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Introduction: The German vocational rehabilitation and participation system is
highly complex due to fragmented legal responsibilities and institutional
structures. To address this and improve labor market inclusion for people
with severe disabilities, Single Contact Points for Employers [Einheitliche
Ansprechstellen fur Arbeitgeber (EAA)] were established in 2022. The EAA are
legally mandated, provider-independent entities that support employers in
hiring and retaining employees with disabilities. The article analyzes the
network structure of the EAA within the vocational rehabilitation and
participation system, how the structure is evaluated, and which partners are
most relevant to the EAA.

Methods: A network analysis was conducted through egocentric network maps
(N = 20) with EAA consultants, online surveys of EAA consultants (N = 18), and
their key network partners (N =123). Additionally, N =7 guided expert
interviews (5 with employers, 2 with EAA supervisors) and three focus groups
of 3—-6 people each (1 with EAA consultants, 1 with EAA supervisors, and 1
with network partners) were analyzed using qualitative content analysis to
assess the structure and quality of cooperation.

Results: The EAA work closely with policy actors from the vocational
rehabilitation and participation system who provide advice and services for
participation in work, such as Integration Services, Employment Agencies, and
Specialist Agencies. These collaborations are characterized by mutual
information exchange and generally positive cooperation. Actors from the
economy, civil society, and academic sector are underrepresented in the
EAA’'s overall network. Employers’ associations were rarely named as key
partners, and civil society organizations were absent.

Discussion: The EAA's strong integration into policy networks underscores their
institutional relevance. However, their limited ties to economic and civil entities
suggest a constrained capacity for innovation. This pattern reflects both the
strengths of their legal mandate and the challenges of acting independently
within a highly structured system. Expanding their relational scope could
foster more holistic solutions for inclusive employment.

KEYWORDS

single contact points for employers, system of vocational rehabilitation and
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1 Introduction

The German vocational rehabilitation and participation
system is highly complex, reflecting its fragmentation across
legal entitlements, institutional responsibilities and diverse
support services (1-4). Stakeholders often refer to it as a
“support jungle” (5). System complexity and lack of knowledge
regarding advice, information and support services are among
the reasons why people with disabilities' still have fewer
opportunities to participate in work (6-9).

Recent findings on the employment situation of people with
disabilities that the
rehabilitation and participation system falls short of fulfilling its

(severe) indicate German vocational
legal obligation to ensure an inclusive labor market (10). In
2021, the employment rate of severely disabled people was
49.8%, which is lower than the employment rate of the overall
population, which was 78.7% at the same time (6). The
unemployment rate for severely disabled people is also higher
than the German average (11), despite the fact that unemployed
people with severe disabilities are, on average, better qualified
than those without disabilities (6).

To address the complexity of the system and increase
opportunities for people with severe disabilities to participate in
work, a new instrument was introduced in the vocational
rehabilitation and participation system. In 2022, the Single
Contact Points for Employers (EAA) were implemented by law
with Section 185a of the Ninth Social Code [Neuntes
Sozialgesetzbuch (SGB IX)]. The EAA are intended to serve as
support services for current and prospective employers of
individuals with severe disabilities. They “inform, advise, and
support employers in the training, recruitment, and employment
of severely disabled people” (Section 185a SGB IX). They have
the following tasks:

1. “To address employers and sensitize them to the training,
recruitment and employment of severely disabled people,

2. To be available to employers as an independent guide on issues
relating to training, recruitment, career support and securing
employment for severely disabled people, and

3. To support employers in submitting applications to the
responsible service providers” [Section 185a (2) SGB IX].

The EAA are financed as accompanying assistance in working life
by means of the equalization levy [Section 185a (2) SGB IX].
Employers who fail to meet their employment obligations or do
not sufficiently employ severely disabled people must pay this levy.

The
participation system has become even more intricate and

already complex vocational rehabilitation and

This article mostly uses the term “people with disabilities” as it is used in the
Federal Participation Act and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities and as demanded by self-advocacy organizations. The
term “severely disabled persons” is always used when referring to official

statistics or legal texts that use the construct “severe disability”
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complex with the implementation of the EAA. However, the
EAA aim to address this complexity more effectively by serving
as provider-independent guides. Provider-independent guidance
means the EAA do not act as service or cost providers within
the vocational rehabilitation and participation system, but they
are still required to understand the support structures of all
relevant stakeholders (5) and actively network with them. In
their practical work, the EAA adopt a so-called “pilot’s
perspective”, which enables them to identify alternative paths
alongside the “well-trodden paths” of the system and to identify
and take shortcuts to support employees with disabilities. This
piloting approach represents a reconfiguration of social practices
aimed at finding new pathways and improved solutions,
positioning the EAA as a form of social innovation (12-14).

“A social innovation is a new combination and/or new
configuration of social practices in certain areas of action or
social contexts prompted by certain actors or constellations
of actors in an intentional targeted manner with the goal of

better satisfying or answering needs and problems than is

possible on the basis of established practices” (13).

From an innovation theory perspective, questions arise about
the EAA’s potential to drive innovation and their capacity to act as
“innovators” (15), opening new pathways to labor market
inclusion. At the same time, from an innovation theory
perspective,  the complex, sometimes long-established
constellations of actors in the so-called innovation ecosystem
(16-18) of vocational rehabilitation and participation are

of interest.

“An innovation ecosystem is the evolving set of actors,
activities, and artifacts, and the institutions and relations,

‘ including complementary and substitute relations, that are
important for the innovative performance of an actor or a

population of actors” (18).

The specific interaction among different actors within an
hinder (19).
Innovation ecosystems can be analyzed using helix models.
Although various helix models (16, 17, 20, 21) differ in the type
of actors they include, they share a core characteristic:
Multipolarity, which forms the framework for the emergence of

ecosystem can either foster or innovation

innovations (5). This study applies Carayannis and Campbell’s
(16) quadruple
rehabilitation and participation ecosystem, which differentiates

helix model to analyze the vocational
actors in the sectors of politics, economy, civil society, and
(16) formulate the

hypothesis that innovations are more successful when actors

academia. Carayannis and Campbell
from all four helix sectors are involved in the innovation
process. Hence, the current study investigates how the EAA, as
a new social practice, is linked to different actors.

The EAA belong to the policy sector, as they are legally
mandated and publicly funded through the equalization levy (5).
In accordance with their legal mandate, the EAA are supposed
to guide employers through the complex ecosystem of vocational
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rehabilitation and participation. In order to “navigate” the system
and explore “new paths”, the EAA not only require knowledge
about the funding and support services of all funding bodies
and service providers in the system, but also personal network
contacts in order to initiate and moderate application
procedures. This research perspective is grounded in the
assumption that innovation within the vocational rehabilitation
and participation ecosystem depends on effective networking.

This article focuses on the EAA’s networking with the key
actors of the vocational rehabilitation and participation ecosystem
in the region of the Rhineland Regional Association in North
Rhine-Westphalia. This is based on data from the project
“Evaluation of the Single Contact Points for Employers, viewed as
a social innovation in the ecosystem of the rehabilitation system
and labor market [Evaluation der Einheitlichen Ansprechstellen
fur Arbeitgeber*innen, betrachtet als soziale Innovation im Eco-
System von Rehabilitationssystem und Arbeitsmarkt (EvaEfA)]”,
funded by the Inclusion Office of the Rhineland Regional
Association [Landschaftsverband Rheinland Inklusionsamt (LVR
Inclusion Office)].

The EvaEfA project examines both the predecessor structures
of the EAA® and their cooperation with other key actors in
the ecosystem.

The following research questions are of interest in this article:

1. How intensively are the EAA’s interlinked within the network
of the vocational rehabilitation and participation ecosystem?
How are networking activities of relevant actors assessed?

2. Who are the EAA’s most important network partners in the
vocational rehabilitation and participation ecosystem? Why are
these network partners particularly important for the EAA?

3. How is cooperation, communication and the exchange of
information between the EAA and its most important

rehabilitation and

network partners in the vocational

participation ecosystem structured?

