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ABSTRACT

Existing active labor market policy (ALMP) measures have been unsuccessful in establishing long-
term employment for vulnerable groups. This paper contributes to further development of the role 
of the employer engagement perspective in ALMP. We introduce the term workplace inclusion 
competence and explore its association to two distinct work-organizational categories: participa-
tion- and control-oriented management. We operationalize workplace inclusion competence 
as inclusion opportunity and inclusion capability. We argue that such competence is dynamic 
and processual, and find that organizational management-orientation, as well as work pace, em-
ployees’ developmental opportunities, financial situation and OSH, have an impact on workplace 
inclusion competence. Survey data among a sample of managers is analyzed regarding work-
places’ capabilities and opportunities in work inclusion processes. We present two sets of indexes 
to measure organizational management-orientation and inclusion skills competence. As such, we 
contribute to the research field by providing new and more specific concepts with adherent ques-
tion indexes, and by connecting them to a work-organizational perspective. 
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Introduction 

Many welfare states have an active labor market policy (ALMP) aimed at helping 
unemployed vulnerable groups from passive benefits to active work participa-
tion. Traditionally, ALMPs have been dominated by supply-side labor prepara-

tory efforts to make vulnerable citizens employable to enhance their ability to get a job 
(Andersen et al. 2017; NOU 2012:6; van Berkel et al. 2017a). 
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According to Bredgaard et al. (2015), a consistent rate of 15–25% of the population 
of working age are placed outside the labor market. There have been numerous efforts 
to include citizens with reduced work ability to the labor market. However, it appears to 
be difficult within the existing ALMP measures both to gain labor market access, and to 
establish long-term labor market ties, for vulnerable groups (Hardoy et al. 2017; Hauss 
2014; Andersen et al. 2017; Bonvin & Galster, 2010; Ingold & Stuart, 2015). Andersen 
et al. (2017) and van Berkel et al. (2017a) argue that ALMPs in the Nordic countries 
and other European countries are facing major challenges in improving the labor market 
participation of vulnerable unemployed citizens. 

Several studies have shown that various Supported Employment programs increase 
the probability for a positive inclusion decision (Bonfils et al. 2017; Kinoshita et al. 
2013; Nøkleby et al. 2017; Reme et al. 2019). Studies also show that many quickly fall 
out of externally supported placements or jobs (Nøkleby et al. 2017; Stacy et al. 2017; 
West et al. 2015). Too much external support may lead to insufficient mobilization of 
internal assistance in the work organization (Spjelkavik et al. 2020). Lack of knowledge 
about how to deal with incipient unwanted development can be an obstacle to a suc-
cessful inclusion process. Other obstacles are inadequate organization of in-house actors 
who can support, inadequate anchoring of the inclusion process in management and in 
the work environment, and lack of information to the company about the vulnerable 
citizen’s assistance needs. Referring to such obstacles, Frøyland et al. (2019) argue that 
PES often lack competence in how to support work inclusion processes at the work-
place. As workplaces lack knowledge about the vulnerable unemployed, they ultimately 
also lack competence in how to handle challenges in work inclusion processes in the 
work organization. Other contributions support this view on the importance of com-
petencies in the workplaces in work inclusion efforts (Berge & Falkum 2013; Villotti  
et al. 2017). 

In recent years, the focus on the role of employers in ALMPs has increased, with 
attention to employers’ engagement and social responsibility (Bredgaard 2017; Bjørn-
shagen & Ugreninov 2021; Murfitt et al. 2018; van Berkel et al. 2017b). The Norwegian 
tripartite Agreement on a More Inclusive Working Life (IA-avtalen) and the Danish 
commitment to «a more inclusive labor market» (‘et mere rummeligt arbejdsmarked’) 
are examples. While also Nordic research increasingly focus on the role and experi-
ences of employers (Falkum et al. 2014; Frøyland et al. 2019a; Gustafsson et al. 2013a, 
2013b), there is little attention paid to what kind of competence the work organization 
needs to actually include vulnerable citizens. 

In this paper, we suggest that it is necessary to study organizational management-
orientation and work environment factors to increase the understanding of the role of 
the employer engagement in ALMP. Our aim is to present a first draft of an interdisci-
plinary perspective of workplace inclusion based on theories in the fields of work inclu-
sion, work environment and management, with adherent survey questions and indexes. 
For this purpose, we present, analyze, and discuss new operationalized concepts and 
indexes developed theoretically and empirically by using data from a recent Norwegian 
survey among managers. 

We examine two categories of organizational management-orientations (partici-
pation-oriented and control-oriented) in relation to workplace inclusion competence 
(inclusion opportunity and inclusion capability). We further connect workplace inclu-
sion competence and organizational management-orientation to other relevant work 
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environmental factors (work pace, employees’ developmental opportunities, occupa-
tional safety and health, and the financial situation of businesses). 

Our major research questions are:

(1) What role do organizational management-orientation play for employer engage-
ment in work inclusion?

(2) What is the association between management-orientation and workplace inclusion 
competence? 

This paper is structured in the following way. First, we present theoretical concepts and 
assumptions selected from three research fronts: (1) research on the role of employers in 
ALMP (employer engagement), (2) research on competence in public employment services 
(inclusion skills competence) and in workplaces (workplace inclusion competence), and  
(3) research on management and work environment, focusing on control-oriented and  
participation-oriented management. Secondly, we present data and methods and the analyti-
cal approach. Thirdly, we present and discuss the results before the final concluding remarks. 

