	see	how	the	company	is	developing.	Actually,	all		
the	certification	processes	are	about	that.	We	continuously	have	audits;	audit	this,		
audit	that.	We	make	all	kinds	of	things:	programs,	instruments,	toolboxes,	you	name	it.		
But	I’m	missing	that	last	step.	It	all	depends	on	what	happens	on	the	work	floor:		
does	your	colleague	tell	you	if	you’re	about	to	make	a	mistake.	So	the	policy	gets	
implemented,	it	gets	repeated	once	more,	and	it	stops	there.	What	is	missing	is	that	last	
step,	that	high‐intensity	coaching	of	the	individual	employee.	[…]	
Some	divisions	have	a	sickness	absence	of	7%,	so	we	implemented	a	new	program.	The	
occupational	health	service	pays	specific	attention	to	that	now;	we	have	a	sickness		
absence	coordinator	who	advisesthe	line	managers	to	pay	more	attention,	to	have	more	
contact	with	their	people.	What	happens	now	is:	Oh	dear,	someone	is	sick.	So	everyone	
focusses	on	replacing	that	person	and	the	sick	person	gets	out	of	focus“.	
	

	 	



The employer perspective on sustainable employability 

45 
 

Box	3.3:	Case	description	of	a	small	company,	told	by	the	company	owner		
	
“About	six	years	ago,	we	started	doing	the	Risk	Assessment.	And	then	you	get	alerted	to	
certain	things;	personal	safety	equipment	and	the	like.	We	always	order	them.	Well,	if	
someone	asks	for	them.	Or	if	you	happen	to	see	for	yourself,	like:	hey,	why	aren’t	you	
wearing	any	hearing	protection!	But	I’m	not	the	kind	of	person	who	says:	“You	should		
put	on	your	hearing	protection”.	It’s	always	your	own	decision.	The	awareness,	in	fact,		
you	have	to	have	that	yourself.	I	cannot,	cannot	direct	in	that,	I	think.	But	I	think	these		
past	years,	it	has	been	in	the	media,	so	the	awareness	will	come	by	itself.	[…]	
During	the	past	2.5	years,	I	think	I	have	had	no	more	than	2.5	sick	days	per	person.		
Social	control	is	very	important.	I	mean,	they	play	for	the	same	soccer	club.	They	talk		
about	that	regularly:	“Are	you	going	to	practice	tonight?”	And	if	they	get	injured	playing	
soccer,	I	say:	“That	didn’t	go	too	well,	did	it?”	I	mean,	private	or	work‐related,	if	you	miss	
work,	that	costs	me	money!	I’d	rather	not	say	it,	but	that’s	the	way	it	is.	And	they	get	it.	[…]	
I	must	say,	there’s	a	difference	if	you	have	a	small	company.	I	mean,	the	law,	the	rules	and	
regulations,	I	have	to	look	those	up.	That	costs	me	loads	of	time.	Ideally,	I’d	have	some		
sort	of	advisor	who	comes	by	and	takes	care	of	that.	[…]	Me,	personally,	I	just	want	to		
build.	That’s	what	I	do,	that’s	what	I’m	good	at.	That’s	my	profession.	Informing	someone	
about	how	they	can	do	certain	things	better,	well,	actually,	I’m	not	qualified	to	do	that.		
So	I	think,	if	that	needs	improvement,	I	think	someone	who	studied	that,	who	is	qualified	
for	that	should	do	it.	[…]	
Performance	evaluations	do	not	work	for	us.	Because	I	see	them	every	day,	and	I	go	to		
all	construction	sites.	I	have	no	idea	what	kind	of	questions	I	should	ask.	I	once	did	a	kind		
of	performance	evaluation,	and	they	sort	of	sat	there	and	then	they	just	shut	down.‘		
What	am	I	supposed	to	say?	Are	you	recording	this?	Will	this	be	used	against	me?’	It’s	
better	to	provoke	some	kind	of	reaction	on	the	construction	site,	when	the	gap	between	
employer	and	employee	is	much	smaller.	But	well,	if	there	are	really	things	going	on,	if		
they	really	have	an	idea,	it’ll	come	up.	The	threshold	is	low	at	our	company.	And	you		
know,	I	basically	know	everything	about	them.	Because	we	live	in	the	same	village.	[…]		
But	don’t	forget:	a	builder	is	no	talker.	So	in	that	sense,	I	think,	the	construction	industry		
is	a	difficult	line	of	work.	You	know,	a	builder	does	not	talk	about	his	feelings.	That	would		
be	weird,	that	would	make	you	a	wimp.	[…]		
I’d	like	to	hear	from	them:	‘Can’t	we	buy	this	or	that,	because	that	makes	a	huge	difference	
for	lifting’.	Most	of	the	times,	it’s	me	who	comes	up	with	the	idea.	It	is	always	difficult	to	
find	out	what	they	want.	You	never	really	know	what’s	going	on	with	them”.	
	

