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Abstract
Coordinating services for people with disabilities requires the expertise of profes-
sionals who promote the employment and work ability of their clients. This study 
evaluated the effects of work ability coordinators’ educational program on behavior 
of professionals who support work ability of people with disabilities. The partici-
pants were 394 professionals aged from 27 to 63 (mean age 46), who attended 21 
educational programs in different parts of Finland during 2016–2019. As evaluation 
methods we used questionnaires and content analysis. The participants’ knowledge 
and skills, as their capabilities to provide work ability support to people with dis-
abilities increased statistically significantly during the educational program. Motiva-
tion meant that the participants expected to gain knowledge on the broad structure 
of the service system and legislation. Networking opportunities led to new, indi-
vidual-based contacts and co-operation at the national as well as the regional level. 
Behavior change meant that the use of the solution-focused approach to work and 
the full range of measures to support work ability and employment of persons with 
disabilities in the service system had been successful. The results will guide future 
educational programs and policy decisions on the proficiency needs of professionals 
working in the service system.
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Introduction

As populations are aging, extending working careers is globally becoming a com-
mon and essential goal to guarantee the adequate supply of labor and prevent the 
excessive rise of social expenditures (Vornholt et al. 2018). Actions, policies and 
services to support the work ability of employed and unemployed people serve 
this end. However, the integration and coordination of various services need 
improvement in many countries (Blomgren and Waks 2015).

Finland is a case in point. A variety of services, means and benefits are avail-
able to people with disabilities to support their work ability or participation in the 
labor market and society (Nevala et al. 2015a, b; Ratti et al. 2016). However, at 
the same time, this service system is fragmented and difficult to master for both 
people with disabilities and professionals (Liukko and Kuuva 2017). This may 
result in inefficient use of services and benefits, which in turn can lead to lower 
than optimal levels of employment among people with disabilities. Further, this 
decreases the inclusiveness of the labor market and the service system (Huang 
2002).

Work ability support services have transformed from a system-centered 
approach to a person-centered approach that tailors services around the individ-
ual, rather than enforcing one size to fit all (Liukko and Kuuva 2017; Vornholt 
et  al. 2018). Work ability coordinators work in different contexts in the service 
system and at workplaces. However, their work involves similar competencies, 
such as applying laws, policies and regulations related to social insurance, con-
tacting the worker, and planning individually tailored work ability support ser-
vices (Durand et al. 2017).

The clients of work ability coordinators are unemployed individuals or employ-
ees who have health problems or permanent disabilities, struggle to gain employ-
ment or maintain their work ability or are at risk of long-term work disability 
(Durand et al. 2017; Kausto et al. 2021). In most cases, work ability coordinators 
also guide managers and the whole organization to support work ability and well-
being at work. Cooperation across different jurisdictions is an essential element 
of their work (Durand et al. 2017; Kausto et al. 2021).

Coordinating the various services available to people with disabilities requires 
the expertise of professionals who promote the employment and work ability of 
their clients. These professionals must have good interaction skills and a solution-
focused work style, and must be able to treat the client with respect (Liukko and 
Kuuva 2017; Noordegraaf 2015). The professionals’ task is to guide and advise 
the client and to build bridges between different operating practices, client groups 
and service providers (Blomgren and Waks 2015; Noordegraaf 2015). According 
to Durand et al. (2017), a background in nursing or occupational health and safety 
training significantly influenced return-to-work coordinators’ practices.

Evidence of the effectiveness of the coordinator model is mixed and inconclu-
sive. Some research suggests that the coordinator model might reduce the dura-
tion of work disability (Franche et al. 2005; Nevala et al. 2015a, b) but other stud-
ies argue that offering coordination has no benefits over usual practice (Skarpaas 
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et al. 2019; Vogel et al. 2017). A return-to-work coordinator model may increase 
employee sickness absence, but decrease the risk of disability retirement, i.e., 
permanent exclusion from the labor market in the public sector (Kausto et  al. 
2021).

The Finnish Government’s key project “Career opportunities for people with dis-
abilities (OTE)” aimed to increase the employment rate of persons with disabili-
ties, promote positive attitudes toward their access to employment, improve their 
access to rehabilitation, and provide information concerning the means, benefits 
and services that help people find employment or continue working (Mattila-Wiro 
and Tiainen 2019). One main task of this project was to improve the know-how of 
professionals in the service system who help the general working-age population, 
but especially those who help people with disabilities. The project launched a new 
educational program and educated nearly 700 work ability coordinators working in 
different parts of the service system in the public, private and third sector (Mattila-
Wiro and Tiainen 2019).

