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Abstract: After an accident or illness, returning to work can be 

difficult or even impossible. Although Occupational health and 

safety (OHS) is an important and central element of Corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) and is included in all international 

CSR frameworks and standards as well as in most CSR strategies 

of companies, in the event that an employee becomes ill or has an 

accident and then needs support in returning to work or 

vocational rehabilitation, it is rarely a part of CSR strategies. 

Vocational rehabilitation as an element of CSR has also received 

little attention in the literature so far. The aim of this study is 

therefore to examine whether and to what extent vocational 

rehabilitation and also the employment of people with disabilities 

are taken into account in the popular CSR frameworks and 

standards. The research is based on a comprehensive search of 

published peer-reviewed literature. For the in-depth analysis, the 

most popular CSR frameworks, guidelines, firms' rating indices, 

management systems and certification schemes were selected and 

evaluated, using deductive content analysis. The results of the 

analysis show that although OHS is a central topic in all 

international CSR frameworks and standards, vocational 

rehabilitation and the employment of people with disabilities, or 

rather disability in general, are not taken into account. The 

conclusion suggests that the promotion of vocational 

rehabilitation and the employment of people with disabilities can 

be substantially promoted by implementation and consideration in 

CSR frameworks and standards. Irrespective of this, the 

implementation of vocational rehabilitation and the employment 

of people with disabilities as part of the CSR strategy and its 

implementation in business practice should be further 

investigated. 

 
Index Terms: CSR, employment of people with disabilities, 

OHS, sustainability reporting, vocational rehabilitation.  

I. INTRODUCTION 

After an accident or serious illness, the return to work may 

become difficult or even impossible due to long incapacity to 

work or permanent impairment. Vocational rehabilitation 

enables persons with temporary, impending or permanent 

disabilities to access, return to or remain in a job [1]. 

Vocational rehabilitation is made up of medical and 

non-medical interventions that take place in parallel with the 

start of work and enable the gradual return to work with 

increasing recovery [2]-[3]. The terms vocational 

rehabilitation, return-to-work (RTW), disability management 

or operational case management are often used 

synonymously. The concepts are all aimed at reducing or 

preventing incapacity to work as a result of accidents and 

illness within the company [4]. 

An impairment or disability does not necessarily have to 

 
Revised Manuscript Received on October 25, 2019. 

Boris Miethlich, Graduate School, IIC University of Technology, Phnom 

Penh, Kingdom of Cambodia. Email: boris.miethlich@gmail.com 

 

have an effect on the exercise of the profession or on the 

workplace. There are people with disabilities who are not 

impaired in working life or at work. However, there are also 

impairments that force people to change jobs, occupations or 

give up gainful employment [5]. It is estimated that 10 to 20 

per cent of the population in each country is affected by 

disability [6]. Despite all efforts (legal provisions, 

anti-discrimination, equal treatment, etc.), people with 

disabilities continue to be affected by unemployment at an 

above-average rate [7]. People with disabilities or long-term 

health conditions such as groups with other barriers to labour 

market entry or job retention are vulnerable groups [8]. These 

vulnerable labour market groups also represent a large and 

growing part of the population in many countries [9]. People 

with disabilities cannot simply be equated with other 

disadvantaged groups as part of diversity. Diversity 

management approaches are too limited here and cannot 

really promote equality and equal opportunities for people 

with disabilities [10]. The hurdle for the employment is not 

primarily “stigma” but the amount of mental and physical 

barriers within the company [11]-[12]. Frequently, individual 

adjustments to the workplace and working environment 

according to the disability or individual aids are necessary, 

but adjustments to the job profile [13] or the conditions, such 

as irregular, adjusted or flexible working hours, may also be 

necessary [14].  

Vocational rehabilitation can be understood as a variant of 

employment for people with disabilities. However, it differs 

in a number of respects. It can be assumed, for example, that 

when a person with disabilities is regularly employed, the 

employee knows his or her abilities, knows what adjustments 

are required at the workplace or with aids and how these are 

best used. In the context of vocational rehabilitation, 

performance needs to be trained, increased and tested first; 

this takes some time due to progressive recovery and 

adaptation to the work process as well as testing optimal 

workplace adaptations. Vocational rehabilitation in 

companies is a limited period of several months. Following 

vocational rehabilitation, it is often necessary to clarify 

whether and to what extent the person concerned can continue 

to be employed in the company [15]. Various studies show 

that people who are employed in some form of work during 

the healing process recover almost twice as quickly as people 

who do not work. Returning to the company, even to a 

different or possibly adapted workplace, also enables the 

person concerned to continue to be formally and informally 

involved in the business [16]. Often, however, there are no 

suitable alternatives to work within the company and a person 

affected is dependent on being given a chance in another 

company despite any 

impairments [17].  
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Vocational rehabilitation, as a positive intervention to 

prolonged incapacity to work, can accelerate the return to 

work and thus minimize lost working days, increase the 

productivity of limited employees, reduce early retirement 

and generally contain social costs [16], [18]. 