	

Discussion	

This	study	investigated	what	employers	need	to	promote	employee	SE,	which	measures	

employers	implement,	and	which	barriers	and	facilitators	influence	implementation.	

Employers	addressed	a	need	to	reduce	(the	effects	of)	physical	load	and	create	alternative	
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jobs	for	employees	who	are	no	longer	able	to	perform	physically	demanding	tasks,	as	well	as	

the	need	to	stimulate	proactive	employee	behavior	towards	SE.	The	survey	data	showed	that	

employers	frequently	took	measures	to	promote	the	work	environment	and	employee	health,	

while	measures	targeting	personal	development	and	organization	were	less	common.	The	

implementation	of	SE	measures	was	influenced	by	economic	factors,	rules	and	regulations,	

client	demands,	employee	demands,	company	vision,	company	culture,	and	

time/manpower/expertise.	These	factors	were	located	at	all	implementation	levels.		

	

Literature	comparison	

The	finding	that	employers	more	frequently	implement	measures	that	target	the	work	

environment	and	health	than	personal	development	or	organization	are	partly	in	line	with	a	

previous	survey	among	Dutch	employers(12).	That	study	found	that	implementation	of	

personal	safety	equipment	(55%)	was	more	common	than	measures	to	promote	reintegration	

(15%),	training	(16%),	or	organizational	adjustments	(9%)(12).	The	percentages	in	the	

current	study	were	generally	higher	(e.g.	safety:	88%,	sickness	absence:	52%,	

certification/training:	47%,	autonomy:	44%),	which	may	be	due	to	the	questionnaire	item	in	

the	present	study	asking	whether	the	topic		was	’on	the	company	agenda’,	while	the	

questionnaire	item	in	the	2014	survey	asked	about	actual	implementation.	This	general	

difference	notwithstanding,	both	studies	indicate	there	is	room	for	higher	implementation	

levels,	especially	regarding	personal	development	and	organization.		

	

In	line	with	the	existing	literature,	implementation	of	SE	measures	in	the	current	study	was	

influenced	by	a	wide	range	of	different	aspects:	economic	factors(15;	20;	21;	22;	23;	24),	rules	

and	regulations(13;	15;	20;	22),	client	demands(15;	22;	25),	employee	demands(13;	15;	20;	

21;	22;	24),	company	vision(15;	20),	company	culture(15;	20;	22),	as	well	as	time,	manpower	

and	expertise.(15;	20;	22)	Thus,	multiple	factors	should	be	taken	into	account	in	the	

promotion	of	SE	measures.		

	

The	finding	that	employers	indicated	a	need	for	reducing	(the	effects	of)	physical	load	is	in	

line	with	earlier	research,	where	74%	of	the	employers	in	the	construction	industry	identified	

physical	load	as	the	greatest	risk	in	their	industry.(12)	The	negative	health	effects	of	high	

physical	load	are	well‐known.(26;	27;	28;	29;	30;	31)	Based	on	analyses	to	the	health	effects	

of	manual	handling,	Ravensteijn	et	al.	(2013)	recommended	to	shield	older	workers	from	
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working	conditions	with	a	high	physical	load.(30)	That	recommendation	resonates	with	the	

view	of	the	employers	in	the	current	study,	who	feel	that	retraining	is	necessary,	if	employees	

are	to	continue	working	until	the	age	of	67	years.		

	

Considering	that	high	physical	load	is	perceived	as	one	of	the	most	important	predictors	for	ill	

health,	and	especially	musculoskeletal	disorders(28),	it	seems	alarming	that	only	one	in	five	

companies	had	physical	load	on	the	agenda.	A	note	of	caution	is	in	order,	since	the	

questionnaire	item	asking	about	the	topics	on	the	company	agenda	might	not	have	measured	

the	implementation	of	measures.	To	explain,	topics	can	be	on	the	agenda	because	measures	

still	need	to	be	implemented,	or	because	measures	have	been	implemented.(32)	The	data	on	

the	topics	on	the	company	agenda	might	thus	be	an	over‐	or	underestimation	of	the	actual	

implementation	levels.	Nevertheless,	internal	comparison	seems	warranted,	and	that	

comparison	indicated	that	measures	to	reduce	physical	load	ranked	much	lower	on	company	