The aim of this study was to evaluate the effects of the work ability coordina-
tors’ educational program carried out during the OTE project. The evaluation con-
centrated on the capabilities, motivation, opportunities, and behavior of the profes-
sionals attending the educational program and working actively with people with 
disabilities. It was anticipated that the educational program would directly affect 
the success of the trained professionals in their work in promoting work ability and 
increase the employment rate of people with disabilities.

Materials and methods

Participants

The participants consisted of 394 professionals (29 men, 365 women), aged between 
27 and 63 (mean age 46 years), whose work involved supporting work ability and 
employment and who took part in 21 work ability coordinators’ educational pro-
grams organized in various parts of Finland (Table 1). The participants had diverse 
educational and professional backgrounds and worked under different job titles in 
public, private or third sector organizations.

Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework of this study was the COM-B model (Michie et al. 2011) 
(Fig. 1). The COM-B model of behavior has been widely used to identify the factors 
that need to change in order for a behavior change intervention to be effective. In 
our study, it identified three factors – capability, opportunity and motivation – which 
need to be present for any behavior to occur. In this study, the capability factor con-
sisted of the knowledge and skills of the participants, the opportunity factor con-
sisted of networks, barriers or facilitators, and the motivation factor consisted of 
benefits, satisfaction and expectations.
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Table 1   Background factors of 
participants (n = 394), n (%), 
who took part in work ability 
coordinators’ educational 
programs

Background factor n %

Gender
 Men 29 8
 Women 365 92

Education
 Vocational school or college level degree, 

matriculation examination
106 27

 Undergraduate or polytechnic degree 163 41
 Graduate degree, PhD 125 32

Sector
 Public sector 250 63
 Private sector 103 26
 Third sector 41 11

Occupational group
 Health care 120 30
 Employment services 92 23
 Social services 41 10
 Third sector 38 10
 Human resources management 36 9
 Rehabilitation services 26 7
 Educational institute 23 6
 Insurance sector 18 5

Capability
Knowledge

Skills

Motivation
Expectations
Satisfaction

Benefits

Opportunity
Network

Barriers and facilitators

Behavior

Fig. 1   COM-B framework in this study (Michie et al. 2011)
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Educational program of work ability coordinators

The concept and the educational program of work ability coordinators were devel-
oped in several programs and projects together with Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Health of Finland, Rehabilitation Foundation, University of Tampere and 
Lapland, Sano Ky, and Finnish Institute of Occupational Health (Mattila-Wiro 
and Tiainen 2019; Nevala et  al. 2015a, b). The education offered occupational 
refresher training and advanced training for people with varying educational and 
professional backgrounds.

The aim of the educational program was to increase the competence of the 
experts in providing specific services, means and benefits for people with dis-
abilities, to promote a solution-focused work style, and to develop working skills 
in occupational networks. It was anticipated that this would contribute to the 
goal of the OTE project, namely to increase the employment rate of persons with 
disabilities.

The educational program was based on the constructive concept of learning, 
which considers the learner an active agent in the process of knowledge acquisi-
tion (Bada and Olusegun 2015; Huang 2002). Learning happens when learners 
construct meaning by interpreting information in the context of their own expe-
riences in different parts of the service system. The work ability coordinators’ 
educational program lasted approximately nine months and comprised ten contact 
learning days, independent studies, a book summary, a network meeting, and a 
developmental task. This amounted to around 270 h of intensive work (Table 2).

Methods

As evaluation and data collection methods, we used questionnaires and content 
analysis of the participants’ written developmental tasks. Other sources of data, 
including long-term follow-up data, were not available.

We gathered the quantitative data using the Webropol 2.0 online questionnaires 
that evaluated the capability, motivation and opportunity of the participants before 
and after the educational program. The questionnaire was sent to 579 people, of 
whom 394 answered both before and after the questionnaires. The response rate was 
68%. Several actions were taken to increase and guarantee a good response rate. As 
an example, the participants were informed by e-mail of the process of the evalu-
ation already at the time they first signed up to the education. The questionnaires 
were planned to be short, accessible and easy to understand. It was also possible 
to fill the questionnaire in single parts which increased the easy-to-fill properties. 
The main concepts were also clarified for the respondents. Further, three profession-
als piloted the questionnaires, and the questionnaires were improved according to 
the feedback. In practice, the participants of the educational program were sent an 
e-mail that included a weblink to the questionnaire and an information letter about 
the basic background information of the study. The participants were also reminded 
twice if they had not responded within the predetermined time slot.
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The statistical analyses was carried out using the SAS Statistical Program-
ming Package. Means, standard deviations, and distributions were calculated to 
describe the data. The Paired Student’s t-test was used to analyze the statistical 
significance of the differences between the means. The differences between the 
paired data of the classified variables was analyzed using McNemar’s test.