Theoretical perspectives and assumptions

We use four theoretical/analytical concepts taken from theories of organization and 
management and theories of work inclusion; employer engagement, inclusion skills 
competence (ISC), participation, and control. We also introduce a new term, workplace 
inclusion competence (WIC).

Employer engagement 

According to Bredgaard (2017), some businesses have a high degree of workplace inclu-
siveness and seem to be differentiated from other businesses by being more motivated 
to contribute to inclusion – they may also have a more proactive behavior or attitude/a 
higher degree of employer engagement. Many of them have their own personal experi-
ences that contribute to their involvement, and have brought extra experiences and 
expertise to the inclusion of people with different types of challenges. 

Bredgaard (2017) distinguishes between four types of employer engagement in 
work inclusion: 

(1) The engaged employers (positive attitudes and active efforts) 
(2) The dismissive employers (negative attitudes and only make an effort if receiving 

financial gain)
(3) The skeptical employers (negative attitudes, but make an effort because of institu-

tional pressure) 
(4) The passive employers (positively attuned, but make no active effort due to lack of 

knowledge or perceived relevance) 

One of Bredgaards’ claims is that efforts to raise the degree of employer participation in 
work inclusion processes means developing more knowledge about how the rejecting, 
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skeptical and passive businesses can become more involved. Furthermore, he states that 
engaged employers have competence and experiences in work inclusion. In line with 
Bredgaard, we expect that only a small proportion of Norwegian employers fit this cat-
egory. With Bredgaard’s findings as a starting point, we focus on the role of employers 
in ALMP by investigating how management orientation and competence development 
may contribute to workplace inclusion. In doing so, we aim to go beyond employers’ 
attitudes, and examine how identification of different management orientations can 
help public employment services (PES) differentiate the support towards employers – 
and thereby contribute more proactively to the development of workplace inclusion  
competence. 

Inclusion skills competence (ISC) 

Studies show that many employers have negative perceptions of public employment ser-
vices (PES) and perceive clients referred by PES as less motivated and trustworthy than 
other jobseekers (Andersen et al. 2017; Bredgaard 2017; Gustafsson et al. 2013c). In fact, 
these negative perceptions of both PES and of vulnerable unemployed citizens constitute 
the main argument behind the need for a different kind of competence development in 
the support system and additional focus on person-environment fit and job match devel-
opment (Frøyland & Spjelkavik 2014; Kirsh 2000). Traditionally, PES mainly focused 
on supply side measures (‘train-place’) and client deficits (NOU, 2012:6). With the early 
2010s re-orientation towards ‘place-train’ and demand-side measures, the term inclu-
sion skills competence (ISC) was introduced for practical use in the development of 
public support services towards vulnerable unemployed citizens. ISC is defined as the 
frontline worker’s skilled use of their social, health, and pedagogical knowledge about 
the client’s interests, challenges, and support needs, combined with knowledge about 
how the workplace can be utilized in order to develop the job match (Frøyland & Spjel-
kavik 2014; Frøyland et al. 2019b; Spjelkavik 2012).

Workplace inclusion competence (WIC)

In this paper, we shift the attention from ISC in a public service perspective to a work-
place perspective by introducing the term workplace inclusion competence (WIC). Inspi-
ration for a shift of attention from ISC to WIC are studies on the intermediate role of 
PES in matching vulnerable unemployed and employers (Bredgaard & Halkjær 2016; 
van Berkel et al. 2017b). We define WIC as the workplaces’ customized and contextu-
ally adapted approach to the day-to-day follow-up of people with reduced work ability, 
and knowledge-based accommodation of work tasks in order to meet and balance the 
needs of the individual and the organization. Thus, the WIC-concept is dynamic; it is 
embedded in the workplace context and is shaped by the needs of the individual and the 
organization.

WIC and ISC represents two different, but mostly interdependent, competencies in 
inclusion, and return to work processes. ISC is regarded as frontline workers’ knowledge 
of clients, workplaces, and inclusion/exclusion processes, while WIC is seen as the work-
places’ skilled approach to customized accommodation in such processes. 
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Participation, control, and other organizational issues 

Inclusion research referred to above shows a lack of systematic knowledge about spe-
cific features of the work organization that makes it more likely to fail or succeed with 
work inclusion efforts. Therefore, in this paper, we utilize a division between two types 
of organizational management orientation. In addition, we suppose that people with 
reduced work ability often has health-related issues, and that factors considered impor-
tant for work related health are relevant in work inclusion processes, that is, custom-
ization of work tasks. We therefore draw attention to research on work environment 
and health, which increasingly support the importance of work organization for work 
related health (Karasek 2004; Karasek & Theorell 1990; Oldham & Hackman 2010; 
Parker et al. 2017). Management orientation and work environment is part of the orga-
nizational context and may therefore help develop the understanding of work inclusion 
challenges in the workplace. 