agendas	than	e.g.	security	measures.	Other	studies	also	indicate	low	implementation	levels	of	

measures	to	reduce	physical	load.(33;	34)	And,	like	our	results,	the	Boschman	study	points	to	

economic	factors	being	an	important	implementation	barrier.	In	the	current	study,	measure	

with	a	high	impact	on	physical	load,	such	as	digging	machines,	were	implemented,	because	of	

client	demands	for	increased	efficiency,	or	because	of	they	were	required	under	certification	

standards.	Although	employers	felt	responsible	for	their	employee’s	well‐being,	they	

considered	the	survival	of	their	company	their	primary	responsibility.	Therefore,	in	order	to	

increase	implementation	of	SE	measures,	implementation	strategies	need	to	align	with	the	

economic	goals	of	construction	companies.	

	

There	is	an	extensive	but	fragmented	body	of	literature	on	the	limited	implementation	of	OHS	

measures	by	small	companies,	which	is	generally	attributed	to	a	lack	of	resources	and	an	

informal	company	culture(20;	35;	36;	37).	Although	these	results	were	largely	replicated	in	

the	current	study,	small	company	employers	also	named	advantages	of	a	small	company	scale.	

First,	they	experienced	the	informal	company	culture	as	more	conducive	to	addressing	

sensitive	issues,	such	as	SE.	Small	companies	have	indeed	been	found	to	have	better	

psychosocial	working	conditions(20;	37),	which	makes	it	easier	to	address	sensitive	

issues(13).	Second,	small	company	employers	felt	the	personal	interaction	with	their	

employees	made	it	easier	to	identify	employee	needs	and	capacities.	There	is	evidence	that	

there	is	more	consensus	on	essential	measures	between	employer	and	employees	in	small	
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companies	than	in	large	ones(38),	but	this	might	be	due	to	employees	taking	on	the	employer	

perspective(36).	Studies	have	shown	that	employers	generally	tend	to	underestimate	physical	

and	psychosocial	risks.(11)	Personal	interactions	might	give	employers	the	impression	that	

systematic	information	gathering	is	obsolete,	when	in	fact	they	might	underestimate	risks	and	

be	unaware	of	their	employees’	needs.	Systematic	information	gathering	and	performance	

reviews	can	be	productive	for	SE	implementation	in	small	companies,	if	they	are	adapted	to	

the	informal	company	culture	of	small	companies.		

	

Strengths	and	limitations	

This	study	was	one	of	few	studies	to	investigate	SE	from	the	employer	perspective;	most	

studies	focused	on	OHS	measures	and	take	the	employee	perspective.	Furthermore,	this	study	

combined	quantitative	and	qualitative	data,	which	made	it	possible	to	quantify	results	as	well	

as	elaborate	on	patterns	in	the	data.	On	the	other	hand,	the	relatively	low	response	to	the	

survey	should	be	considered.	The	low	response	of	8%	might	have	compromised	the	

generalizability	of	the	data	and	resulted	in	an	over‐	or	underestimation	of	implementation	of	

measures.	However,	as	the	absolute	number	of	respondents	(N=426)	was	considered	high,	the	

risk	of	bias	is	likely	to	be	small.	Further,	a	comparison	of	employers	in	different	

implementation	phases	was	planned,	but	the	interview	data	showed	that	some	employers	had	

little	prior	knowledge	of	the	concept	SE,	and	their	definition	of	SE	measures	changed	during	

the	course	of	the	interview.	This	indicated	that	employers	based	their	questionnaire	

responses	on	different	definitions	of	SE	measures;	therefore,	the	comparison	of	employers	in	

different	implementation	phases	was	dropped.		

	

Conclusion	and	recommendations	

In	conclusion,	while	employers	considered	physical	load	and	a	lack	of	alternative,	less	

physically	demanding	tasks	the	most	important	threat	to	employee	SE,	measures	targeting	

physical	load	and	personal	development	ranked	low	on	company	agendas.	Client	demands,	

and	particularly	certificates	that	were	required	by	large	clients,	were	powerful	

implementation	drivers.	Adding	the	inclusion	of	SE	costs	in	project	budgets	as	a	certification	

criterion	might	promote	SE	implementation.	However,	this	does	not	apply	to	small	firms,	

which	usually	lack	the	resources	to	maintain	certificates.	Small	firms	are	also	hard	to	reach	for	

branch	organizations,	as	they	lack	the	time	to	adapt	available	instruments	to	their	specific	
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context.	Collaboration	and	exchange	between	small	and	large	firms	could	make	

implementation	more	efficient	and	thereby	further	implementation	by	small	firms.	
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