The qualitative data consisted of the open answers in the questionnaires and the 
content of the developmental tasks. The data were analyzed using the qualitative 
content analysis. The conceptual analysis determined the existence and frequency of 
the concepts in a text (Morse 1991).

Results

The professionals’ knowledge of work ability support in terms of services, means 
and benefits increased statistically significantly during the educational program 
(Table 3). At the beginning of the education, the participants felt that they needed 
more knowledge especially regarding the existing wide and complex service system 
with various means and benefits to improve work ability and support employment of 
people with disabilities.

After the educational program, the professionals felt that they had better skills 
in the service process of work ability support than before the educational pro-
gram (Table  3). The process included detecting service needs, planning suit-
able measures and benefits, co-operation with the client and network, the use 
of tools and data, and evaluation of the process. At their workplaces, the work 

Table 3   Knowledge (scale 1 = poor–10 = excellent) and skills (scale 1 = poor–5 = excellent) of work abil-
ity support among participants (n = 394) before and after work ability coordinators’ educational program 
and statistical significance of the difference (p)

Measures Before After p

Knowledge
 Workplace measures 7.3 8.5  < .0001
 Health care and social services 7.4 8.4  < .0001
 Rehabilitation services 7.5 8.7  < .0001
 Education 7.3 8.5  < .0001
 Employment services 7.0 8.2  < .0001
 Social benefits 7.2 8.4  < .0001

Skills
 I can detect the need for the service together with the customer 3.8 4.3  < .0001
 I can make a personal work ability support plan that contains suitable 

measures and benefits together with the customer
3.3 4.1  < .0001

 I can cooperate with the customer in an appreciative and constructive way 4.4 4.7  < .0001
 I can cooperate with the customer and other networks 4.3 4.6  < .0001
 I can use digital work tools and data in the service process 3.7 4.3  < .0001
 I can evaluate the customer’s service process and the results 3.6 4.2  < .0001
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ability coordinators advised supervisors to utilize different means to support the 
work ability of workers with disabilities through work arrangements, workplace 
accommodations, work trials, or relocations.

Motivation was analyzed through expectations, perceived benefits and satis-
faction with the education. Before the educational program, the participants 
answered the questionnaire on the expectations they had of the educational pro-
gram and how they saw their own contribution to that. The participants expected 
to gain knowledge of the “big picture” of the service system and support meas-
ures of work ability and employment. They also expected to gain detailed knowl-
edge of the roles and responsibilities of different service providers and of essen-
tial legislation.

The professionals expected to participate and contribute actively, be able to 
critically analyze their own work habits, learn the use of the solution-focused 
approach to work, take the opportunity to become acquainted with other service 
providers, and to have opportunities to build new networks. After the educational 
program, the participants claimed that the educational program had benefitted 
themselves, their clients, their workplaces, and their networks (Table 4).

The participants were mostly very or somewhat satisfied with the educational 
program. Over 90% were very or somewhat satisfied with the content of the 
educational program, the occupational skills of the educators, and the practical 
arrangements of the education. The participants suggested that the educational 
program could be improved by offering more opportunities to partly carry out 
the education through networks, increasing the use of active techniques such as 
experiments and real-world problem-solving as teaching methods, and offering 
better guidance in the developmental tasks. The participants also requested more 
knowledge concerning the customer-oriented approach.

Opportunity consisted of networking, and barriers or facilitators. During the 
educational program, the participants built new networks with work ability coor-
dinators and other service providers at both the national and regional level. All 
the participants also organized a network meeting with some “new” service pro-
vider to draw up a concrete network plan for work ability support. The partici-
pants claimed to have learned about each other’s expertise, services and responsi-
bilities, the glossary specific for professionals, various tools they can use in their 
work, and low threshold for contacting networks.