The management literature differentiates between principles of organization and 
management based on participation and control. These different principles of organiza-
tion and management represent organizational level categories, because they are asso-
ciated to both the organization of work, and the type of management-employee rela-
tions. Some workplaces are organized by principles of standardization, introduction of 
routines and rule-oriented decision-making processes. Examples are Max Weber’s ideal 
model for the state bureaucracy, Lean Production, goal and result management, as well 
as balanced goal management (Edwards et al. 2010; Hasle et al. 2012; Rolfsen 2014; 
Womack & Jones 1994). Theoretically, we argue that control-oriented management are 
dominated either by strong external control (often associated with hard HRM) or by 
strong internal control, through tight psychological and social bonds between employ-
ees and management (often associated with soft HRM). Both emphasize the individual 
relation between employee and manager. This has an impact the organization of work. 
For example, the more the internal control is connected to the performance system, the 
stronger elements of control will be found (Kuvaas 2008). For the further elaboration 
in this paper, we name this type of management orientation ‘control-oriented manage-
ment’ (COM).

Other organizational principles, especially found in the Nordic countries, are domi-
nated by participation and co-determination (Berg 1998; Enehaug 2018; Enehaug et al. 
2019; Falkum & Drange 2018; Hvid & Falkum 2019; Johnsen 2005; Nylehn 2008). 
Where participation is in use as a management principle, procedures for employee par-
ticipation in the development of the business, as well as in the design of the workplace 
and own work, also follow. This implies that participation goes beyond autonomy in 
own work and significantly extends a pure focus on the employee-manager relation-
ships. Participation in this sense is related to the collective and organizational level 
through representation (co-determination) and possibilities for broad participatory pro-
cesses aimed at development and improvement of the organization of work (Berg 1998). 
This understanding and concept of participation has its theoretical roots in the Nor-
wegian Industrial Democracy Projects (Thorsrud & Emery 1970), and have since been 
developed and transferred to Denmark and several other countries (Hasle & Sørensen 
2013; Holt & Hvid 2014; Hvid 2014; Hvid & Falkum 2019). In this paper, we have 
chosen to name this type of management orientation ‘participation-oriented manage-
ment’ (POM). Theoretically, we argue that POM operates in line with the basic ideas 
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of the Nordic model of work organization characterized by trustful relations between 
employers and employees (Gardell & Svensson 1981; Gustavsen 2007, 2011; Kasvio 
et al. 2012) and where work institutions are based on continuity and adaption (Dølvik  
et al. 2007).

In addition, a vast amount of work environment research based on the well-estab-
lished demand-control (-support) -model, developed by Karasek and Theorell (1990; 
Karasek 1979), has pinpointed factors such as autonomy, social support and develop-
mental opportunities. These factors, among others, seem to have a general impact on 
health-promoting work environments, in the sense that they contribute to hinder the 
development of negative stress in individuals. In our analysis, we therefore have included 
these three variables based on the assumption that they also might affect workplaces’ 
inclusion capabilities and inclusion opportunities. The underlying premise is that health 
promoting work environments are beneficiary to all employees, including the ones with 
reduced work ability. In other words, if a work environment has a sufficient balance 
between demands, control and support, it probably stands a better chance of succeeding 
in inclusion efforts than control-oriented businesses, because it implies an inclusive and 
developmental-oriented approach to the work organization and the employees. This line 
of thought is paramount to our understanding of the POM-index outlined above (and in 
the method section of this paper). 

The COM-oriented businesses are on the other side of the spectrum – in a type of 
organization where control of the employees’ attitudes and actions plays a significant 
role in the organization of work. In these types of organizations, the control dimension 
is a dominant feature in the organizing of work, and central management tasks are mea-
suring deviations from individual standards and reporting nonconformities. We assume 
that COM-based organizations have a poorer starting point for conducting work inclu-
sion processes because the organizational principles guiding work are based more on 
mistrust than on inclusion. Following that line of thought, we imply that trust – a pre-
requisite for POM (and in the Norwegian model) – is essential for successful long-term 
inclusion processes. 

Trust is a missing link in COM-dominated workplaces. Annual Norwegian repre-
sentative survey studies have shown that conflicts and conflict escalation at work are 
a more dominant feature of COM-organizations than POM-organizations. In addi-
tion, there are indications that conflict management takes on another form and is 
considerably more time consuming in COM than in POM (Enehaug & Nordrik 2018; 
Falkum & Drange 2018; Falkum et al. 2016, 2017, 2018). In addition, work inclu-
sion research has shown that vertical conflicts; tensions and conflicts between newly 
hired people with reduced ability to work and colleagues, as well as horizontal con-
flicts between managers and employees, often arise. These conflicts are often related 
to challenging behavior of the new employees, communication difficulties, the need 
for extra facilitation, as well as challenges related to inclusion in the psychosocial 
work environment (Frøyland 2018; Spjelkavik 2019; Stacy et al., 2017; Vornholt et al. 
2018; West et al. 2015).

Based on these theoretical perspectives, we hypothesize that workplace inclusion 
competence and organizational management-orientation are mutually dependent vari-
ables and that they may have an effect on each other. The following figure illustrates 
the relation between organizational management orientation and workplace inclusion 
competence.
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Data, methods and analytical approach

In order to illustrate and explore the relevance of our theoretical assumptions and 
hypothesis described above, we draw on empirical data gathered from an annual survey 
among members of a Norwegian union for managers focusing in particular at the work-
place level and activities. 