2 Method

The EvaEfA project uses a participatory dialogic procedure (5)
to investigate the function of EAA within the complex vocational
rehabilitation and participation ecosystem. The participatory
dialogic procedure solves two challenges in researching EAA
within the complex vocational rehabilitation and participation
system. First, it stimulates discussion about the key actors in the
system. Second, it makes implicit knowledge that exists in the
field, which is partly embedded in routines or experiential
knowledge and therefore difficult to grasp using traditional
The
procedure is based on participatory research approaches (22),

empirical approaches, explicit. participatory dialogic

2York J, Sartor T, Lamb S, Schulze S, Jochmaring J, Kuhn JT, et al
Innovation Biography as an Instrument to Evaluate Inclusion Policy: The

Case of Single Contact Points for Employers, Germany.
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co-creation (23), transformative research (24) and dialogic
methods (25). The aim of the procedure is to enrich the
research results with the practical experience of relevant experts
and a communicative validation (26, 27) of central research
results. To achieve this, the participatory dialogical process
incorporated recurring dialog formats such as workshops, focus
groups or monthly meetings (28).

To examine the function of the EAA within the vocational
rehabilitation and participation ecosystem, the study uses a
mixed-methods design combining qualitative and quantitative
data (29). The goal of integrating different types of data is to
develop a comprehensive understanding of the EAA, capturing
both the depth and breadth of their implementation. The
following section presents two components of the mixed-methods
design in more detail: Network analysis and the expert interviews.
Other results of the research project can be found in the articles
mentioned here. These include the historical development of the
EAA (see text footnote 2), networking among individual EAA
consultants (30-32), the response of the vocational rehabilitation
and participation ecosystem to the EAA (5), and the participatory
dialogue procedure of the research project (5).

2.1 Network analysis

2.1.1 Data collection

The EvaEfA project examines the EAA’s overall network in the
Rhineland. An overall network analysis is characterized by the fact
that the nodes (actors in the network) and their edges
(connections between the actors) are explicated within
predefined network boundaries (33). Relationships to other
nodes outside the defined boundary are not considered.
Network boundaries must be clearly justified (33), typically
based on organizational or group membership criteria (34). As
it was not possible to determine the EAA network in the

Rhineland a priori, data collection followed three key steps:

1. Survey of egocentric network maps of all EAA consultants
(30-32),
Online survey of EAA consultants,
Online survey of the most important EAA network partners.

The three steps are explained below.
1. Survey of egocentric network maps of all EAA consultants

The EAA consultants in the Rhineland form the entry point for data
collection. EAA consultants were personally approached by project
staff during information workshops, which form part of the
participatory dialogue process, and were invited to participate in
the study. During another workshop (30), EAA consultants
(N=20) developed egocentric network maps, identifying actors
that play a role to their everyday professional activities (30-32).
Based on the 20 network maps, a list comprising 700 network
contacts (including duplicates) across 32 institutions or categories
was compiled (31). This formed the basis for the name list used
in the next steps of the analysis. This list served to define the
boundaries of the overall network. For this list of names and
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actors, network partners were selected that were mentioned
EAA
Integration Services [Integrationsfachdienste (IFD)], Specialist

particularly frequently by the consultants, e.g., the
Agencies for People with Disabilities in Working Life (Fachstellen
Behinderte Menschen im Beruf), Action Inclusion by the
Inclusion Office (Aktion Inklusion des Inklusionsamtes), and the
Employment Agencies [Agenturen fiir Arbeit (AA)]. All of the
institutions mentioned as examples here have a political mandate
and aim to increase workplace participation among people with
disabilities. In addition, institutions and network partners with
which the EAA consultants are employed were taken into
Chamber of Skilled Crafts [Handwerkskammer
(HWK)], the Chamber of Industry and Commerce [Industrie-
und Handelskammer (IHK)], the Chamber of Agriculture
[Landwirtschaftskammer (LWK)], and the Advanced Training
Academy for Business [Fortbildungsakademie der Wirtschaft

account: the

(FAW)]. As public-law corporations, chambers are professional
organizations that perform self-governing tasks within specific
professional groups or industries. In addition, institutions that
were mentioned by the EAA consultants in the network maps
and which were considered to be of central importance for the
EAA from an innovation theory perspective in the participatory
dialogue process, such as employers’ and entrepreneurs’
associations, were also taken into account. The total list of names
included 14 different actors. The Employment Agencies and the
Inclusion Office are divided into departments that are important
for the EAA. For this reason, four additional subdivisions were
listed within the Employment Agencies. The same was done for

the Inclusion Office.
2. Online survey of EAA consultants

In a second step, 18 of the 20 EAA consultants who had previously
worked out a network map once again selected their key network
partners from this list of names or actors in an online survey. They
answered seven questions regarding cooperation, communication
and information exchange with these selected partners. This
selection of core partners and the consultants’ assessments of
collaboration formed the basis for analyzing the overall network.

3. Online survey of the most important EAA network partners

In the third step, EAA’s network partners (N = 123) completed an
online questionnaire. EAA consultants assisted in distributing the
survey to ensure it reached the appropriate network partners. The
survey was forwarded by the EAA consultants directly to their key
network partners. In turn, the EAA’s network partners were asked
to indicate which EAA consultants they are in contact with and to
select key network partners from the list described above. The
surveyed institutions also answered seven questions in order to
be able to map the cooperation, communication and exchange
of information between the EAA consultants and the network
partners from both perspectives (see Table 1).

2.1.2 Data analysis

The evaluation and visualization of the overall network were based
on combined data from the online surveys of EAA consultants and
their network partners. The statistical software R (R Core Team,
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TABLE 1 Excerpt from questionnaire.

How would you describe the communications between you and
[network partner/EAA]?
O O O @)

formal informal

How would you rate the efficiency of the collaboration with [network

partner/EAA] in terms of achieving common professional goals?
O O (©] @)

inefficient efficient

How quickly do you receive the information from [network partner/

EAA]?
O O O o
very slow rather slow rather fast very fast

[Network partner/EAA] = Placeholder. Questions were presented in a system-generated
manner depending on the actors selected from the list of names.

2025) was used for data preparation and analysis. A web-based tool
was used to visualize the network structures (35, 36).

The positioning of the nodes in the network is based on the
Fruchterman-Reingold procedure (37). This procedure ensures
that connected nodes are positioned close to each other and
unconnected nodes are positioned further away. In order to
obtain a well-structured and readable network map, the
positioning is also iterative, whereby the nodes are positioned
and moved on the surface until no better visual solution is
possible (35). Each node’s position depends on the positions of
all other nodes in the network. The following therefore applies
to the visualization: There is no defined starting point, the
distances between the nodes are not linear, and the aim is to
reveal latent network structures. In addition, the density was
calculated, which indicates the ratio of the actually existing
edges to the purely theoretically possible edges between the
nodes within a network. Density values range from 0 to 1; a
value of 0, which means there are no edges between nodes.
A value of 1 indicates maximum interconnectedness, meaning
all nodes in the network are connected (38). Density represents
the proportion of actual connections (edges) relative to all
possible connections and is independent of the number of nodes.

2.2 Expert interviews

2.2.1 Data collection

To explore how the EAA might foster innovation in work
participation, seven interviews were conducted: five with
employers and two with EAA supervisors. Three guided focus
group one with EAA

consultants, one with EAA supervisors, and one with network

interviews were conducted as well:

partners. Each focus group consisted of three to six people. The
interview guidelines addressed various topics. For example, the
respondents were asked about the following aspects of the EAA:
working methods, benefits, implementation status, cooperation,
dissemination and implementation.

2.2.1.1 Recruitment
The EAA consultants were recruited for the focus group using
a purposive sampling method as part of the participatory dialogue
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process. A concerted effort was made to ensure a diverse array of
professional backgrounds, geographical locations (urban and
rural), and industries. The focus group of supervisors was
approached and recruited via the EAA steering group. Two
supervisors were unable to participate in the focus group due to
scheduling conflicts and were interviewed individually. The
focus group of network partners was recruited using contact
information that participants could provide voluntarily in the
online survey if they were interested in participating in the
research project. The employers were interviewed individually
and deliberately selected using a documentation tool in which
all consulting cases are archived. The size of the company, the
industry, and the number of employees with severe disabilities
were considered among other factors. A sample of employers
was initially approached by EAA consultants to ascertain their
interest in participating in the study. In the event that the
subjects exhibited interest and granted consent for their contact
information to be disseminated, the employers were contacted
by project personnel via letter or telephone.

2.2.1.2 Conducting the interviews

The focus groups and interviews were all conducted digitally
using video conferencing software. Two project staff members
organized the focus groups. Each staff member was responsible
for a specific task: one was responsible for technical matters and
taking minutes, while the other was responsible for moderating
the discussion. The interviews were conducted by one member
of the project staff. The administration of both the focus groups
and the interviews was facilitated by interview guides. The
addressed
respondents were asked about the following aspects of the EAA:

guidelines various topics. For example, the
working methods, benefits, implementation status, cooperation,

dissemination and implementation.

