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1  A b s t r a c t 1 

The focus of this case study „Employment transfer and health promotion – The restructuring of 
the Schalker Verein in Gelsenkirchen, Germany“ is the health promotion initiative which repre-
sented one part of the measures applied following the restructuring, that is the closure of the last 
remaining production lines of the Steel works, in 2004. The health promotion measures are new 
to Germany and contain significant potential to improve the situation of the employees and thus 
to complement traditionally used employment transfer measures. 

This case studies also investigates the transfer measures employed at the site according to the § 
216 b SGB III due to the conceptual connection between these measures and the health promo-
tion in question. In addition, the role of the internal organisational placement office will be inves-
tigated in terms of transfer measures as such offices are not traditional means used in association 
with general employment transfer during enterprise restructuring. 

A central finding of this study focuses on the combination of traditional labour market measures 
such as employment transfer in conjunction with the activities of the internal placement office. 
This cooperation of two institutions led to the successful placement of many employees into new 
companies. Regrettably, no such cooperation took place in term of the health promotion initia-
tive: The transfer agency and the provider of the health promotion initiative did not work to-
gether although the mutual exchange of different measures and approaches would have offered 
an important opportunity for conceptual development of the measures inherent in health promo-
tion as well as employment transfers. 

 

The present study was compiled as part of the project „Monitoring Innovative Restructuring in 
Europe – MIRE“. This project is coordinated in Germany in cooperation between the IPG (In-
stitute for Psychology of Work, Unemployment and Health at the University Bremen) and the 
IAT (Institut Arbeit und Technik, Gelsenkirchen). It is the aim of the MIRE Project to identify 
innovative examples of restructuring in Europe and further to organise an international exchange 
and knowledge transfer. The project is funded by the European Social Fund. It commenced in 
January 2005 and comes to an end in November 2006.  

To achieve the above mentioned goals, 

• each of the participating countries (Belgium, France, Germany, Sweden, United Kingdom) 
have set up national expert networks which will meet and connect more closely during the 
lifespan of the project, and 

• each country will conduct several studies which will document present national „good prac-
tice“ examples of innovative restructuring. 

                                                 
1 We would hereby like to thank the Agency Dimago - Lutz Kampert Fotografie as well as Daniel Hinze from the  
Initiative Dubtown Industriekultur for giving us permission to use their photographs. We also gratefully acknowl-
edge the support of the Works Council of Saint Gobain Gelsenkirchen, who allowed us to use several pictures and 
illustrations from their archive for presentations and this case description.  
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2  S h o r t  p o r t r a i t  o f  t h e  r e s t r u c t u r i n g  

When the spun iron pipe and foundry facilities of the Saint-Gobain steel works in Gelsenkirchen 
were finally closed in 2004, it means the end of a very traditional and extraordinary steel mill in 
Ruhr area of Germany. During the 20s in the last century, the steel works employed more than 
6,000 workers. Only 37 employees remained in 2005 following the restructuring of the location, 
now working for the new logistic and confection centre. It is their job to process cast steel prod-
ucts being now produced abroad, to prepare them for storage and shipping them to the North 
German market. 

 
The Schalker Verein a few years after company formation 

The current restructuring case involved the dismissal and relocation of 200 workplaces. In addi-
tion to the relatively high compensation paid to the dismissed, the restructuring case involved 

three central measures to improve 
the employees’ situation regarding 
the threatening unemployment. 
The first measure included the 
organisation of a placement office 
as part of an internal cooperation 
between the Works Council and 
Human Resources so as to use 
company contacts to other 
companies so as to place their 
employees into new jobs. A second 
measure included a transfer 
company according to § 216b SGB 

III, which was carried out by a local service provider. The third measure was „health promotion 
consultation for employees in insecure employment“, a pilot project which the Federal Associa-
tion of Company Health Insurance was in charge of. 

3  T h e  S c h a l k e r  V e r e i n  

The Schalker Verein could look back at a tradition of 130 years as an steel work. In 1999, the 
location became part of the French Saint-Gobain group. Friedrich Grillo founded the location in 
1872 under the name of „Schalker Gruben- und Hüttenverein“ as a furnace works. The pipe 
production started in 1926 with the introduction of a centrifugal casting process, at that time 
revolutionary production methods for pipes, which were developed at and characterized this lo-
cation. The production of ductile pipes in the 1950s made the Schalker Verein to the worldwide 
leader for drinking water supplies and sewage drains2. In addition to producing steel pipes, until 
the 1980s the Steel Work also included typical facilities for processing by-products of the crude 
steel production, e.g. a cement factory and facilities for mineral wool.  

                                                 
2 Prior to the introduction of ductile iron (in Germany 1956) cast iron in the form of grey iron was classified as a 
brittle and little impact resistant material. By using as specific kind of graphite – the nodular graphite – in the melting 
bath, ductile cast iron gets particular qualities, especially a high degree of tensile strength linked with high plasticity 
(=ductility). Furthermore, ductile cast iron can be welded in contrast to grey iron. The main application area is water 
supply and wastewater disposal, whereas buried pipes must get a protection against corrosion.  
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3.1 The Long-term personnel trend and its background 

The personnel number continued to decrease since the 1960s. Whereas the Schalker Verein still 
employed 4,200 employees in 1962, this number decreased to 3,300 in 1966 following several 
restructuring waves. Following the merger of the works with Thyssen in 1974, all furnace capaci-
ties were step-by-step centralised in Duisburg. The capacity of the Gelsenkirchen furnace was 
reduced continuously with accompanying staff cuts.  

 
The Schalker Verein in the 1920s 

In March 1982 an explosion of furnace IV, the last active furnace, led to the closure of the pro-
duction of crude steel. All connected production areas such as the slag cement factory were also 
closed. The employee numbers were radically reduced from 2.200 to 1.200 employees, the biggest 

shutdown during the history of the steel 
works. Following this, all steel required for 
the pipe foundry was carried by rail from 
the steel works in Duisburg.  