During the educational program, the networks that mostly increased were 
those with workplaces, the Social Insurance Institution of Finland, and employ-
ment offices. However, established networks and common development of the 
networks were only partly realized. In most cases, the target of the network was 
a single customer and their need for work ability support. The second most com-
mon target of the network was to develop the services and common work habits 
of work ability support. The participants described how:

“The main principle is that the network is built on the basis of the custom-
ers’ need for the service. So that the network is a resource for the customer.”
“We have organized regular meetings with our network and worked on our 
common tasks.”
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The barriers to and facilitators of learning included their own workplace’s work 
ability support strategy, resources for coordination and networking, and the service 
system. The opportunity to complete a developmental task related to their own work 
was an important facilitator. This helped the whole workplace learn together and 
improve the organizations’ operations as part of the service system. In addition, the 
developmental task helped in implementing new work habits as part of their organi-
zation. In some cases, the fragmented service system prevented the tailoring of opti-
mal services for clients with disabilities. In addition, the employer was not always 
able to use the new knowledge and skills of the work ability coordinators in the best 
possible way in their organization.

Behavior change was based on the open answers of the questionnaires and the 
themes of the developmental tasks. The change meant using the solution-focused 

Table 4   Perceived benefits of work ability coordinators’ educational program among participants, 
(n = 394)

Target group Perceived benefits

Participants of educational program •Obtained knowledge regarding the service system, means and 
benefits of employment and work ability support

•Gained expertise, learnt about roles of and collaboration with 
other professionals

•Learnt solution-focused work styles and skills for guiding and 
advising their clients

•Gained skills for reflecting and challenging their own ways of 
working

•Strengthened their self-esteem and found ways to promote career 
development

Customers •Were taken more seriously and heard, their views and wishes 
were better taken into account in various services than before

•Benefited from better expertise of professionals, use of wider 
range of measures and benefits

•Utilized wider professional networks
Participants’ workplaces •The professionals who participated the education shared their 

new knowledge and skills with other members of their work 
community

•New tools and work practices were introduced in workplaces as 
a result of developmental task, which was a requirement of the 
education

•Workplaces/organizations were not able to recognize the new 
skills of the employees in all cases or did not know-how to suf-
ficiently utilize these skills

Participants’ networks •Built occupational networks
•Professionals in these networks learnt to identify each other’s 

competencies and roles in supporting work ability
•Professionals gained skills to utilize the network’s expertise for 

the best of their clients
•Professionals learnt how to utilize solution-focused work style to 

support clients’ employment and work ability
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approach to work, the full range of work ability support measures, and network-
ing (Fig. 2).

The participants began to use solution-focused work styles in their daily work 
with their customers. After the educational program, 94% of the participants 
used a solution-focused approach in their work. Before the training program, the 
same proportion had been 66%, which meant a statistically significant increase 
(p < 0.0001).

The answers to the question “How do you use a solution-focused approach 
in your work?” were based on four themes: (1) interest in a solution-focused 
approach, (2) certainty in ones’ own work, (3) listening to the customer, and (4) 
finding more diverse solutions with a customer and a network. The participants 
described their solution-oriented work below:

“I consider the customers’ issues and situations from many different per-
spectives and I don’t accept the first solution right away.”
“I remember that everyone has a treasure chest of skills inside them.”

The participants began to use a wider range of the means and benefits of work 
ability support, in cooperation with wider professional networks. Special atten-
tion was also paid to the customer’s capabilities, hopes and dreams. According to 
the participants, the networks supported both the customers and the professionals:

“I understand the need for and importance of networking.”
“Networks are a resource for the customer as well as for the professionals’ 
own work.”
“I can analyze the customer’s situation more broadly and guide him towards 
suitable services. I can also contact the professionals in my network.”

 
 
 

Solution-focused approach to 
work

In the customer's services, more 
attention was paid to the 

customer's capabilities and own 
hopes and dreams.

The participants developed new 
work tools like questionnaires 

and pictures of work processes 
to notice better the clients’ need 
for work ability support, and to 

make their own work more 
fluent and the service processes 

more understandable for the 
clients. 

Use of measures and 
benefits

The participants began to use 
wider range of means and 
benefits of work ability and 
employment support than 

before education in co-
operation with wider 

professional networks.

 
 

Networks

Networking led to new, 
individual-based contacts and 

occasional co-operation 
between single participants 
who represented different 
service providers at the 

national and the regional level. 
The participants learnt to know 

and communicate with each 
other, and to plan new kinds of 
co-operation. They developed 

the  role and tasks of work 
ability coordinator in the 

service system. 
 