2.2.1.3 Documentation

Audio recordings were made of all focus groups and
interviews. Subsequently, the audio recordings were transcribed
using specialized software.

2.2.2 Data analysis

Interview data were analyzed using a summarizing qualitative
content analysis approach (39) which condensed the material into
key thematic statements. The analysis yielded a category system
representing the core themes expressed by interviewees.

First, the data were segmented into distinct units of analysis.
These were determined purely semantically. A unit of analysis
was defined here as any text unit that has a thematic context.
This could include an entire response or multiple themes within
a single answer.

A step-by-step coding process was then applied to interpret the
data. To this end, the categories were first formed according to the
guidelines and then applied deductively to the material. For data
segments that did not align with the deductively derived
categories, five additional categories were developed inductively.

The focus group results were summarized into a 13-category
system with 18 subcategories. Subcategories differentiate main
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categories based on theme or characteristics (e.g., positive or
negative). Four main categories and subcategories are presented
here with their anchor examples, which are particularly relevant
for answering the above-mentioned research questions: (1)
function of EAA in vocational rehabilitation and participation
system, (2) function of EAA in their own institution, (3)
cooperation with EAA and (4) network of EAA (see Table 2).

3 Results

The results are structured according to the research questions.
The findings from the expert interviews are presented here in
combination with the results of the network analysis. These
results have previously been validated through communication
within the participatory dialogic procedure (5).

3.1 Network density and quality

1. How intensively are the EAAs interlinked within the network
of the vocational rehabilitation and participation ecosystem?
How are networking activities of relevant actors assessed?

To address this question, network density was calculated as an
indicator of the overall intensity of the network. Figure 1 shows
the respective densities of the EAA networks within eight
different regions in the Rhineland Regional Association (see
Figure 1).

The results show that the network density varies slightly
between the regions. Region 7 exhibits the highest density
(0.474), indicating that nearly 50% of all possible connections
are realized. The lowest density is found in region 1, which
shows the lowest density (0.371), meaning fewer than 40% of
potential connections are present. The “EAA total” value reflects
the aggregated density across all locations, resulting in a higher
overall value.

The qualitative analysis of interview data shows that
networking and cooperation within the network are rated
positively, especially in regions with a longer network history.
As one EAA counselor noted in a focus group: “We were
involved in a network right from the start, not nationwide, but
with a relatively high level of participation from the beginning”.
The focus group of network partners highlighted the positive
aspects of “cooperation among each other” and “mutually
passing on advice requests, even for specialized technical
questions”. Sharing is already practiced and supported by “joint
data storage” (focus group network partners). In well-established
networks, partners are regarded as colleagues with whom
counselors work toward a common goal.

3.2 Important network partners

2. Who are the EAA’s most important network partners in the
vocational rehabilitation and participation ecosystem? Why
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TABLE 2 Relevant categories expert interviews.

No. Main and subcategories Anchor examples

10.3389/fresc.2025.1659687

1. Function of the EAA in the system of vocational “The colleagues and colleagues.. prepare.. the applications for the employers really, as far as I can tell, always
rehabilitation and participation really perfectly, so that it can then go through relatively quickly without there being any major queries from the
institutions that are supposed to approve something.”

2. Function of the EAA in their own institution “Well, I would say that the EAA basically work very independently—I think the previous speaker has already said
this.”

2.1 Benefits in the institution “In the meantime, of course, we've learned a lot from the joint discussions, but I don’t presume to be able to give
advice.”

2.2 Benefits of your own work “Ultimately, we are the customer at the agency [for employment, note], and the [EAA, note] are the links in
between for us. This means that when employers have contacted us and need advice, our colleagues come to us.”

2.3 Motives of the EAA office at the executing agency “In our case, our sponsor went to great lengths to ensure that we were able to get exactly that as an advisory
service.”

2.4 Function of the supervisors “And conversely, that also gives me the confidence and trust to let the employee walk on a long leash, and that
works brilliantly.”

3. Cooperation with EAA “Because we often have to deal with jobs as employers, and you always have the feeling that you have to ask two,
three, four, five times until something happens, and that wasn’t the case in one of the few cases, and it was always
an exchange.”

3.1 Description of the cooperation “The EAA then actually listed the funding options, the integration grant, and if something is needed for the
person, that you can then also get the appropriate funding. So he explained all these things.”

3.2 Positive and negative aspects of cooperation “But first of all, I think the structure, team and individual advice for employers work very well from my
perspective.”

3.3 Expectations of cooperation with the EAA “You want a good collaboration, and it’s one-sided, and that was actually my hope, my expectation and my wish.”

3.4 Termination of the case “For me, the case is over when the employee is well provided with everything she needs to really work to the best of
her ability and without restrictions, including her personal satisfaction.”

3.5 Tasks of the EAA “The EAA is really only responsible for factual processing.”

4. EAA network “Because I get requests like that, sometimes from the employment agency, from the rehab advisors, asking if I have
any ideas about which other companies could be contacted. I can of course refer them to our training advice
service.”

4.1 Cooperation with the specialist inclusion service “With the specialist advisors from the Integration Services, it was the case that I really had to get to know them all
and have individual discussions, so they don’t necessarily have to pass on all the employer cases to me, but that’s
up to them.”

4.2 Cooperation within the network “What I find difficult about the role of institutions, the EAA, is that I actually see us, regardless of the provider, as
a body for disabled people in working life. The EAA is of course primarily for employers, but in that sense, I see us
as one big team.”

0,512

density of the EAA networks within eight different regions

0,474

0.427 0,444 0,444 0,424 0,439

EAAtotal  region 1 region 2 region 3 region 4 region 5 region 6 region 7 region 8
FIGURE 1
Density of the EAA network within eight different regions.
are these network partners particularly important for The Specialist Agencies, Integration Services, and

the EAA?

The egocentric network maps revealed five institutions as
particularly important to the EAA’s work (31). These include:
Integration Services, EAA, Inclusion Office of the Rhineland
Regional Association, Specialist Agencies for People with
Disabilities in Working Life and Employment Agencies.

All five institutions occupy central positions in the EAA’s
overall network (see Figure 2).

Frontiers in Rehabilitation Sciences

Employment Agencies occupy central positions in the network,
indicating that their significance extends beyond their direct
collaboration with the EAA. The network visualizations illustrate
not only EAA connections but also interconnections among
institutions themselves. Thus, these institutions serve as key
stakeholders the
rehabilitation and participation ecosystem. They are important

nodes for multiple within vocational

because they complement each other’s functions in mediating
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FIGURE 2
EAA’s core network

between employers and individuals with disabilities, thereby
enhancing coordination within the ecosystem.

This is supported by focus group interviews with EAA’s
network partners, including representatives from Employment
the of the
Employment Agencies (support for rehabilitants and severely

and Specialist Agencies. From perspective
disabled persons—Reha SB), there are notable distinctions and
complementarities between the EAA and Employment Agencies:
The Employment Agencies are more responsible for “initiating
employment”, whereas the EAA are continuously responsible for
supporting employers (focus group network partners). The
Employment Agencies also advise employers and involve the
EAA in the advisory process when employers are to be
presented with a “complete package”. From the perspective of
the Employment Agencies, the EAA are colleagues with whom
“cases are regularly discussed” (focus group network partners).
Specialist Agency representatives described the EAA as a
“link” between themselves and the Employment Agencies.
Employers typically approach Employment Agencies, who then
refer them to Specialist Agencies. These agencies often
automatically call in the EAA, which supports employers as a
kind of “pathfinder” in the event of possible difficulties, as well
as with the application process to Employment Agencies,
pension insurance institutions, the Inclusion Office, and the
Specialist Agencies themselves (focus group network partners).
According to the Specialist Agencies, all network partners work
towards the shared goal of promoting sustained employment for

people with disabilities:

“Today, we are all working towards the same goal. Our job,
regardless of who it is, is to get people into work or keep
them in work, and the nice thing about us, at least, is that
we all seem to tick in the same direction” (network partner

focus group).
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Within the Employment Agencies, the Reha SB departments
occupy a more central and densely connected position than the
Employer Service (AG Service) departments. This may be
attributed to staffing differences, as Reha SB departments tend
to be better resourced than AG Service departments. Greater
staffing capacity likely enables more intensive participation in
network  activities and  broader  collaboration  with
other stakeholders.