The survey was distributed digitally to approximately 12,000 active members (pen-
sioners are not included). In the survey, the response rate was 19% (N = 2253). Sixty-one 
percent were men and 39% women. There was an overrepresentation of respondents in 
the age group 41–50 (34%) and 51–60 (39%), but given the fact that the respondents 
were managers, we consider them representative for this specific population with regard 
to age. Sixty percent of the respondents had higher education and 40% have primary or 
high school as their highest completed education. 

The respondents were all managers but represented a range of different job cate-
gories, such as lower managers/technicians, operational managers, shift managers, HR 
managers, advisors, department store managers, team leaders and managing directors. 
The respondents also represented several industries such as IT, electrical engineering 
and energy, shipping and oil & gas supply industry, process industry, mechanical/
other industry, food, fishing and aquaculture, aviation, tourism and transport, build-
ing and construction, service, kindergarten, trade, work and inclusion, as well as other  
industries.
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Figure 1 Organizational management orientation and workplace inclusion competence.
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Most of the respondents worked in the private sector. Almost one out of four are 
employed in the Oil and gas industry. Eighteen percent work in kindergarten and labor 
market enterprises, in both public and private businesses. 

Analytical approach

Based on a selection of some of these questions from the survey, we constructed (see 
Table 1) indexes for control-oriented management (COM) and participation-oriented 
management (POM). We also constructed of a set of indexes for inclusion capability 
(INCAP) and inclusion opportunity (INCOP) (see Table 3). The INCAP and INCOP 
indexes serve as operationalization of workplace inclusion competence at the work-
place, for survey use and measurement. The indexes were built up by testing the statisti-
cal relationships between questions using factor analysis and reliability tests. Based on 
these tests, we pooled questions into the two sets of analytical indexes: management-
orientation and inclusion skills competence. 

Organizational management-orientation

We divided management theories and models in use in two: (1) based on control of 
employees, attitudes and behavior, and (2) based on employees’ motivation, participa-
tion, involvement and contributions in the business, that is a relationship- and partici-
pation-based orientation. 

We established a distinction between COM and POM in two ways: Firstly, based 
on the theoretical concepts, we extracted relevant questions in the survey. Secondly, we 
tested statistically whether they measure different sides of POM and COM, which then 
would qualify for putting the differing measures together in indexes. 

The POM & COM-indexes consists of the following four questions: To what extent 
is it important to: 

Table 1 Participation-oriented and control-oriented regimes, index questions

POM COM

… facilitate good work processes … control employee attitudes

… help develop and motivate employees … control employee behavior

… support employees who ‘struggle’ … measure deviations from individual goals / standards

… focus on working environment … report nonconformities

Workplace inclusion competence (WIC)

The respondents answered specific questions about work inclusion at their own work-
places. We found a divide between the six questions (3 + 3) listed above. We used this 
distinction to construct a set of indexes for inclusion opportunity and inclusion capabil-
ity in the workplace:
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Table 2 Inclusion opportunity and capability, index questions

Inclusion opportunity (INCOP) Inclusion capability (INCAP)

To what extent does your business have work 
tasks that suit people with reduced work capacity?

To what extent did your business succeed in 
including the employee (s) in the social work 
environment?

To what extent does your business have 
opportunities to follow up people with a great 
need for facilitation and follow-up?

To what extent did your business succeed in 
facilitating work assignments?

To what extent does your company have 
resources that specifically work on facilitation  
and follow-up?

To what extent did your business succeed in 
providing the follow-up the employee needed?

All the questions had five response categories that made up a scale from 1 = very little 
to 5 = very much.

The INCOP-index describe different aspects of the company’s opportunities to 
include people with reduced ability to work. The INCAP-index questions were based 
only of those respondents who confirmed that they had recruited citizens with reduced 
work ability the last year. In this way, we were able to distinguish between actual inclu-
sion experience (read skills) and the assessment/perception among the managers of their 
possibility to include.

In order to gain knowledge about the possible role of also other organizational fac-
tors, we included in our analysis work pace, developmental opportunities, occupational 
safety and health (OSH), and the ‘economically sound work place’ in the organizational 
analysis based on the assumption that they also affect workplaces’ inclusion capabilities 
(INCAP) and inclusion opportunities (INCOP).

Strengths and limitations

By combining findings and theoretical perspectives from different streams of literature 
such as ALMP, work inclusion, management and work environment studies, a major 
strength of this paper is that it adds to the knowledge about the employer’s role in 
ALMP by developing a new perspective on work inclusion in which organizational 
management-orientation play an important role. Our empirical analysis of a survey 
among business managers support these perspectives. This paper also presents two new 
sets of indexes to measure organizational management-orientation and inclusion skills 
competence. As such, we contribute to the research field by providing new and more 
specific concepts with adherent question indexes, and by connecting them to a work-
organizational perspective. 