Vocational rehabilitation was ratified as a separate 

standard by many states as early as 1983 by the International 

Labour Organization (ILO) Convention No. 159, which 

committed them to regularly revise legislation and provide 

access to appropriate measures for affected persons as well as 

to promote cooperation and coordination between 

governmental and private-sector organizations with regard to 

vocational rehabilitation [19]. Nevertheless, very few 

countries have a quota system or an obligation to employ 

people with disabilities or to participate in vocational 

rehabilitation [20]. Even in countries with extensive legal 

obligations, the process of vocational rehabilitation is often 

hampered by general problems and functions poorly. In 

addition, companies tend to barely fulfil their legal 

obligations in the rehabilitation process, as there are no 

sanctions to be feared [21]-[23]. In vocational rehabilitation, 

companies always find themselves in a field of tension 

between assuming social responsibility and fulfilling 

operational goals [24]-[25]. Although the social security and 

social insurance systems have many possibilities to support 

affected persons in their vocational rehabilitation, in the end 

they cannot be successful without the goodwill and 

commitment of companies. Vocational rehabilitation can 

therefore only really be promoted by the companies 

themselves. It is therefore an exclusively voluntary social 

commitment of a company. Overall, vocational rehabilitation 

and the employment of people with disabilities are important 

social concerns that companies must address as part of their 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) strategy [17]. 

Nevertheless, the promotion of vocational rehabilitation 

offers added value for a company's social responsibility. This 

commitment serves society and the company is thus regarded 

as a good corporate citizen. It also generates an actual “shared 

value”, makes disability-friendly values explicit at the 

workplace [17], [26] and since the prosperity of the society is 

increased, will benefit the company in return [11], [27]. 

Engagement can also be seen as an indicator of a socially 

responsible and caring employer. This has a signal effect on 

employees and promotes psychological occupational safety, 

thus strengthening employees' resilience and reducing 

stress-related illnesses.  

The concrete implementation of vocational rehabilitation 

as an initiative in a company's CSR strategy must go beyond 

the legal minimum and can take place, for example, by means 

of RTW policies, proactive initiation and coordination of the 

rehabilitation process, the adaptation of workplaces and work 

activities, the institutionalisation of sheltered workshops and 

a specialist department within the company. In particular, 

access for external persons to the company's own soft 

workplaces, internships and entry positions is an increasingly 

important aspect, also because new forms of work (e.g. 

freelancers) increasingly lead to “work disability” due to lack 

of access to adequate vocational rehabilitation. The opening 

up of the company's internal vocational rehabilitation 

capacities to external persons can therefore make a significant 

positive contribution to social development [17]. 

Sustainability and CSR reporting can be used to measure 

and make transparent the sustainable development of a 

company. At the same time, companies are held accountable. 

CSR reporting is also becoming increasingly important for 

companies from a strategic point of view. The reporting 

serves internally as a basis for the further development and 

success testing of CSR activities and externally for informing 

stakeholders about CSR performance [28]-[29]. CSR 

reporting is an important instrument of CSR communication, 

i.e. of making socially responsible commitment visible and 

communicating it [28]. Awareness of CSR activities among 

customers, as well as among stakeholders in general, is a 

prerequisite for achieving benefits from it [30]-[31]. A 

reputation as a socially responsible company can generate 

additional competitive advantages [30]. The increasing 

relevance of corporate responsibility can also be seen at the 

political level, for example in the obligation of the European 

Commission to conduct CSR reporting for companies. 

Various international standards and frameworks exist for 

systematic and well-founded CSR reporting, which are used 

depending on the industry and strategic orientation. Due to the 

increasing political demand for transparency in companies, 

national and regional standards and frameworks are being 

developed in parallel with international ones [32]. CSR thus 

plays an important role in promoting Occupational health and 

safety (OHS). Today, CSR initiatives regarding OHS can be 

found in almost every company, and in most cases are far 

superior to the minimum requirements of national and 

international legislation for the protection of workers [33].  