Compared to other institutions in the network, the
Specialist Agencies and

extensively staffed, providing them with broader reach and

Integration Services are more
the capacity for deeper engagement in network collaboration.
Both agencies play a dual role by offering advisory services to
employers and to individuals with disabilities. This dual
function strengthens their position within the network, as
they can thus play a central mediating role between the
various groups of stakeholders. Additionally, their function as
cost bearers further increases their importance and influence
within the ecosystem.

The LVR Inclusion Office was identified as highly important
by all of the EAA’s most important network partners. This likely
reflects the department’s central role in processing applications,
facilitating access to funding and support services through
streamlined, low-threshold application procedures.

To allocate the 18 network partners of the core network (see
Figure 2) along the quadruple helix model, the Employment
Agencies and the Inclusion Office were counted individually
(without differentiation into subdivisions). The EAA itself also
belongs to the political sector. Of the N=18 network partners
in the EAA’s core network (see Figure 2), six network partners
are assigned to the politics sector and four (HWK, IHK, LWK
and employers’ and entrepreneurs’ associations) to the economy
sector. Two actors form the mixed category “Others” and
cannot be clearly classified. No actors were assigned to the civil
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society or academia sectors. The five most important network
partners are all assigned to the policy sector.

3.3 Cooperation, communication and the
exchange of information

3. How is cooperation, communication and the exchange of
information between the EAA and its most important
network partners in the vocational rehabilitation and
participation ecosystem structured?

3.3.1 Cooperation

The working relationship and efficiency of the collaboration
between the EAA and the most important network partners was
rated on average, from both perspectives, as rather solid and
efficient (see Table 3).

From the perspective of the EAA steering group, this result is
attributed to many years of collaboration (participatory dialogical
process), as the EAA in the Rhineland builds on a predecessor
structure established over 20 years ago (5). The importance of
the predecessor structure for joint collaborative work is also
emphasized in the focus group interviews with the EAA’s
network partners. According to the Specialist Agencies, there is
already a long-standing tradition of cooperation, and the EAA
are viewed as “actually..nothing new” (focus group network
partners). One network partner elaborated:

“Inclusion advisors at the chambers, that means the Chamber
of Crafts and Trades and so on, and these are practically the
colleagues who are now also the EAA. So, we already have a
relatively long tradition of working together, even if their
role was somewhat different before. But in principle, the
contacts between us have existed for many years and are

well established” (network partner focus group).

TABLE 3 Working relationship and efficiency of the collaboration.

EAA’s network
partners

N M SD

Network partners

10.3389/fresc.2025.1659687

The following quote from a network partner exemplifies the
quality of the collaboration between the EAA and the most
important network partners: “I genuinely find pleasure in
collaborating with the EAA”.

3.3.2 Communication

Typically, communication between the EAA and the most
important network partners occurs on a monthly basis or less
frequently. The frequency of communication is estimated to be
higher based on the EAA (see Table 4). The high
communication frequency with Integration Services and the
LVR is unsurprising, given the EAA’s direct institutional links
to both. The Integration Services occupy a central position in
the EAA network due to their
rehabilitation

in the vocational
Additionally,
Integration Services function as a service provider, employing
EAA With
communication, it can be stated that this tends to be rather

role
and participation  ecosystem.

several advisors. regard to the form of
formal. This finding is substantiated by the participatory
dialogical procedure, which utilizes objects of communication,

such as the discussion of applications, to facilitate understanding.

3.3.3 Information processes

The exchange of information was rated as rather quick on
average from both perspectives (see Table 5). This result is also
reflected in the qualitative interview data. From the perspective
of the
exchanged quickly and via short official channels. These social

Specialist Agencies, for example, information is
practices are facilitated by functioning network structures:
network partners). One network partner elaborated:

“We also have these coordination circles and network
meetings and so on, where the colleagues also come
along..which of course also makes cooperation relatively
easy. So, if you need any information or want to coordinate

appointments, you just pick up the phone and the matter is

actually settled” (network partner focus group).

TABLE 4 Frequency and form of communication.

EAA’s network
partners

M SD

Network partners

Working relationship Frequency of communication

LVR Inclusion Office 44 3.455 0.663 68 3.515 0.837 LVR inclusion office 44 2.136 0.824 68 1.338 0.476
Integration Services 17 2.824 0.951 110 3.018 1.04 Integration services 17 2.529 0.8 97 1412 0.676
Specialist Agencies 14 3.357 0.842 84 3.238 0.913 Specialist agencies 14 2 0.555 84 1.267 0.519
Employment Agencies 24 2.583 1.018 48 3.271 0.676 Employment agencies 24 1.667 0.868 48 1.354 0.601
Efficiency of the collaboration Form of communication

LVR Inclusion Office 44 3.909 0.291 68 3.809 0.497 LVR inclusion office 44 2.568 0.998 68 2.706 1.038
Integration Services 17 3.353 0.702 110 3.155 0.9 Integration services 17 2.765 0.753 110 2.373 1.012
Specialist Agencies 14 3.643 0.633 84 3.571 0.749 Specialist agencies 14 2.857 1,1 85 2.635 0.924
Employment Agencies 24 2.958 1.042 48 3.458 0.651 Employment agencies 24 2.083 1.06 48 2.5 1.072

N refers to the number of ratings given. Response format for frequency of working
relationship: 1 = fragile; 4 = stable. Response format for efficiency of the collaboration:
1 = inefficient; 4 = efficient.
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N refers to the number of ratings given. Response format for frequency of communication:
daily = 4; weekly =3; monthly=2; less frequently=1. Response format for form of
communication: 1 = formal; 4 = informal.

frontiersin.org



York et al.

TABLE 5 Information exchange.

EAA’s network
partners

Network partners

Speed information exchange

LVR inclusion office 44 3.546 0.627 68 3.382 0.754
Integration services 17 2.941 0.827 97 3.289 0.735
Specialist agencies 14 3.214 0.802 84 3.452 0.568
Employment agencies 24 2.792 0.833 48 3.375 0.57
Reciprocity of information exchange

LVR inclusion office 44 3.341 0.987 68 2.618 1.159
Integration services 17 3.412 0.712 95 3.105 0.765
Specialist agencies 14 3.571 0.852 84 2.762 0.83
Employment agencies 24 3.292 1.233 45 34 0.58
Exclusivity of the information

LVR inclusion office 44 3.205 0.632 68 2.441 0.632
Integration services 17 2.118 0.6 95 1.905 0.745
Specialist agencies 14 2.929 0.917 84 2.06 0.665
Employment agencies 24 2.708 0.955 45 2.267 0.618

N refers to the number of ratings given. Response format for speed information exchange:
1 = very slow; 4 = very fast Response format for reciprocity of information exchange: 1 = The
actor mainly provides me with information; 3 = Our exchange of information is mutual;
5=1 mainly provide the actor with information. Response format for exclusivity of the
information: 1 = rather less exclusive; 4 = very exclusive.

Furthermore, the provision of information is on average based on
reciprocity. Within the participatory dialogic research process, this
reciprocal exchange was interpreted as a consequence of the high
complexity of the vocational rehabilitation and participation
system. Accordingly, the complexity of the system requires that
issues and responsibilities be clarified in coordination with
multiple institutions.

EAA counselors rated the information they receive from
network partners as somewhat more exclusive, on average, than
the information they provide in return. The EAA requires
information from other stakeholders in the ecosystem for its
the EAA’s
(participatory dialogue procedure). Due to its advisory and

work. This is in line with legal mandate
support mandate, but above all due to its guiding function, one
task of the EAA is to collect and bundle information in order to
be able to offer well-founded recommendations on the topic of
employment of people with disabilities on this basis.

Integration Services represent an exception in terms of
information exclusivity. On average, the EAA rated the
information they receive from the Integration Services as less
exclusive. Similarly, Integration Services rated, the information
they receive from the EAA as relatively non-exclusive. In the
participatory dialogue process, it was reconstructed that this
result is hardly surprising. The reason given was that there is a
large overlap between the EAA and the Integration Services with
regard to knowledge about support services and forms of
disability. However, the focus group with the EAA counselors
the EAA and Integration
Services. It was emphasized that Integration Services advisors do

revealed discrepancies between

not offer the same services as EAA counselors (focus group
EAA counselors). A difference between the two institutions lies
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in their legal legitimacy. The EAA’s advisory services are
exclusively available to employers and function as independent
guides, devoid of any operational influence in relation to the
adjudication or refusal of applications. In contrast, Integration
Services offers support and advice to affected individuals and
also act as cost bearers (York under review). According to the
EAA steering group, this is also reflected in their self-image.
Although both institutions offer employer counseling, the self-
image of the EAA and the Integration Services diverge. The
Integration Services primarily represent the position and
perspective of those affected, while the EAA act as experts in
certain occupational fields and take on and represent the
perspective of employers (participatory dialogical procedure).