There are two main limitations to the empirical data. First, there are no lists of 
distributions of general characteristics such as age, gender and education in the mem-
bership register of the management organization in this survey. We are thus unable to 
do accurate dropout analyses that show bias in the sample compared to the population. 
On the other hand, we have more than 2250 responses in general and this constitutes 
answers from about one fifth of the population. 
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Second, industry breakdowns may be problematic in surveys because there are 
many of them, and because they are defined and sorted differently by industry associa-
tion. Standard NACE codes have been developed where parent areas with multiple sub-
categories create a relatively fine mesh. This is used, for example, by Statistics Norway 
(Statistics Norway). In member surveys, these overall categorizations will be insufficient 
because the members often have a relatively similar professional background and work 
in a smaller number of industries. At the same time, it is desirable to be able to compare 
members in different industries with each other. In this survey, we therefore used more 
finely masked industry classifications than in the national NACE codes for industries. 

Results and discussion

POM versus COM

The average score on POM was 4.8 on the scale of 1–5, which is very high.1 The distribu-
tion of the index values is skew in favor of high scores on participation. This means that 
the respondents strongly support the ideas of participation in the Norwegian work life 
model the way it is measured in our studies. The reliability test, however, shows that the 
four questions (Table 2) measure different aspects of the same phenomenon (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0,82). We merged them into the index for participation-oriented management.

COM also have a high average score, 3.7, even if it is lower than the scores on 
POM. Other studies have shown that the prevalence of control-oriented governance and 
management models has increased in the Norwegian work life since the 1980s (Falkum 
2020). Reliability testing of our survey data showed a sufficiently large internal relation-
ship between the questions which constitute the COM index (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.78). 

COM describe a managerial focus on employee control, attitude and behavior, 
versus a POM managerial focus on employee motivation, participation, involvement 
and contribution to the business, that is individually focused and participation-oriented 
management. We emphasize that these are not absolute categories/distinctions between 
different forms of work organization; these indexes indicate what type of management-
orientation is most dominant (Drange et al. 2020).

Thus, the two categories are not mutually exclusive. You might have a high degree 
of POM combined with a high degree of COM. However, the statistical correlations 
between control oriented and participation-oriented governance and management sys-
tems in general are usually negative. In the Co-determination survey studies (2016–
2020) and in an annual management survey (2015–2019) (AUTHORS), a high degree of 
one of them are normally followed with a low degree on the other index. In this study, 
COM and POM have a slightly positive correlation (r = 0.23**). As control-oriented 
managerial systems spread, the correlation with participation oriented managerial sys-
tems might be even stronger (Falkum 2020).

Workplace inclusion competence

A factor analysis confirmed that INCOP-questions have a high statistical correlation 
with each other and constitute a separate factor that charges the data set in the same 
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direction (See Rotated component varimax in appendix). Similarly, the INCAP-ques-
tions constitute a separate factor that charges the data set in a different direction from 
the first. We used a reliability test to measure the internal correlation between the vari-
ables and check whether the variables could be merged into an index. We found that 
the Cronbach’s alpha = 0.827 for INCOP, and 0.755 for INCAP. Both relationships are 
significant at the 0.001 level. 

Inclusion opportunity (INCOP) and actual inclusion 

The total percentage of businesses that score their inclusion opportunity as high or very 
high is 38%. There is a high degree of variation between the industries regarding inclu-
sion experiences. Table 4 shows the score for inclusion opportunities and actual inclu-
sion during last year across the various industries in the survey.

Table 4 Inclusion opportunity and actual inclusion

Type of industry Inclusion opportunity Inclusion last year

% N % N

IT, electrical engineering and energy 18 39 9 (44)

Shipping and oil & gas supply industry 15 20 17 (23)

Oil and gas 19 149 22 (180)

Process industry 21 54 28 (57)

Mechanical/other industry 14 48 28 (51)

Food, fishing and aquaculture 15 54 31 (58)

Aviation, tourism and transport 12 34 32 (40)

Building and construction 21 47 33 (51)

Other 16 227 35 (239)

Service 14 118 43 (127)

Kindergarten 18 194 46 (196)

Trade 22 178 48 (192)

Work and inclusion 72 76 73 (77)

Column 2–3: Percentage who believe the opportunities for inclusion are good (scores high on the inclusion 
opportunity index). Column 4–5: Over the past 12 months, have you included people with reduced work 
capacity? Breakdown by industry (percentage answering yes, N = 1335). 

We find a high degree of variation between the industries with regard to inclusion expe-
riences, between 9% and 73% report actual inclusion of people with reduced work 
capacity over the past 12 months. Although previous studies have shown that kindergar-
tens and the retail trade are widely used industries for work inclusion efforts (Jensen & 
Nergaard 2017; Nicolaisen 2017), our data also indicates that inclusion actually takes 
place in a variety of industries. This is in line with Spjelkavik et al. (2020), who find 
that a broad range of industries and companies are involved in work inclusion efforts 



12 Workplace Inclusion Competence and Employer Engagement Heidi Enehaug et al.

at different levels and with various degrees of engagement. However, with the exception 
of the industry categorization IT, electrical engineering and energy, all of the indus-
tries in our study have a substantially lower assessment of inclusion opportunities than 
actual inclusion last year. These industries seem to do more actual inclusion than they 
assess as possible. We interpret this as an argument against relying solely on employer  
engagement.

