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About Tinka van Vuuren
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• Consultant at Loyalis, an insurance company

• Professor by Special Appointment in Strategic HRM, Vitality 
Management at the Open University, Heerlen, the Netherlands

• Wife and mother of two sons, age 25 and 27

• Chair of Section Work and Health of Dutch Association of 
Psychologists (NIP), active involvement for 6 years



My work focus
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• Conduct research and provide advise on sustainable 
employability for public and private organizations:

– E.g. National Police, Primary Education, Health Organizations, 
Energy Companies

• Research with my PhD students concerning sustainable 
employability:

– Workability, sickness absenceteeism, work and health policies, vitality, 
job insecurity, active aging & mobility



My career development
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• Vrije University Amsterdam: Research Assistant, Researcher,
PhD about job insecurity and its antecedents and 
consequences for  individual well-being, attitudes and behavior,
and Assistant Professor

• Lecturer at the Department of Occupational Psychology, 
Birkbeck College, University of London

• Department of Housing, Spatial Planning and Environment:
HRPolicy Advisor

• TNO Institute for Applied Research: Researcher/Consultant



Vital performers
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Today’s topics

1. What is sustainable employability? 

2. Why is sustainable employability important?

3. What facilitates and hinders sustainable employability?

4. When do you have societal impact? 

5. Tips
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1.
What is Sustainable Employability? 
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Sustainability 

• The concept of sustainability is introduced by The United 
Nation’s Brundtland Commission (WCED, 1987)

• They emphasized the importance of retaining the world’s 
natural resources for future generations

• Sustainable employability is about the importance of retaining 
your own resources for your future self
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Sustainable Employability

• Sustainable Employability: extent to which employees
are able and willing to carry out their current and future work 
(Van Vuuren, 2012: Ybema, Van Vuuren & Van Dam, 2017)
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Work ability Vitality

Employability



2.
Why is Sustainable Employability important?
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Age Pyramid, The Nederlands (CBS 2018)
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Aging in the Netherlands

65+ 65+ : 20-65

1950: 770.595 14 : 100

1968: 1.000.000 19 : 100

1995: 2.000.000 21 : 100

2010: 2.500.000 25 : 100

2017: 3.160.000 31 : 100

2038: 4.500.000 48 : 100
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Sickness absence

• according to age with and without chronical illnesses in the 
Netherlands 2010 (TNO, 2012) 
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3.
What facilitates and hinders Sustainable 
Employability?



Discussion
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• What do you think are the 
most important causes of 
your own Sustainable 
Employability?

• What does your own 
research tell you about 
these relationships?

• Discuss your views with 
your two neighbors



Health

•Pagina 16



Competence
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Motivation

•Pagina 18



Theoretical Perspectives that can provide insights:
1. The Work Ability House (Ilmarinen e.a., 2005)
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Scan Vitality at Work – Loyalis
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Relationship between Health, Work ability and Job 
Resources (Boelhouwer, Vermeer, Van Vuuren, 2019)

Physical chronic disease

Mental chronic disease

Comorbidities

Job resources:
1. Autonomy 
2. Social support by colleagues
3. Supportive leadership style
4. Open and communicative 
organizational culture

Outcome measures:

• Work ability
• Burnout complaints
• Work engagement



Theoretical Perspectives that can provide insights: 
2. Self-Determination-Theory

• SDT is about motivation: 
How can employees use 
their natural or intrinsic 
tendencies to behave 
healthy and effective? 
(Ryan & Deci, 2008)
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Drawing on Self-Determination Theory a Self-leadership 
training was developed (Van Dorssen, Van Vuuren,  Veld & 
De Jong, under review) 

• Self-Determination Theory assumes that when motivation is based on 
autonomous choices, positive outcomes related to intrinsic motivation, general 
health, vitality, and personal growth are expected throughout the lifespan.

• Drawing on SDT an  intervention was developed by my PhD student Pauline van 
Dorssen (Van Dorssen, De Jong & Van Vuuren, under review) to train employees 
in self-leadership skills to gain competences for self-influencing their wellbeing at 
work, and to sustain their employability throughout their working life. 

• An intervention study tested the impact of this self-leadership training on the 
sustainable employability of employees.