The EAA and the Integration Services represent a
complementary unit in their respective  perspectives
(participatory-dialogical ~procedure). In the focus group

interviews, one EAA counselor reported that it was first clarified
that the Integration Services advisors are not obliged to forward
all employer cases to the EAA, but rather that a targeted contact
should be established: “Of course the cases will continue to go
to them, and if I am specifically asked for, it would be nice if
I am informed or included, that we also cooperate in cases”
(focus group EAA counselors).

In comparison, the findings indicate that the contact between
the Employment Agencies and the EAA is initiated by the
EAA stated that the
Employment Agencies refer those affected to the EAA, as the

Employment Agencies. counselors
EAA have knowledge and contacts that the Employment
Agencies employees do not have (focus group EAA counselors).
In addition, there are requests from the Employment Agencies
for company contacts: “For example, ideas on where else you
could apply or something, because such requests come to me,
sometimes also from the Employment Agency, from the rehab
advisors, whether I have any ideas on which companies you
could still contact” (focus group EAA counselors). Information
is also requested that is not explicitly stated in the legal
mandate. One EAA counselor reported that intensive contact
with the Employment Agencies had been initiated in some
regions and that this contact now “seems to be bearing fruit”, as
more inquiries are coming from the employment agency (focus
group EAA counselors). The perspective of the EAA is also
confirmed by the assessment of the Employment Agencies.
Based on the Employment Agencies, the EAA are perceived as
colleagues with whom a regular exchange takes place. In
addition, the EAA would be directly involved in the context of
employer consultation if a “complete package” (focus group
network partners) is to be presented to employers:

“Well, for me personally, that’s simply part of the complete
consultation. As I just said, I see myself as having an active
duty to provide advice and my employer doesn’t know its
way around this jungle, and that’s our job, to say we can

help you in this and that area, and you also have other

partners here” (focus group network partners).
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The exchange of information between the EAA and the
Specialist Agencies is also described as reciprocal. There is a
slight tendency here towards the EAA: The EAA provide the
with than
the Specialist Agencies provides the EAA. At the same time, the

Specialist Agencies slightly more information
information that the EAA receives from the Specialist Agencies
is considered to be more exclusive than the other way around.
In this regard, the Specialist Agencies appear to demonstrate a
reduced need for information from the EAA. One reason for
this pattern could lie in the function and tasks of the EAA.
When asked about the cooperation between the Specialist
Agencies and the EAA, the interviews describe the EAA (from
the perspective of the Specialist Agencies) as acting as a “link”
between the Employment Agency and the Specialist Agencies.
The fact that certain applications are also submitted to the
Specialist Agencies could explain the relationship between the
Specialist Agencies and the EAA, as well as the different
functions in the exchange of information. The EAA provides the
Specialist Agencies with relevant information when applications
are submitted, and the EAA’s familiarity with the vocational
rehabilitation and participation system ensures the applications
are completed accurately, thereby reducing the need for further
clarification on the part of the Specialist Agencies (focus group
network partners). For example, the necessary documents are
collected by the EAA without them having to check with the
Specialist Agencies (focus group network partners).

4 Discussion
4.1 Innovation through networking

From an innovation theory perspective, the current
networking of the EAA is relevant, as is its future potential to
develop the vocational rehabilitation and participation ecosystem
through targeted networking. Analyses to date show that the
EAA are most closely networked with political stakeholders,
of the LVR

Inclusion Office, Specialist Agencies, and Employment Agencies

including Integration Services, departments
(31). This indicates that the EAA are primarily connected to
stakeholders whose services they are legally mandated to
recommend to employers [Section 185a (2) SGB IX]. This
strong connection to the policy helix sector is understandable,
but also poses a challenge, because the vocational rehabilitation
and participation ecosystem is already equipped with established
stakeholders with a legal mandate to advise employers (5).
However, implementing the EAA has made the vocational
rehabilitation and participation system even more complex,
despite its pilot function being intended to improve navigation
within this complexity (5). Organizational theory describes this
dual effect as a form of ambiguity: on one hand, the EAA
expand the system; on the other, they enhance orientation
within it. Through their pilot function, they help simplify
processes for employers, improve procedures, and facilitate
navigation through the complex landscape.
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However, the EAA’s legal mandate is also to approach
employers and raise their awareness of the training, recruitment
and employment of severely disabled people (Section 185a SGB
IX). In the helix model, employers are considered part of the
economy. Closer networking with their interest groups—such as
employers and business associations—could therefore be
particularly worthwhile. However, employers’ and business
associations only occupy a peripheral position in the EAA’s
current networks. The employers’ and business associations
themselves did not take part in the survey and were only rated
as important by eight stakeholders within the network. From the
of the

rehabilitation and participation system, employers’ and business

perspective network partners in the vocational
associations therefore do not appear to be among the central
network partners. This is surprising insofar as employers are the
key stakeholders when it comes to real participation in work.
From the perspective of the EAA, only one person in the online
survey rated the employer or business association as “very
important” for their own work. The fact that the employers’ and
business associations themselves did not take part in the survey
is most likely due to the fact that they were not invited to
participate by the EAA consultants. This is because the EAA
only forwarded the invitation to the survey to their very
important network partners. From an innovation theory
perspective, it could make sense to involve the employers’ and
business associations more closely in the network and thus
establish network partnerships in the economy. This approach
would also be in line with the preferences of employers, who
stated in the

proactively addressed by the EAA and

interview that it would be attractive to be
informed about
employment opportunities for people with disabilities: “But as
an employer [..] you are not actively addressed [..]. So perhaps
more could be done, for example approaching employers [..]
and the topic is simply not present. And I think more could be
done about that. So maybe, it’s tedious to write to every
employer, I can see that, but maybe there are events, like the
Trade Fair or something. Employer career days, I don’t know,
stock exchanges or something like that” (Interview with
employer).

Civil society stakeholders are not yet represented in the EAA’s
core network. Although not explicitly stated in the EAA’s legal
mandate, it seems sensible from an innovation theory
perspective to actively involve civil society stakeholders, such as
self-advocacy organizations or associations of people with
disabilities, in the EAA network. A current component of the
EAA’s core network is already the Supplementary Independent
Participation Counseling (EUTB), which was implemented in
2018 via § 31 SGB IX as a counseling service for people with
disabilities by people with disabilities (peer counseling) in the
(40).

According to the prevailing legal framework, EUTB are allocated

(vocational) rehabilitation and participation system
to the policy sector. These entities are obligated to provide
benefits exclusively to the designated beneficiaries. They offer
assistance through various forms of support, including planning,
orientation, and decision-making assistance, even prior to the

submission of applications for specific benefits for participation
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(41). The EUTB could act as multipliers for the helix sector civil
society—similar to the employers’ and business associations for
the politics sector.

Stakeholders from the academic sector are currently not part
of the EAA’s core network. However, from an innovation theory
perspective, incorporating expertise from this sector into the
EAA implementation process appears both reasonable and
beneficial. This is already underway in the Rhineland region in
North Rhine-Westphalia through a formative evaluation of the
EAA’s implementation. Scientific studies—in particular on the
impact of the EAA on the participation of people with
disabilities in working life—should be initiated at the national
level. Furthermore, establishing connections with institutions
offering vocational education and training, such as schools,
vocational colleges, and further education providers, would
facilitate the communication of practical concerns and employer
needs regarding the qualification of future trainees or employees
in the academic sector.

4.2 Limitations

The EAA network structures in the Rhineland were surveyed
in 2023. On one hand, the EAA is a recently implemented labor
market policy instrument (2022); on the other, networks are
inherently dynamic in nature (38). This also applies to the EAA
in the Rhineland, as confirmed by EAA counselors. It can
therefore be expected that additional structures may emerge in
future survey phases. To address this limitation and track
changes over time, the egocentric networks will be resurveyed in
2025 and analyzed for differences and developments. For this
purpose, the already tested expert workshop (30) from the year
2023 will be conducted again with the EAA counselors with a
new focus in terms of content.

In addition, the size of the institutions in the core network
varies greatly. This applies both to the number of institutions
and to the departments within the institutions. For example, the
Specialist Agencies and Integration Services are significantly
larger institutions than, for example, the Action Inclusion by the
Inclusion Office. The number of institutions also varies
depending on the region. These different structural conditions
must be taken into account when classifying and evaluating the
positioning of the stakeholders within the network.