Moreover, we find it interesting that both the retail trade and the service industries 
have high scores on actual inclusion (48% and 43%) but considerably lower on INCOP 
(22 versus 14). We wonder if this is caused by a high need for (cheap) temporary labor, 
but lack of opportunities or employ people with reduced work abilities due to risk 
anticipations? Previous studies show that there are certain industry differences related 
to the type and requirements of work tasks. For example, the retail trade is a widely 
used industry for work experience placements because of the availability of easy access 
job tasks and low formal demands (Nicolaisen 2017; Sørensen 2003). A Danish study  
(Jakobsen et al. 2015) showed that employers’ positive experiences, combined with 
actual labor needs, were important factors for considering hiring people with reduced 
work ability. Employers in companies that already employed citizens with reduced work 
ability, more often than others, were positive to hire (more) citizens in the same cat-
egory. In this study, employers stated that public financial support for hiring people with 
reduced work ability makes a difference. Put another way; some businesses may initially 
have better opportunities for initiating work inclusion than others, while others need 
additional risk reducing support. Even so, according to Jacobsen and colleagues, lack 
of financial support could not explain why some employers did not employ in the first 
place. The main reasons are uncertainty as to whether people with reduced work ability 
have necessary qualifications, can perform well enough, and need any extra follow-
up. Norwegian research finds similar traits; previous experience with work inclusion 
makes employers less likely to view inclusion as risky (Falkum & Solberg 2015; Svalund 
& Hansen 2013). In addition, managers with knowledge about vulnerable citizens are 
more willing to employ these groups than other managers (Lauveng 2008; Schafft 2013, 
2014). 

In Table 4, we also see that work and inclusion businesses stand out clearly. This is 
not surprising, as they are providers of ALMP measures and thus aimed at contribut-
ing to the inclusion of vulnerable groups. These managers probably correspond with 
Bredgaard’s category of committed employers, but they represent a very distinctive and 
deviant industry where it is reasonable to expect positive attitudes to inclusion. Because 
of this, we have chosen to exclude them from the following analysis, except in the figures 
where the work and inclusion businesses appear as a separate category.

Inclusion capability (INCAP)

As shown in Table 5, the respondents assess their companies’ inclusion capability as 
good. The scores indicate that they believe they succeeded in their inclusion efforts. 
However, it is important to note that the figures for some of the sectors are very low and 
that the results do not necessarily reflect absolute differences, but rather give indications 
of a direction.
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Table 5 Inclusion capability by index variables

To what extent did your 
business succeed in …

Very low 
degree

2 3 4 Very high 
degree

Do not 
know

… providing the follow-up the 
employee needed?

1 4 21 45 28 2

… facilitating work assignments? 1 4 15 41 38 1

… including the employee (s) in the 
psychosocial work environment?

1 3 17 33 44 2

Percentage (N = 500)

Table 5 shows the score for the three variables in the inclusion capability index sepa-
rately. Close to 80% of the respondents rate the facilitation of work assignments and 
inclusion in the psychosocial work environment a success – and that providing the nec-
essary follow-up is the most difficult part of the inclusion effort.

In addition, our analysis shows that about 38% of the respondents who, during the 
past 12 months, have included citizens with reduced work ability, mainly made positive 
assessments of INCAP. As such, these companies may correspond to Bredgaard’s cat-
egory engaged employers; they have positive attitudes and they are doing active efforts 
in work inclusion.

In-house inclusion resources

Our analysis shows that it is relatively uncommon to dedicate specific functions within 
the company the responsibilities for facilitation and follow-up of people with reduced 
work ability. When asked the question ‘To what extent does your company have 
resources that work specifically with facilitation and follow-up?’ Sixty-two percent 
of the respondents answered low/very low degree and 18% answered high/very high 
degree.

In general, research has showed that small and medium sized enterprises often have 
less resources or personnel with specific tasks related to training, facilitation and follow-
up than larger companies, which have professional HR departments (Nyamubarwa & 
Chipunza 2019; Psychogios et al. 2016). However, this cannot explain our finding that 
only four out 10 have dedicated resources for follow-up and facilitation. Many of the 
respondents of this survey work in large companies that may have professional HR 
departments. Our findings therefore suggest that even large companies do not allocate 
specific resources or attention to inclusion processes. The numbers also indicate that 
the managers see very limited possibilities to facilitate work inclusion for people with 
reduced work ability. Most of these managers possibly fit into Bredgaard’s category 
‘passive employers’, as they are positively attuned, but see few possibilities, and make 
few active efforts. This makes it important to develop more knowledge about manage-
ment-orientation and other work environment factors for inclusion opportunities and 
capability.
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Management-orientation in association with inclusion opportunities 
and – capabilities

Table 6 shows the statistical relationships between the two types of organizational 
management-orientation and perceived inclusion opportunity and inclusion capability. 
Our analysis shows a weak positive and statistically significant relationship (p = 0.19**) 
between POM and INCAP. This means that a form of management that is focused both 
on results and development, support, facilitation and work environment factors may 
provide good conditions for success in inclusion. POM has also proven fruitful as a way 
to facilitate organizational learning and increased productivity (Enehaug 2017) – and to 
prevent or manage workplace conflicts in a constructive way (Enehaug & Nordrik 2018).

Table 6 Statistical relationships between management-orientation and perceived inclusion  
opportunity and capability

POM COM INCOP INCAP

POM 1

COM 0,23** 1

INCOP 0,04 0,06* 1

INCAP 0,19** 0,07 0,47** 1

We also find a moderate to strong positive correlation between inclusion capability and 
inclusion opportunity. That is, those respondents who report having a high degree of 
inclusion opportunity also include citizens with reduced work ability in practice. This 
indicates that management-orientation is of great importance in the inclusion of people 
with reduced work ability. 