OHS is an essential part of a company's care for its 

employees and thus a central concern of CSR, and is 

accordingly considered in most CSR strategies of companies 

[33]-[36]. However, in the event that an employee becomes ill 

or has an accident and subsequently needs assistance in 

returning to work, is rarely part of CSR strategies [17]. OHS 

is concerned with the safety, health, and welfare of people at 

work. Its aim is to maintain the health of employees and to 

prevent illness and accidents. This is achieved through 

appropriate working and employment conditions, increased 

safety at the workplace and protection by environmental 

factors [37]. Vocational rehabilitation can theoretically be 

understood in a broader sense as an element of OHS [29], 

[35]. However, vocational rehabilitation of employees in 

corporate practice is not part of OHS. Even according to ILO 

standards, vocational rehabilitation is not part of OHS, even 

though the integration of vocational rehabilitation into ILO 

standards is discussed sporadically by the ILO themselves 

[37]. 

In recent years, interest in research on the implementation 

of CSR initiatives has increased sharply [38], but to date there 

is hardly any research on the implementation and adaptation 

of the employment of people with disabilities, vocational 

rehabilitation or closely related concepts as a part of the CSR 

strategy [24], [39]. Therefore, the aim of this study is to 

present and analyse the current situation of the representative 

international CSR frameworks 

and standards regarding the 

consideration of OHS, vocational 
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rehabilitation and the employment of people with disabilities. 

The expected results are indications of whether these subjects 

are a concern of CSR frameworks and standards or not. 

II. METHODS 

The research is based on a comprehensive search of 

published peer-reviewed literature. For the in-depth analysis, 

the most popular international CSR frameworks, guidelines, 

firms‟ rating indices, management systems and certification 

schemes were selected and evaluated with regards to the 

consideration of OHS, vocational rehabilitation, the 

employment of people with disabilities and/or closely related 

concepts. The research was conducted using the deductive 

content analysis method according to Mayring [40]. The 

coding was carried out in accordance to the following 

categories: OHS, vocational rehabilitation and the 

employment of people with disabilities. 

III. RESULTS 

The most popular international CSR frameworks, 

guidelines, firms‟ rating indices, management systems and 

certification schemes [29], [32] were evaluated with regards 

to the consideration of OHS, vocational rehabilitation, the 

employment of people with disabilities and/or closely related 

concepts. CSR frameworks and standards that focus 

exclusively on environmental aspects were not considered 

(e.g. Environmental Management Systems ISO 14001, CDP 

Carbon Disclosure Project, TFCD Task Force on 

Climate-related Financial Disclosures, EMAS 

Eco-Management and Audit Scheme, Forest Stewardship 

Council, etc.). The results of the deductive content analysis 

can be seen in the table 1. The analysis shows that OHS is an 

integral part of almost all CSR frameworks and management 

tools. Vocational rehabilitation or the employment of people 

with disabilities, on the other hand, is not taken into account. 

Only the core labour standards of the ILO deal with 

vocational rehabilitation. It is astonishing that this standard 

dates from 1983. Otherwise, only “Social Accountability 

8000” refers directly and with a recommendation and “UN 

Global Compact (Communication on Progress)” refers 

indirectly and without recommendation to the corresponding 

ILO core labour standard. In the “OECD Guidelines for 

Multinational Enterprises”, vocational rehabilitation is listed 

within the framework of “non-discrimination”. It looks a little 

better for the employment of people with disabilities and is 

mentioned in the frameworks “Global Reporting Initiative 

(GRI Sustainability Reporting Standards)”, “Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD 

Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises)”, “International 

Organization for Standardization (ISO 26000 Guidance on 

social responsibility)”, “Guidance on Social Responsibility 

(ISO 26000:2010)” and “Social Accountability 8000”. 

However, the employment of people with disabilities is not 

seen explicitly, but as part of non-discrimination, equal 

opportunities, employment of vulnerable groups and/or 

diversity. For example, individual needs such as adaptation of 

workplaces or accessibility are not further addressed. Only 

the core labour standards of the ILO and the “UN Global 

Compact (Communication on Progress)” explicitly deal with 

the employment of people with disabilities and any conditions 

or additional work associated with them. “Social 

Accountability 8000” merely refers directly and with a 

recommendation to this very ILO core labour standard. As a 

positive example, however, the “German Sustainability Code 

(DNK)”, which unfortunately is not international but is 

widespread in Germany, can still be cited here. It explicitly 

deals with the employment of people with disabilities and lists 

any necessary individual adjustments to jobs that may be 

required. 