• The outcomes indeed showed positive effects on intrinsic motivation at work, as 
well as on perceived employability and performance. This supports the potential
of self-leadership as a competence for living a sustainable working life.
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Theoretical Perspectives that can provide insights: 
3. Psychological Climate Theory

• How people define their 
work environment: 
Framing. Especially 
stereotypical thoughts 
about older employees 
may hinder
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Psychological Climate or Organizational Climate 
(James &  Jones, 1974)

• Organizational climate is defined as employees’ shared perceptions of 
their work environment (e.g., policies, norms, procedures, and practices)

• Organizational climate scores are typically derived by aggregating 
measures of psychological climate – individual employees’ perceptions 
of their work environment – across employees within each company 

• Researchers have developed several facet-specific organizational 
climate constructs, including climates for age support (Van Dam, Van 
Vuuren & Kemps, 2017) or successful aging (Zachter & Yang, 2016)

• Research has shown that organizational climates predict relevant 
employee attitudes, behaviors, and firm outcomes and sustainable 
employability
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Theoretical Perspectives that can provide insights: 
4. Job Demands Resources Model

• Causes of employees’ 
well-being can be 
classified into job demands 
and job resources
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Job-demands resources model
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) 
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The more job insecurity, the less sustainable 
employability (Van Vuuren & Smulders, 2018)

•28



Theoretical Perspectives that can provide insights: 
5. Boundaryless Careers

• Focusing how the career extends 
beyond single employers or single 
environments (e.g., work and 
home, parallel career tracks)

• It is also about career support 
through extra-organizational 
networks, personal-family 
boundaries, and subjective 
interpretation

• It is a multifaceted phenomenon 
that encompasses and transcends 
various boundaries and levels of 
analysis, physical and 
psychological, objective and 
subjective 

•29



Boundaryless careers: parallel career tracks 
(Azevedo, 2015)

• My PhD Student Maria Candia Azevedo researches Parallel Career 
Tracks (PCT), in which people hold more than one career track at the 
same time

• This has become a reality for 27% of Brazilians with a postgraduate 
degree (Azevedo, 2015) 

• Having a PCT does not present any harm nor any gain to their holders 
for their sustainable employability in terms of for example career 
satisfaction, engagement, commitment, burnout, perceived employability, 
absenteeism and presenteeism (Azevedo, 2018)
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Theoretical Perspectives that can provide insights: 
6. Work Redesign 

• Classic definition of work redesign is 
“changing the actual structure of the 
jobs people perform” (Hackman & 
Oldham, 1980, p.44). In 1976, 
Hackman & Oldman developed a job 
design theory with five core job 
characteristics: skill variety, task 
identity, task significance, autonomy, 
and job feedback

• Jobs that rank high on these core 
characteristics will, according to the 
theory, be associated with employee 
responses of high job satisfaction, 
intrinsic motivation, quality 
performance, and low absenteeism 
and turnover. 
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One size fits all?
A case for tailoring jobs to retain older workers
(Den Boer, De  Jong  & Van Vuuren, 2019)

32

Job
Role

1. Support
2. Expert
3. Leader

Continue
Working

I am willing to 
continue working 
past the 
retirement age

Job
Satisfaction

I find real 
enjoyment in my 
work

Task
1. Autonomy
2. Identity
3. Learning

Work
Characteristics

Social
1. Supervisor
2. Social support
3. Feedback

Context
1. Conditions
2. Workspace



4.
How to enhance sustainable employability 
in society? How to get societal impact?  



Exercise: Societal impact

• Your research is under attack. Objections have been raised. 
Too much money is being spent on it. It is believed that the 
research has no societal impact. Journalists want to know 
more about it. It's up to you to answer their questions.

• Discuss the following questions with your two neighbors:
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Questions about the value of your 
research for society

• Does your research provide insight into the problems that 
are actually considered important by workers or 
organizations? 

• Does your research lead to better work, higher productivity, 
or an increase in well-being? Or in other words: do you work 
for the greater good: inspiring people, designing jobs and 
leading organizations for a more inclusive society?

• Does your research end up in places where it can be used in 
practice or in policy?
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How to increase societal impact?

• How to reach society with evidence-based insights about work 
and organization? 

• How to have impact on decisions regarding people and work? 

• How to bridge the gap between research and practice? 

• How to know what society needs? 

Pagina 36



How do I try to have societal impact?

• How do I try to reach society with evidence-based insights 
about work and organization? 

• How do I try to have impact on decisions regarding people 
and work? 

• How do I try to bridge the gap between research and
practice? 