Another limitation is the small sample size, which potentially
impairs the generalizability of the results. At the time of the
survey, 20 counselors were working for the EAA in the
Rhineland, with a response rate of 90%. To replicate the results
(also for other locations), studies must be conducted with
additional samples.

There is also a risk of selection effects, as the selection of
participants or cases may not have been completely random or
representative, which could potentially lead to distortions in the
results. For data protection reasons, it was not possible to clearly
match the data between the EAA specialist advisors and their
network partners. These limitations should be addressed in
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future studies in order to enable a more robust and
comprehensive analysis.

The results of the qualitative content analysis must also be
viewed against the background of a number of limitations. The
combination of deductive and inductive category formation
invariably entails the potential for unexpected topics to be
addressed only to a limited extent. In addition, the results can
only be generalized to a limited extent, as they are context-
dependent on the one hand and shaped by individual
perception on the other. Furthermore, the interviewees were
drawn at random, meaning that not all people in the surveyed
groups—for example, not all EAA consultants or all network
The of

interviewees may have resulted in people being interviewed who,

partners—were  interviewed. random  selection
for example, are particularly well networked. In order to validate
the results, networks of other people will be surveyed and

analyzed in the future.

4.3 Practical implications and outlook

Practical questions emerge regarding how the EAA can build a
network with stakeholders from helix sectors that are currently
underrepresented or absent from the core network. The
potential value of networking the EAA with employer and
business associations has already been argued. When network
maps were collected, only six EAA counselors rated employer
and business associations as relevant to their work. Notably,
with one exception, these counselors were employed by
employer-related institutions such as the Chamber of Skilled
Crafts [Handwerkskammer (HWK)], the Chamber of Industry
and Commerce [Industrie- und Handelskammer (IHK)], or the
Advanced Training Academy for Business
[Fortbildungsakademie der Wirtschaft (FAW)]. Therefore, the
counselors at this institution could act as “door openers”,
thereby facilitating stronger networking between the EAA and
employers’ or business associations. This strategy could help
strengthen the position of employer and business associations
within the network. In the future, additional strategies for
engaging employers—such as presenting the EAA’s services at
established events and employer forums—should be explored by
EAA counselors.

Connections with civil society actors—particularly individuals
with disabilities—could also be initiated through stronger
the EUTB. Taking the
perspectives of people with disabilities on the subject of

collaboration with into account
participation in employment, for example through participatory
procedures and processes, can help to establish advisory
processes that address the needs of people with disabilities
more precisely.

It is not yet clear whether the EAA, with its strategy of
networking with key stakeholders in the complex vocational
rehabilitation and participation ecosystem, will be able to make
a significant contribution to increasing participation
opportunities for people with severe disabilities. Subsequent

research projects should examine whether and how employers
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are sensitized to the training, recruitment, and employment of
severely disabled people, as well as the process evaluations of the
still-young innovation EAA (42).

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included
in the article/Supplementary Material, further inquiries can be
directed to the corresponding author.

Ethics statement

Ethical approval was not required for this study involving
humans in accordance with the local legislation and institutional
requirements. Written informed consent to participate in this
study was not required from the participants or the participants’
legal guardians/next of kin in accordance with the national
legislation and the institutional requirements.

Author contributions

JY: Conceptualization, Funding acquisition, Methodology,
Supervision, Writing - original draft, Writing - review &
editing. SL: Data curation, Formal analysis, Writing - original
draft, Writing - review & editing. SS: Data curation, Formal
analysis, Writing - original draft, Writing - review & editing. JJ:
Writing -

review & editing. J-TK: Funding acquisition,

Writing - review & editing. BP: Funding acquisition,

Supervision, Writing — review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for
the research and/or publication of this article. The project was
supported by Inclusion Office of the Rhineland Regional
Association [Landschaftsverband Rheinland Inklusionsamt (LVR
Inclusion Office)].

References

1. Frings S. Neue Steuerung - Neue Teilhabechancen? Steuerung der Teilhabe von
Menschen mit Behinderung aus Sicht der Systemtheorie [New Steering -
New Opportunities for Participation? Steering the Participation of People
with Disabilities from the Perspective of Systems Theory] (dissertation). Technische
Universitit Dortmund, Dortmund, Germany (2023). Available online at: https://
eldorado.tu-dortmund.de/bitstream/2003/41368/1/Stefanie%20Frings%
20Dissertation.pdf (Accessed December 01, 2025).

2. Gruber S, Titze N, Zapfel S. Vocational rehabilitation of disabled people in
Germany: a systems-theoretical perspective. Disabil Soc. (2014) 29(2):224-38.
doi: 10.1080/09687599.2013.796877

3. Sternberg A, Fauser D, Banaschak H, Bethge M. Sequences of vocational
rehabilitation services in Germany: a cohort study. BMC Health Serv Res. (2024)
24(1):1-12. doi: 10.1186/s12913-023-10499-3

4. York J, Jochmaring J. Inclusion-Light or innovation of inclusion: modes of
innovation and exnovation for the German vocational rehabilitation and

Frontiers in Rehabilitation Sciences

12

10.3389/fresc.2025.1659687

Acknowledgments

We would like to thank everyone involved in this research
project from the EAA steering group of the LVR Inclusion
Office, who contributed significantly to this article as part of the
participatory dialogue process. We would particularly like to
thank the interview participants and those who responded to
the written survey. We acknowledge financial support by
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft and Technische Universitat
Dortmund/TU Dortmund University within the funding
program Open Access Costs.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Generative Al statement

The author(s) declare that Generative AI was used in the
creation of this manuscript. We used Campus AI (ChatGPT-40
) and DeepL (2025) for translation, spelling, and grammar
checking purposes.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this
article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of
artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to
ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever
possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed
or endorsed by the publisher.

participation system. Front Rehabil Sci. (2024) 5:1-12. doi: 10.3389/fresc.2024.
1436003

5. York J, Sartor T, Lamb S, Jochmaring J, Schulze S, Kuhn JT, et al. Einheitliche
Ansprechstellen fiir Arbeitgeber im Okosystem der beruflichen Rehabilitation und
Teilhabe [single contact points for employers in the vocational rehabilitation and
participation ecosystem]. WSI Mitteilungen. (2025) 78(4):263-70. doi: 10.5771/
0342-300X-2025-4-263

6. Bundesagentur fiir Arbeit. Arbeitsmarkt fiir Menschen mit Behinderung
(Jahreszahlen). Deutschland 2022 [Labor Market for People with Disabilities
(Annual Figures). Germany 2022]. Nirnberg: Bundesagentur fiir Arbeit (2024).
Available online at: https://statistik.arbeitsagentur.de/Statistikdaten/Detail/202212/
analyse/analyse-arbeitsmarkt-schwerbehinderte/analyse-arbeitsmarkt-schwerbehinde
rte-d-0-202212-pdf.pdf?__blob=publicationFile (Accessed December 01, 2025).

7. Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft der Integrationsimter und Hauptfiirsorgestellen.
Einheitliche Ansprechstellen fiir Arbeitgeber (EAA): Beratungsstellen Inklusiver

frontiersin.org


https://eldorado.tu-dortmund.de/bitstream/2003/41368/1/Stefanie%20Frings%20Dissertation.pdf
https://eldorado.tu-dortmund.de/bitstream/2003/41368/1/Stefanie%20Frings%20Dissertation.pdf
https://eldorado.tu-dortmund.de/bitstream/2003/41368/1/Stefanie%20Frings%20Dissertation.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2013.796877
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-023-10499-3
https://doi.org/10.3389/fresc.2024.1436003
https://doi.org/10.3389/fresc.2024.1436003
https://doi.org/10.5771/0342-300X-2025-4-263
https://doi.org/10.5771/0342-300X-2025-4-263
https://statistik.arbeitsagentur.de/Statistikdaten/Detail/202212/analyse/analyse-arbeitsmarkt-schwerbehinderte/analyse-arbeitsmarkt-schwerbehinderte-d-0-202212-pdf.pdf?__blob=publicationFile
https://statistik.arbeitsagentur.de/Statistikdaten/Detail/202212/analyse/analyse-arbeitsmarkt-schwerbehinderte/analyse-arbeitsmarkt-schwerbehinderte-d-0-202212-pdf.pdf?__blob=publicationFile
https://statistik.arbeitsagentur.de/Statistikdaten/Detail/202212/analyse/analyse-arbeitsmarkt-schwerbehinderte/analyse-arbeitsmarkt-schwerbehinderte-d-0-202212-pdf.pdf?__blob=publicationFile

York et al.