 

Table- I: Results of the analysis of the popular CSR frameworks and standards 

CSR Management Tools and Frameworks 

Occupational 

health and 

safety 

Vocational 

rehabilitation 

Employment of 

people with 

disabilities 

Principles, Codes and Guidelines 

Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitskodex (DNK) / German Sustainability Code Yes No Yes 

ESG - Indicators of the EFFAS European Federation of Financial Analysts Societies Yes No No 

Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) Yes No No 

International Labour Organization (ILO) - Labour Standards Yes Yes Yes 

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development – OECD Guidelines for 

Multinational Enterprises 
Yes 

Yes 

(non-discrimination

) 

Yes 

(non-discrimination) 

UN Global Compact - Communication on Progress Yes 

No 

(Reference to 

ILO without 

recommendation) 

Yes 

Accountability and Reporting Frameworks 

AccountAbility (AA1000) Not explicit; view on stakeholder engagement 

Global Reporting Initiative - GRI Sustainability Reporting Standards Yes 
No 

 

Yes 

(vulnerable groups, 

diversity, 

non-discrimination) 

International Integrated Reporting Council – IIRC International Framework Yes No No 

Prince's Accounting for Sustainability Project - A4S Yes No No 
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Sustainability Accounting Standards Board - SASB Yes No No 

 
Management Systems and Certification Schemes 

International Organization for Standardization - Guidance on Social Responsibility (ISO 

26000:2010) 
Yes No 

Yes 

(non-discrimination) 

Social Accountability 8000 Yes 

Yes 

(Reference to ILO 

with 

recommendation) 

Yes 

(non-discrimination, 

Reference to ILO 

with 

recommendation) 

Sustainability Integrated Guidelines for Management - SIGMA Yes No No 

World Business Council for Sustainable development - CSR: making good business sense Yes No No 

Firms’ rating indices 

Domini 400 Social Index Not explicit No No 

Dow Jones Sustainability Group Index Yes No No 

FTSE4Good Index Series Yes No No 

 

IV. DISCUSSION 

The results indicate that vocational rehabilitation and the 

employment of people with disabilities are not a concern of 

CSR frameworks and standards. OHS, on the other hand, is 

considered in almost all CSR frameworks and standards. The 

results of the study show, in accordance with the literature, 

that OHS is considered in virtually all international CSR 

frameworks and standards [41]. CSR plays an important role 

in the promotion of OHS [33] and should also be an effective 

instrument in the promotion of vocational rehabilitation and 

employment of people with disabilities [42]. The inclusion of 

vocational rehabilitation and the employment of people with 

disabilities in international CSR frameworks and standards 

may well promote this concern and improve the situation of 

those concerned. Also because this commitment would 

automatically become part of CSR reporting and a company 

would therefore have to account, albeit only indirectly, for the 

decision to engage in vocational rehabilitation and to employ 

or not to employ people with disabilities. Conversely, this 

does not mean that companies are not already involved in 

vocational rehabilitation or the employment of people with 

disabilities. Many companies commit themselves 

independently of a CSR strategy, but miss out of it the 

effective opportunity to gain competitive advantages through 

CSR [34]. 

The study reviewed the most important international CSR 

frameworks and standards. The reasons why certain criteria 

and aspects were or were not implemented in detail were not 

investigated. Nevertheless, the results of the study show that 

there is a discrepancy in perception. On one side, vocational 

rehabilitation and the employment of people with disabilities 

is an important social concern where there is a demonstrable 

need for action. On the other hand, these aspects are hardly 

considered in the international CSR frameworks and 

standards. Only speculations can be made about the reason for 

this, so it is possible that vocational rehabilitation can be 

regarded as an implicit part of OHS or as an exclusive task of 

the state. The employment of people with disabilities could 

also be implicitly regarded as part of non-discrimination, 

diversity or fundamental human rights and therefore not be 

given additional consideration. Also for these reasons, the 

concrete implementation of vocational rehabilitation as well 

as the employment of people with disabilities as part of the 

CSR strategy and its implementation in business practice must 

be further investigated. 

V. CONCLUSION 

This study presented and analysed the current situation of 

the representative international CSR frameworks and 

standards regarding the consideration of OHS, vocational 

rehabilitation and the employment of people with disabilities. 

The results indicate that vocational rehabilitation and the 

employment of people with disabilities or rather disability in 

general are still not a concern of CSR frameworks and 

standards. 

Disability continues to be a blind spot in sustainability 

frameworks and standards, so this concern is usually not 

mentioned in sustainability reporting of the most companies 

as well. With the consideration of disability in CSR 

frameworks and standards, this commitment would also 

automatically become part of CSR reporting and a company 

would thus have to account, albeit only indirectly, for the 

decision to become involved in vocational rehabilitation and 

to employ or not employ people with disabilities. OHS can be 

cited here as an exemplary example, which has experienced 

significant promotion, particularly through its inclusion in 

CSR frameworks and standards. Today, companies take OHS 

seriously as a social and societal concern and consistently 

take it into account in their CSR strategy. Irrespective of this, 

the implementation of vocational rehabilitation and the 

employment of people with disabilities as part of the CSR 

strategy and its implementation in business practice should 

also be further investigated. 
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