Behavior

Fig. 2   Changes in behavior during work ability coordinators’ educational program
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Networking led to new, individual-based contacts and cooperation between the 
individual participants who represented different service providers at the national 
as well as the regional level. The participants learnt to know and communicate with 
each other, and began to plan new cooperation to support customers’ work ability 
and opportunities to gain employment.

Discussion

The work ability coordinators’ educational program improved their knowledge 
regarding means and support, a solution-focused work style, and professional net-
works. This improved ability of the participants to guide and advise their clients and 
build networks with different service providers to promote employment or continu-
ing at work.

We used both quantitative and qualitative methods to evaluate the educational 
program. The quantitative data were based on questionnaires that were sent to the 
participants before and after the educational program. The total response rate was 
good (68%), which means that the results give a reliable picture of the educational 
program from the perspective of the participants. It has been documented (Con-
verse et al. 2008; Truell et al. 2002) that response rates in surveys sent via e-mail 
can be lower than those sent via traditional mail. However, the time span to receive 
response to a questionnaire is shorter in e-mail surveys compared to the surveys that 
use traditional mail (Truell et  al. 2002). In this study, the actions taken to ensure 
good response rate were considered sufficient. In addition, the participants were 
motivated to fill in the surveys as an integral part of the educational program.

The chain effect included the assumption that the education of professionals 
would increase the quality of work ability support services, and that this would 
increase the possibility of people with disabilities to be employed or to continue at 
work. This assumption requires a behavior change among the professionals, which 
the COM-B framework identified as requiring three factors: capability, opportunity 
and motivation. This framework has been used in several contexts; for example, 
in a qualitative study of occupational doctors in a return-to-work context (Horppu 
et al. 2018). Coordinating the various services available for people with disabilities 
requires the expertise of professionals. Capability comprised relevant knowledge 
and skills related to work ability support and its process.

During the educational program, the professionals learned by interpreting new 
information in the context of their own experiences in different parts of the ser-
vice system. Most of the professionals were satisfied with the educational program, 
but wished that the education could be partly carried out via networks. They also 
wished that the teaching practices could include more solving of typical case exam-
ples and real-world problem-solving, to create more knowledge and ability to adapt 
the knowledge when tailoring services around the individual (Durand et  al. 2017; 
Liukko and Kuuva 2017). This is also in accordance with the constructive concept 
of learning that was used (Bada and olusegun 2015; Huang 2002).

In the future, the inclusiveness should be taken more seriously into account in 
constructive learning approach both in traditional classroom and in online learning 
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environments (Huang 2002). The elements like relationships, advocacy, sense of 
identity, commonly shared experiences, and transparency, will increase and develop 
inclusiveness both in working life and in service system for people with disabilities 
(Saunders and Nedelec 2014). More real-world cases and problem-solving exercises 
should be included in the education as was also suggested by the participants. The 
multidisciplinary networks help the professionals actively share their experiences 
and develop better work ability support for their customers.

Opportunity comprised networking: individual-based contacts and cooperation 
between participants who represented different service providers at the national as 
well as the regional level. The participants learnt to know and communicate with 
each other, and to plan new kinds of cooperation to support the work ability and 
employment of people with disabilities. Behavior change meant the use of a solu-
tion-focused approach to work and of the full range of measures to support work 
ability, networking, and clarifying the role of the work ability coordinator in the dif-
ferent tasks of the service system.

As the training program was an integral part of the Finnish Government’s OTE 
project, it also importantly contributed to the results of the larger project. One key 
aspect of the project was that the education of the work ability coordinators was car-
ried out throughout the country. During the OTE project, the number of unemployed 
persons with disabilities decreased by 30.2%. The number of long-term unemployed 
people with disabilities also decreased (Mattila-Wiro and Tiainen 2019). The educa-
tional program shifted the focus away from a culture of sending away to a culture of 
inviting to participate. As a result of this shift, the client received work ability sup-
port to become employed or to continue at work.

Conclusions

The work ability coordinators’ behavior was influenced by the educational program 
via several factors related to personal capability, motivation and opportunities pro-
vided by networks. After the educational program, the participants were better able 
to guide and advise their clients and to build active networks with different service 
providers to promote employment or continuing at work. These results can guide 
future educational programs as well as policy decisions on the proficiency needs of 
professionals working in the service system. The success of the training program 
played an important part in the overall positive results of the “Career opportunities 
for people with disabilities” program.
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