Arbeitsmarkt [Single contact points for employers (EAA): advisory centers for an
inclusive labor market] (2024). Available online at: https://www.bih.de/
integrationsaemter/aufgaben-und-leistungen/einheitliche-ansprechstellen/ (Accessed
December 01, 2025).

8. Institut fiir Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung. IAB Stellenerhebung [IAB job
survey] (2024). Available online at: https://iab.de/das-iab/befragungen/iab-
stellenerhebung/ (Accessed December 01, 2025).

9. Jochmaring J, York J. Inclusion opportunities of work 4.02 Employment realities
of people with disabilities in Germany. Scand ] Disabil Res. (2023) 25(1):29-44.
doi: 10.16993/sjdr.896

10. United Nations. United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities. New York: United Nations (2006). Available online at: https://www.un.
org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf (Accessed
December 01, 2025).

11. Aktion Mensch e.V., & Handelsblatt Research Institute. Inklusionsbarometer
Arbeit: Ein Instrument zur Messung von Fortschritten bei der Inklusion von
Menschen mit Behinderung auf dem Deutschen Arbeitsmarkt [Inclusion Barometer
Work: A Tool for Measuring Progress in the Inclusion of People with Disabilities in
the German Labor Market]. Bonn: Aktion Mensch e.V. and Diisseldorf:
Handelsblatt Research Institute (2024). Available online at: https://delivery-aktion-
mensch.stylelabs.cloud/api/public/content/aktion-mensch-inklusionsbarometer-
arbeit-2024.pdf?v=21b7fle6 (Accessed December 01, 2025).

12. Gillwald K. Konzepte Sozialer Innovation [Concepts of Social Innovation]. WZB-
Discussion-Paper, Article P00-519 Berlin: WZB (2000). Available online at: https://
bibliothek.wzb.eu/pdf/2000/p00-519.pdf (Accessed December 01, 2025).

13. Howaldt J, Schwarz M. Social Innovation: Concepts, Research Fields and
International Trends. Aachen: IMA/ZLW & IfU (2010). Available online at: https://
sfs.sowi.tu-dortmund.de/storages/sfs-sowi/r/Publikationen/Soziale_Innovation_Publi
kationen/Social_Innovation_Concepts__Research_Fields_and_Trends.pdf (Accessed
December 01, 2025).

14. Zapf W. Uber soziale Innovationen [about social innovations]. Soz Welt. (1989)
40(1/2):170-83.

15. Pelka B. Digitale Inklusion - Teilhabe mit und Teilhabe in digitalen Medien
[digital inclusion—participation with and participation in digital media]. In:
Heitplatz V, Wilkens L, editors. Die Rehabilitationstechnologie im Wandel: Eine
Mensch-Technik-Umwelt Betrachtung. Dortmund: Eldorado (2024). p. 277-93.

16. Carayannis EG, Campbell DF]. Mode 3 Knowledge Production in Quadruple
Helix  Innovation  Systems:  2Ist-Century ~ Democracy,  Innovation,  and
Entrepreneurship for Development. New York: Springer (2012).

17. Carayannis EG, Campbell DFJ. Quadruple and Quintuple Helix Innovation
Systems and Mode 3 Knowledge Production. In: Carayannis EG, Campbell DFJ,
Euthymiopoulos M-P, editors. Springer EBook Collection. Handbook of Cyber-
development, Cyber-democracy, and Cyber-defense. Cham: Springer International
Publishing (2019). p. 9-27.

18. Granstrand O, Holgersson M. Innovation ecosystems: a conceptual review and a
new definition. Technovation. (2020) 90-91:1-12. doi: 10.1016/j.technovation.2019.102098

19. Domanski D, Howaldt J, Kaletka C. A comprehensive concept of social
innovation and its implications for the local context—on the growing importance
of social innovation ecosystems and infrastructures. Eur Plan Stud. (2020)
28(3):454-74. doi: 10.1080/09654313.2019.1639397

20. Etzkowitz H, Leydesdorff L. The dynamics of innovation: from national systems
and “mode 2” to a triple helix of university-industry-government relations. Res
Policy. (2000) 29(2):109-23. doi: 10.1016/S0048-7333(99)00055-4

21. Hansson J, Bjork F, Lundborg D, Olofsson L-E. An Ecosystem for Social
Innovation in Sweden: A Strategic Research and Innovation Agenda. Lund:
MediaTryck (2014). Available online at: https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/
diva2:1410376/FULLTEXTO1.pdf (Accessed December 01, 2025).

22. Hartung S, Wihofszky P, Wright M. Partizipative Forschung [Participatory
Research]. Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden (2020). doi: 10.1007/978-3-
658-30361-7

23. Eckhardt J, Kriiger D. Teilhabe durch Co-Creation [participation through co-
creation]. In: Schréer A, Blattel-Mink B, Schroder A, Spite K, editors.
Sozialwissenschaften und Berufspraxis. Soziale Innovationen in und von Organisationen:
Sozialwissenschaftliche Studien zur Transformation von Organisation. Wiesbaden:
Springer (2023). p. 83-99. doi: 10.1007/978-3-658-40695-0_6

24. Holscher K, Wittmayer JM, Hirschnitz-Garbers M, Olfert A, Walther J, Schiller
G, et al. Transforming science and society? Methodological lessons from and for
transformation research. Res Eval. (2021) 30(1):73-89. doi: 10.1093/reseval/rvaa034

25. Képpen Mv, Kiimpers S, Hahn D. Co-production of knowledge and dialogue: a
reflective analysis of the space between academic and lay co-researchers in the early
stages of the research process. Forum Qual Soc Res. (2022) 23(1). doi: 10.17169/FQS-
23.1.3726

26. Flick U. Qualitative Sozialforschung: Eine Einfiihrung [Qualitative Social
Research: An Introduction]. 5th ed. Reinbek: Rowohlts Enzyklopadie. Rowohlt (2011).

Frontiers in Rehabilitation Sciences

10.3389/fresc.2025.1659687

27. Kardorff Ev. Qualitative Evaluationsforschung [qualitative evaluation research].
In: Flick U, von Kardorff E, Steinke I, editors. Qualitative Forschung: Ein Handbuch.
9th ed. Reinbek: Rowohlt (2012). p. 238-50.

28. York J, Lamb S, Jochmaring J, Schulze S, Pelka B. Berufliche Rehabilitation und
Teilhabe partizipativ im Dialog erforschen - Evaluation der Einheitlichen
Ansprechstellen fiir Arbeitgeber (EAA) [Exploring vocational rehabilitation and
participation in a participative dialogue - evaluation of the single contact points
for employers (EAA)]. Gemeinsam Leben. (2025) 33(4):239-46. doi: 10.3262/
GL2504239

29. Plano Clark VL, Ivankova NV. Mixed Methods Research: A Guide to the Field.
Sage Mixed Methods Research Series. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. (2016). p. 2-70.
doi: 10.4135/9781483398341

30. Lamb S, Sartor T, Jochmaring J, Pelka B, Kuhn J-T, York J. Die Einheitlichen
Ansprechstellen fiir Arbeitgeber (§ 185a SGB IX) im Rheinland - Netzwerkkarten.
Teil I: Einfiihrung und Forschungsgeriist [the Single Contact Points for Employers (§
185a SGB IX) in the Rhineland - Network Maps. Part I: Introduction and Research
Framework]. Heidelberg: Diskussions-Forum Rehabilitations- und Teilhaberecht
(2024). Article D13-2024. Available online at: https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/
user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D13-2024_Die_Einheitliche
n_Ansprechstellen_f%C3%BCr_Arbeitgeber_Teil_Lpdf (Accessed December 01, 2025).

31. Lamb S, Sartor T, Jochmaring J, Pelka B, Kuhn J-T, York ]J. Die Einheitlichen
Ansprechstellen fiir Arbeitgeber (§ 185a SGB IX) im Rheinland - Netzwerkkarten.
Teil II: Ergebnisse der Netzwerkanalyse [the Single Contact Points for Employers (§
185a SGB IX) in the Rhineland - Network Maps. Part II: Results of the Network
Analysis]. Heidelberg: Diskussions-Forum Rehabilitations- und Teilhaberecht
(2024). Article D14-2024. Available online at: https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/
user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D14-2024_Die_EAA_im_
Rheinland_-_Teil ILpdf (Accessed December 01, 2025).