• How do I try to understand what society needs? 
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How I try to reach society with evidence-based 
insights about work and organization

• Once or twice a week I give workshops for the public: HR 
Advisors, Management, Unions, or Employees

• Once or twice a week I meet potential clients to exchange 
views

• Once a month I publish an article or I am interviewed for a 
popular professional magazine, online magazine, 
newspaper, or radio
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Where I publish

• International Scientific Journals, including

– Journal of Managerial Psychology, Personnel Review, International Journal of 
HRM, Career Development International, Economic and Industrial Democracy, 
Frontiers in Psychology, Project Management Journal, Team Performance 
Management: An International Journal, Journal of Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship, Language, Discourse & Society

• Dutch Scientific Journals, including

– Gedrag & Organisatie; Tijdschrift voor Arbeidsvraagstukken, Tijdschrift voor 
Bedrijfs- en Verzekeringsgeneeskunde

• Dutch Professional Journals, including

– Tijdschrift voor HRM, M&O Tijdschrift voor Management en Organisatie, 
Tijdschrift voor toegepaste Arbowetenschap, Hoger Onderwijs Management, 
Vakblad Arbo, Loopbaanvisie, Zorgvisie

• (Inter)national Handbooks
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My social media hits

• LinkedIn : 2459 connections

• ResearchGate: 

– Total Research Interest 370,5
This is the sum of the Research Interest for each research item an 
author has added to their profile. Every item has its own score, based 
on its citations, recommendations, and reads.

– Total reads 36,181
Total reads is counted each time someone views a publication 
summary (such as the title, abstract, and list of authors), clicks on a 
figure, views or downloads the full-text, or clicks on a project or 
question in Q&A.
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How I try to have impact on decisions regarding 
people and work

• On an ongoing basis I conduct and/or supervise consultancy 
and applied research for public and private organisations 

• Both consultancy and applied research include 
recommendations for decisions regarding people and work
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Kind of consultancy and applied research that I 
carry out

• I conduct and/or supervise consultancy and applied research 
for public and private organisations, such as National Police, 
Primary Education, Health Organizations, Energy Companies, 
Employers Associations, and Government.

• Examples of these activities: 

– Evaluating interventions to enhance dialogue between manager and 
employees for the employers association in Energy 

– Evaluating policies for older workers to reduce working time for the 
Dutch Universities

– Developing policies to reduce sickness absenteeism and enhance 
vitality in a Health Care Organization

– Evaluating policies to place workers 
with distance to the labor market in fundamental education 
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How I try to bridge the gap between research and
practice

• Translate research findings into layman’s terms

– „A significant pearson correlation between variable Social support 
with variable Work pleasure”

– becomes

– „People who experience more support from their colleagues, 
enjoy their work more and have more fun at work”
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How I try to know what society needs

• Keeping up with actual news stories

• Meeting many different people

• Talking with clients, employers, policy makers, workers, union 
representatives, and students

• Listening to their pressing questions
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Why I want my research to have societal impact 
and my consultancy to be evidence-based 

• Meaning of work

• Scientific impact only was not enough

• Applied research and consultancy does matter

• Evidence-based is necessary to advise the right things

• Family background: SME in lady fashion shops: I am aware 
what is needed in SME’s and other organizations 

• Enjoy meeting people in addition to working behind my desk

• Very intrinsic motivation to do this: I take the lead and show 
self-leadership to try to realise societal impact
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I can 
• Am I capable to do it? 

• Do I have the skills? 

• Do I create the conditions 
to do it? 

• Do I know how to do it? 
• Do I know enough about 

the subject? 
• Do I realize the 

importance of it? 
• Do I have enough self-

knowledge? 

I want 
• Have I set clear goals? 
• Do I believe I can do it? 
• Do I go for it? 
• Does this suit me? 

I dare 
• Do I have the courage to do it? 
• Do I allow myself? 
• Do I award myself? 

I am aware 

• Do I have my own favorite 
way to live healthy?

• Do I seek healthy 
activities that I like?

• Do I seek active 
contact with people 
who live healthy?

• Do I try to live 
healthy as much as 
possible in a way 
that I enjoy it? 

Self-leadership 

I am informed 
• Do I get adequate information and 

explanation? 

• Do I know the current policy of the 
organization? 

I get opportunities 
• Does the organization 

support me with 
(practical) facilities and 
regulations to reach my 
goals? 

I am allowed 
• Do these health issues fit in 

this organization? 
• Am I permitted to keep 

myself busy with this? 
• What do others think of it? 

Self-leadership on Health Model



Tips
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Tips on how to bridge the gap between theory and 
practice

• There is nothing so practical as a good theory” (Lewin, 
1951): 

• Start with doing good quality research to develop a good 
theory

• Use this theory in applied research and consultancy

• Use the right channels needed to reach potential target 
groups effectively

• Listen to people to discover their pressing questions

• Make „smurf” in stead of smart action plans
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Go for SMURF, which means

• Specific: make the goal clear and concrete

• Measurable: indicate when the goal has been achieved

• Upbeat: the goal can be exciting and challenging

• Realistic: the goal must be achievable

• Fun: if one enjoys achieving the goal, then the chance of 
success is the greatest
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Thank you for your attention!

Tinka.van.Vuuren@ou.nl
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