Additionally, we find a somewhat weak, but positive and significant correlation, 
between COM and POM. This suggests that it is difficult to identify and measure pure 
management-orientation models that are used in the same way everywhere. On the con-
trary, management concepts and models are ‘translated’, interpreted and applied in vari-
ous ways in order to match with organizational contexts specific for each enterprise and 
workplace (Røvik 1998, 2007). 

We find only insignificant correlations between COM and WIC. Thirty-five percent 
of POM have a very high degree of WIC (scores five on both scales INCOP/INCAP). 
Overall, POM provide good conditions for WIC, while COM does not correlate signifi-
cantly with either INCOP or INCAP. 

Associations between inclusion opportunities and capabilities –  
an extended perspective

In order to check out the possible impact of other factors, we added selected work envi-
ronment factors (for elaboration, see section Theoretical perspectives) to the analysis. 
Table 7 shows moderate positive statistical correlations between INCAP and INCOP  
(r = 0.41). This indicates that the more experience employers have with inclusion pro-
cesses, the lower they seem to assess the risk of doing it again.
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Second, INCAP and INCOP both correlate weak, but significantly with the percep-
tions of the selected work environment factors, and with perceptions of OSH and eco-
nomically sound workplaces (** significant at 0.01 level). We find that INCAP correlate 
stronger with positive organizational and economic performance than INCOP. 

Table 7 Factors in work organizing, inclusion opportunity and inclusion capability

Inclusion 
opportunity

Inclusion 
capability

Inclusion opportunity 1

Inclusion capability 0.41** 1

Safe and secure workplace (OSH) 0.14** 0.21**

Economically sound workplace 0.15** 0.22**

The employees have good developmental opportunities 0.20** 0.28**

Satisfactory pace of work 0.13** 0.27**

Table 7 also show that there is a clear, but weak, connection between experiencing 
the workplace as safe and secure (OSH) and both the INCOP (0.14, very weak) and 
INCAP (0.21, weak). The same applies to the experience of having an economically 
sound workplace and both forms of inclusion. Our findings thereby indicate that eco-
nomically sound businesses do better on WIC than those that do poorly financially. 
On the other hand, other empirical studies have provided examples of the fact that 
small businesses in a less favorable financial situation can benefit from hiring employ-
ees with special needs who come in with financial support schemes from PES. In such 
cases, employers might consider support schemes an additional financial resource 
(Spjelkavik et al. 2020). 

We carried out a regression analysis in which we checked for which of the four 
variables that was the strongest for inclusion capability and inclusion opportunity. This 
analysis provided a basis for the conclusions about the significance of the various orga-
nizational features. The analysis showed that INCAP is positively related to employee 
development opportunities (0.28, moderate association) and satisfactory work pace 
(0.27, moderate association). All the correlations are statistically significant. A signifi-
cant proportion of managers include citizens with reduced work ability and they largely 
feel that they have succeeded in doing so. 

Concluding remarks 

Our aim for this paper was to present a first draft of an interdisciplinary perspective of 
workplace inclusion based on theories in the fields of work inclusion, work environ-
ment and management, with adherent survey questions and indexes. We therefore intro-
duced and operationalized the term workplace inclusion competence (WIC) and ana-
lyzed its association to two distinct organizational-level categories; participation- and 
control-oriented management (POM and COM). We operationalized WIC as inclusion 
opportunity (INCOP) and inclusion capability (INCAP). We argued that organizational 
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management-orientation, as well as other work environmental factors (work pace, 
employees’ developmental opportunities, financial situation and OSH), have an impact 
on the development of WIC. 

Our findings contribute to the research field of work inclusion by providing new 
and more specific concepts with adherent question indexes, and by connecting these 
concepts to a work-organizational perspective. We have argued that it is not sufficient to 
identify and chart employer engagement (Bredgaard 2017). Attitudes and engagement 
reflect a number of factors; for example, the presence of stereotypes in work organiza-
tions due to previous experiences or lessons learned from earlier collaboration with PES 
(Gustafsson et al. 2013c; van Berkel et al. 2017b). 

Our initial assumptions, that there is an association between management-orienta-
tion and the ability to develop and practice WIC is supported by our findings. This find-
ing is partially in line with a study of managers’ hiring intentions and the actual hiring 
of qualified workers with disabilities. Araten-Bergman (2016:1525) recommends that 
‘efforts must be expanded to influence the organizational senior management to develop 
and implement explicit disability related diversity policies, and to help design innovative 
inclusive recruitment processes’. 

In our study, only one out of four managers had work inclusion experiences last 
year. These managers also assessed their own inclusion capability (INCAP-index) in a 
positive manner. We also found that the majority of managers (eight out of ten) scored 
high regarding opportunities for inclusion (INCOP-index). As more managers assess 
their workplaces’ inclusion opportunities higher than their actual inclusion, this indi-
cates that there might be an underutilization of workplaces’ opportunities in work inclu-
sion and that the more experience employers have with inclusion processes, the more 
positively they assess their possibilities. This is also in line with the reasoning for the 
concept of experience-based WIC-development. We are hesitant about assuming causal 
relationships in our correlation analysis, but we find support in other research that 
actual work inclusion experience seems to lower the threshold for inclusion of citizens 
with reduced work ability (Falkum & Solberg 2015; Jakobsen et al. 2015), and that 
the potential for work inclusion is larger than among employers initially regarded as 
engaged (cf. Bredgaard 2017). 