32. Lamb S, Sartor T, Jochmaring J, Pelka B, Kuhn J-T, York J. Die Einheitlichen
Ansprechstellen fiir Arbeitgeber (S 185a SGB IX) im Rheinland - Netzwerkkarten.
Teil III: Erginzende Ergebnisse einer Fragebogenerhebung [the Single Contact Points
for Employers (§ 185a SGB IX) in the Rhineland - Network Maps. Part III:
Supplementary Results of a Questionnaire Survey]. Heidelberg: Diskussions-Forum
Rehabilitations- und Teilhaberecht (2024). Article D15-2024. Available online at:
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Foru
m_D/2024/D15-2924_Die_Einheitlichen_Ansprechstellen_f%C3%BCr_Arbeitgeber_
Teil_IILpdf (Accessed December 01, 2025).

33. Gamper M. Netzwerkanalyse - eine methodische Annaherung [network
analysis — a methodical approach]. In: Klarner A, Gamper M, Keim-Klirner S,
Moor I, von der Lippe H, Nico V, editors. Soziale Netzwerke und Gesundheitliche
Ungleichheiten: Eine Neue Perspektive fiir die Forschung. Wiesbaden: Springer VS
(2020). p. 109-36.

34. Wasserman S, Faust K. Social Network Analysis: Methods and Applications.
Structural Analysis in the Social Sciences: Vol. 8. New York: Cambridge Univ. Press
(1994).

35. Galle M. Strukturen Sozialer Beziehungen mit Netzwerkkarten erkunden. Eine
Webapplikation zur Visualisierung und Interpretation Sozialer Netzwerke (Manual)
[Exploring Social Relationship Structures with Network Maps. A web Application for
Visualizing and Interpreting Social Networks (Manual)]. Luzern: Pidagogische
Hochschule (2024). doi: 10.13140/RG.2.2.11107.57121

36. Galle M. Visualisierung von Sozialen Netzwerken. Anleitung zur Erstellung einer
Webapplikation [Visualization of Social Networks. Instructions for Creating a web
Application]. Luzern: Piadagogische Hochschule Luzern (2024). doi: 10.13140/RG.2.
2.32722.12485

37. Fruchterman TMJ, Reingold EM. Graph drawing by force-directed placement.
Softw Pract Exp. (1991) 21(11):1129-64. doi: 10.1002/spe.4380211102

38. Fuhse JA. Soziale Netzwerke: Konzepte und Forschungsmethoden [Social
Networks: Concepts and Research Methods]. 2nd ed. Konstanz: utb (UVK) (2018).

39. Mayring P, Fenzl T. Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse [qualitative content analysis]. In:
Baur N, Blasius J, editors. Handbuch Methoden der Empirischen Sozialforschung,
Vol. 3. Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden (2022). p. 633-48.

40. Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. Complementary Independent
Participation Counselling (EUTB™). Bonn: BMAS Printing Office / Federal Ministry
of Labour and Social Affairs - Information (2022). Available online at: https://
www.bmas.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/Publikationen/a772e-ergaenzende-unabh
aengige-teilhabeberatung.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=5 (Accessed December 01,
2025).

41. REHADAT. Lexikon zur Beruflichen Teilhabe: Ergidnzende Unabhingige
Teilhabeberatung  (EUTB)[  Encyclopedia ~ of = Vocational  Participation:
Complementary Independent Participation Counselling (EUTB)] (2023). Available
online at: https://www.rehadat.de/lexikon/Lex-Ergaenzende-unabhaengige-
Teilhabeberatung-EUTB/ (Accessed December 01, 2025).

42. Rehrl M, Gruber H. Netzwerkanalysen in der Piddagogik. Ein Uberblick iiber
Methode und Anwendung [network analyses in education. An overview of
methods and use]. Zeitschrift Fiir Pidagogik. (2007) 53(2):243-64. doi: 10.25656/
01:4396

frontiersin.org


https://www.bih.de/integrationsaemter/aufgaben-und-leistungen/einheitliche-ansprechstellen/
https://www.bih.de/integrationsaemter/aufgaben-und-leistungen/einheitliche-ansprechstellen/
https://iab.de/das-iab/befragungen/iab-stellenerhebung/
https://iab.de/das-iab/befragungen/iab-stellenerhebung/
https://doi.org/10.16993/sjdr.896
https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf
https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf
https://delivery-aktion-mensch.stylelabs.cloud/api/public/content/aktion-mensch-inklusionsbarometer-arbeit-2024.pdf?v=21b7f1e6
https://delivery-aktion-mensch.stylelabs.cloud/api/public/content/aktion-mensch-inklusionsbarometer-arbeit-2024.pdf?v=21b7f1e6
https://delivery-aktion-mensch.stylelabs.cloud/api/public/content/aktion-mensch-inklusionsbarometer-arbeit-2024.pdf?v=21b7f1e6
https://bibliothek.wzb.eu/pdf/2000/p00-519.pdf
https://bibliothek.wzb.eu/pdf/2000/p00-519.pdf
https://sfs.sowi.tu-dortmund.de/storages/sfs-sowi/r/Publikationen/Soziale_Innovation_Publikationen/Social_Innovation_Concepts__Research_Fields_and_Trends.pdf
https://sfs.sowi.tu-dortmund.de/storages/sfs-sowi/r/Publikationen/Soziale_Innovation_Publikationen/Social_Innovation_Concepts__Research_Fields_and_Trends.pdf
https://sfs.sowi.tu-dortmund.de/storages/sfs-sowi/r/Publikationen/Soziale_Innovation_Publikationen/Social_Innovation_Concepts__Research_Fields_and_Trends.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.technovation.2019.102098
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2019.1639397
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0048-7333(99)00055-4
https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1410376/FULLTEXT01.pdf
https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1410376/FULLTEXT01.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-30361-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-30361-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-40695-0_6
https://doi.org/10.1093/reseval/rvaa034
https://doi.org/10.17169/FQS-23.1.3726
https://doi.org/10.17169/FQS-23.1.3726
https://doi.org/10.3262/GL2504239
https://doi.org/10.3262/GL2504239
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483398341
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D13-2024_Die_Einheitlichen_Ansprechstellen_f%C3%BCr_Arbeitgeber_Teil_I.pdf
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D13-2024_Die_Einheitlichen_Ansprechstellen_f%C3%BCr_Arbeitgeber_Teil_I.pdf
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D13-2024_Die_Einheitlichen_Ansprechstellen_f%C3%BCr_Arbeitgeber_Teil_I.pdf
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D14-2024_Die_EAA_im_Rheinland_-_Teil_II.pdf
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D14-2024_Die_EAA_im_Rheinland_-_Teil_II.pdf
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D14-2024_Die_EAA_im_Rheinland_-_Teil_II.pdf
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D15-2924_Die_Einheitlichen_Ansprechstellen_f%C3%BCr_Arbeitgeber_Teil_III.pdf
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D15-2924_Die_Einheitlichen_Ansprechstellen_f%C3%BCr_Arbeitgeber_Teil_III.pdf
https://www.reha-recht.de/fileadmin/user_upload/RehaRecht/Diskussionsforen/Forum_D/2024/D15-2924_Die_Einheitlichen_Ansprechstellen_f%C3%BCr_Arbeitgeber_Teil_III.pdf
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.11107.57121
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.32722.12485
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.32722.12485
https://doi.org/10.1002/spe.4380211102
https://www.bmas.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/Publikationen/a772e-ergaenzende-unabhaengige-teilhabeberatung.pdf?__blob=publicationFile%26v=5
https://www.bmas.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/Publikationen/a772e-ergaenzende-unabhaengige-teilhabeberatung.pdf?__blob=publicationFile%26v=5
https://www.bmas.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/Publikationen/a772e-ergaenzende-unabhaengige-teilhabeberatung.pdf?__blob=publicationFile%26v=5
https://www.rehadat.de/lexikon/Lex-Ergaenzende-unabhaengige-Teilhabeberatung-EUTB/
https://www.rehadat.de/lexikon/Lex-Ergaenzende-unabhaengige-Teilhabeberatung-EUTB/
https://doi.org/10.25656/01:4396
https://doi.org/10.25656/01:4396

	Innovation through networking: the single contact points for employers in the German vocational rehabilitation and participation system
	Introduction
	Method
	Network analysis
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Expert interviews
	Data collection
	Recruitment
	Conducting the interviews
	Documentation

	Data analysis


	Results
	Network density and quality
	Important network partners
	Cooperation, communication and the exchange of information
	Cooperation
	Communication
	Information processes


	Discussion
	Innovation through networking
	Limitations
	Practical implications and outlook

	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Conflict of interest
	Generative AI statement
	Publisher's note
	References


