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The discussion of the consequences of demografic change within german society today becomes a new focus. An increasing number of german companies, especially in the sector of production, try to find answers how to manage with an ageing workforce. This necessary discussion was (and still is) mainly driven by the german unions, basically by IG Metall and Ver.di.

From the view of the unions and the operational lobby groups, the consequences of demografic change must be seen from the angle of the employees. What does demographic change mean for the employees? First of all, everybody has to work a longer worklife, because statutory retirement will be at the age of 67. At the same time, we can find that working conditions are more and more threatening health and well-being of the employees. Both these facts together, working a longer worklife and facing working-conditions that become more and more a strain, are the main problem of demographic change from the point of operational lobby groups. We have to find answers to the following questions: How can the employees stay healthy in view of this situation? And from the point of view of economy: What has to be done to maintain competitiveness, performance and productivity with an ageing workforce?
There are no simple answers to these questions. Mainly, everything has to be done to improve working-conditions. The measures to reach this aim may vary from company to company. But the fields of action are clear: Health, labour organisation and job design, leadership, qualification (continuous education and lifelong learning), personal policy, corporate culture1. 

Against the background of demographic change, the compass process within Siemens is one example of good practice within the field of qualification.2 It is mainly aimed at employees to foster self-management and self-regulation. It therefore is a measure that the work´s council appreciates, accepts and recommends, because it aims at the individual and strengthens its capability to manage individual needs and values, occupational career and personal motivation. The compass process is a contribution to a better work-life-balance in view of a longer working life. It is an effective way to accommodate individual strengths and needs with the needs of the company. Both sides will benefit from the outcomes of this process as already shown in many cases.

The process begins with an introductory phase, in which the participants reflect on their life and professional biography and get a ‘360°-feedback’ on their personal strengths and weaknesses from colleagues, executives and clients. A three-day workshop follows to analyse each participant’s potential. At the end of this course, each employee – supported by ideas, suggestions and feedback from the other participants – formulates a personal development plan outlining concrete steps of action.

Following the workshop, employees, executives and personnel management meet to examine the company-related projects in terms of their feasibility. The strength of the plan is based on the fact that the employee takes responsibility for achieving the agreed measures. As these objectives are personally important to the individual, he/she will effectively pursue them. Another key element of the process is a two-day follow-up seminar after approximately four months, which assesses the progress of the project and any problems that have arisen; if necessary, alternative action measures are developed.

The compass process applies to all staff members of Siemens AG Germany aged over 40 years.

Siemens’s further education provider, Learning Campus, supplies the service, which is promoted to ‘employees with several years of professional experience’ (in order to avoid age stigmatisation). The company pays all training costs and the training sessions take place in external seminar venues during working time.

Human resources strategy will concentrate more on facilitating horizontal career moves. It is hoped that measures such as job rotation and systematic job changes will keep employees motivated and free from health problems for a longer time. Here, too, the objective is to ensure an appropriate match between individual and company interests.

To achieve this, however, requires a new form of management culture. It is clear that there needs to be a good match between the employee and his/her tasks. Otherwise, the employee may not achieve the desired job performance due to lack of motivation. Therefore, management must guide the individual to a position within the company so that both employer and employee may profit from the experience. In summary the workshops and the whole compass-process in many aspects are proven to be a helpful contribution facing the challenges of an ageing workforce.
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