We found that INCAP is positively related to employee development opportuni-
ties and a satisfactory work pace. This corresponds to Bredgaard’s (2017) engaged 
employers-perspective, but situated within the work organizational context. A satisfac-
tory work pace implies that the demands of the job and the resources necessary to do 
the job are in balance. Furthermore, workplaces that provide development opportuni-
ties for employees are likely to have a flexible approach to the organization of work 
and to view employees’ competencies and skills not as fixed entities. For people with 
reduced work ability, mastery in work may demand more customization, time resources 
and general effort from the work organization in order to balance the needs of the indi-
vidual and the organization. A possible hypothesis for future research based on these 
findings is to examine whether businesses with a POM-organization are better suited 
to include people with reduced work ability. In a POM environment, the work orga-
nization is oriented towards flexible solutions of work tasks and constant employee 
development. 

POM contributes to workplace learning which is essential for the development 
of WIC. A possible implication of this is that working towards WIC may contribute 
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to the development of POM, and the other way around. POM may contribute to the 
development of WIC – they both have a common ground; focus on individual and 
organizational learning and development. To conclude, we find partial support for the 
initial assumptions that POM provides better inclusion opportunities than COM. Even 
so, considering that the proportion of respondents who describe their own work orga-
nization as mainly dominated by COM is lower than those who fall into the POM, we 
cannot state this as a fact. However, even if POM is associated with successful inclusion 
processes, we cannot conclude that COM is not. There is a need to examine this hypoth-
esis in more detail in a larger sample of respondents and preferably in a representative 
dataset.

The challenge in work inclusion is no longer to make the client job-ready, which 
was the reasoning behind former supply side measures of ALMP (Andersen et al. 2017; 
NOU 2012:6; van Berkel et al. 2017a). Within the place-train paradigm, it is just as 
much about how the workplace can contribute to develop the individuals’ work abil-
ity and secure job retention. This further implies the necessity of support in order to 
develop and improve job match quality and the person-environment fit (Kirsh 2000; 
Kirsh et al. 2009). Seen from PES’ point of view, this means that in a COM envi-
ronment more collaborative efforts must be made to contribute to the development 
of WIC. It also means that by seeking to identify management orientation, PES may 
more proactively contribute to the development of WIC, and that the PES approach 
must differ according to management orientation. This implies expanding the perspec-
tives on PES’ matchmaker role (van Berkel et al. 2017b) and employer engagement 
(Bredgaard 2017), to include an understanding of the organizational context in which 
work inclusion takes place. 

In practical terms, this means that frontline workers in PES cannot assess opportu-
nities and limitations for work inclusion in different companies only as they appear at 
a distance. Rather they have to get involved in the organizational context where inclu-
sion processes unfold. In other words, the development of ISC and WIC are equally 
important. WIC and ISC are two different, but mostly interdependent, competencies 
in inclusion processes. ISC represent frontline workers skilled approach and knowl-
edge of individuals, workplaces and inclusion/exclusion processes, while WIC represent 
the workplaces’ skilled and knowledge-based approach to accommodation in the daily 
follow-up of employees with reduced work ability. Knowledge development concerning 
work environment and the organization of work in general may therefore prove to be 
important for both frontline workers and workplaces in inclusion processes. Indicative 
findings suggest that closer collaboration in the interface between PES and the work-
place helps develop ISC and WIC simultaneously. The workplace learns more about PES, 
client’s challenges and support needs, while PES learns more about the actual challenges 
in the workplace in work inclusion efforts (Spjelkavik et al. 2020). We therefore assume 
that the development of ISC and WIC may take place simultaneously; when PES’ front-
line workers develop ISC, they may affect the development of WIC. As such, ISC influ-
ences the role of employers in ALMP. When workplaces develop WIC, they may affect 
the development of ISC in PES.

If work inclusion takes place in a COM environment, PES’s role must be compre-
hensive in the development of WIC. With this in mind, addressing employers’ engage-
ment and social responsibility is not sufficient – more intensive employer support and 
collaboration between PES and employers is needed.
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Note

1  The respondents were asked to tick off on a scale from 1 = very important to 5 = very 
important.
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Appendix

Rotated Component Matrixa

Now follows some questions about your company’s 
inclusion opportunities towards people with reduced 
work capacity.

Component

1 = INCOP 2 = INCAP

To what extent does your business: have work tasks that fit ,746 ,322

To what extent does your business succeed in: including the 
employee(s) in the social work environment

,053 ,789

To what extent does your business succeed in: providing the follow-up 
that was needed

,283 ,778

To what extent does your business succeed in: facilitating work tasks ,270 ,800

To what extent does your business have: opportunities to follow up 
people with a large need for facilitation and follow-up

,850 ,213

To what extent does your business have: resources who work 
specifically with facilitation and follow-up

,850 ,083

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
aRotation converged in 3 iterations.