The steel works was relocated within the 
Thyssen group in 1984 to the Thyssen Guss 
AG with the headquarter in Mülheim/Ruhr. 
The Schalker Verein focused at this point 
primarily on the production of pipes with a 
diameter of 100 to 1,400 mm. This made 
the location less competitive within the 

parent company, in which pipe production was not of primary strategic importance. Investment 
decreased and further research and development ceased in this area.  

As a final step, the steel works was offered for sale in 1997. The takeover by Saint Gobain fol-
lowed two years later. Saint Gobain is a French industrial group with its headquarters in Paris. 
Prior to the takeover, Saint Gobain already had a pipe production facility in the Saarland city of 
Brebach, in which the „Halberger  Werk“ has been pouring steel since 1756. The Schalker Verein 
thus became a branch of the “Halberger Werk” in Brebach in 1999 and has since then been part 
of the Saint Gobain Gussrohr GmbH & Co. KG.  

Prior to the sale of the Schalker Vereins, 160 employees had already been dismissed which meant 
that in April 1999, at the time of the takeover, the steel works still employed 890 people. Several 
more staff cuts followed in subsequent years. By the spring of 2004, just before the closure of the 
foundry facility, 235 employees remained. 200 of these were still being employed in the pipe and 
mould casting, the final 35 employees were responsible for sales of poured steels and spun iron 
pipes to the North and West of Germany.  

3.2 The characteristics of the workforce in relation to the restructuring  

The workforce was differently affected by the closure. Group (1) represented those who worked 
directly in the pipe and mould casting, who were those who were immediately affected. One ex-
ception was Group (2), those who were close to retirement. These people would be able to leave 
the organisation using the instrument of Altersteilzeit (gradual retirement). Group (3) included all 
those employees responsible for the sales and marketing of products. This group was not in dan-
ger of loosing their jobs due to later plans to expand the sales department as a confection and 
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should cooperate with the regional economy to create 1,000 new jobs so as to compensate for the 
losses due to restructuring – at least at the regional level. The initiators also kept in mind the 
neighbouring city of Dortmund. A so-called „Dortmund Project“ had similar goals and had be-
come nationally known.  

The initiative „Gelsenkirchen-Konferenz“ was received very well by the political actors. Unfor-
tunately, many political parties in Gelsenkirchen used this initiative primarily during their election 
campaign and so as to increase their community profile. Initially conceived of as a program for 
economical and targeted sector development, the initiative soon suffered setbacks due to criti-
cism about its very localised focus (thus excluding other regions) and the support of the state and 
federal government. Particularly the dispute between the SPD government at the state and federal 
government level with the CDU-let City Council in Gelsenkirchen hurt the initiative as well as 
the ongoing dispute between the SPD and CDU candidates during the election campaign for the 
mayor’s office.   

The state government soon signalled that it would not get involved in Gelsenkirchen unless the 
concept was widened to include the region. The initiative lost further ground when the Minister 
for Work in North-Rhine Westphalia and the state minister president both cancelled their par-
ticipation at a local conference. The local social democratic party demanded that the concept had 
to be extended and redefined as „Emscher-Lippe-Konferenz“, whereas the CDU wanted to re-
tain the old concept of a „Gelsenkirchen-Konferenz“. 

Despite of this political dissent, a compromise was agreed upon in form of a council decision for 
a conference to take place in June 2004 with the title „Gelsenkirchen-Konferenz”. This event was 
intended to serve as a preparation to a larger „Emscher-Lippe-Konferenz“ which would include 
the surrounding cities and communities. This last conference took place in September 2004 and 
resulted in the foundation of the Emscher-Lippe Allianz. The participating actors – amongst 
them the city of Gelsenkirchen, the district of Recklinghausen, the city of Bottrop, representa-
tives of the state government, the Federal Employment Agency (Bundesagentur für Arbeit), the 
unions as well as the industrial associations eventually agreed on a paper and aims for the region 
(„Together for the Region – Agreement on Objectives”).  

5  S u p p o r t i n g  l a b o u r  m a r k e t  p o l i t i c s  d u r i n g  d i s m i s s a l s  

Due to many prior restructuring experiences (including lay offs), the works council and personnel 
department had gained a lot of experience that it could use in this round of restructuring. Docu-
ments and similar scenarios were thus available to them during the reconciliation of interest and 
the negotiation of the social plan. However, a few points were amended and differed this time 
around.  

The most important instruments in this case were part of the reconciliation of interest and the 
social plan and included the severance pay, the implementation of a transfer company, and the 
organisation of an internal placement office. An additional, fourth instrument was introduced 
here for the first time and did not play a role in the reconciliation and social plan negotiation – 
the health promotion initiative („Gesundheitsorientierte Beratung“) was part of a separate coop-
eration between the Federal Association of Company Health Insurance Funds, the local man-
agement and the works council (see Chapter 5). 
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The above instruments had also been used and tested in previous cases of mass dismissals, which 
meant that parties more readily agreed to these instruments. In 1999, before the merger with St. 
Gobain, the restructuring and the social plan included the implementation of a transfer company, 
which hypothetically offered qualifications and placement measures. In fact this former employ-
ment company aimed on older employees who were close to retirement. The objective of the 
transfer company in 1999 was to organize the transition from employment to retirement and to 
avoid unemployment.  Gradual retirement, however, did not play a role in the new 2004 social 
plan as the new instruments aimed at the integration of employees into the labour market. To 
achieve this, the social plan specified that a transfer agency and an internal placement office 
should be established.  

5.1 The Saint Gobain placement office 

The idea to organize an internal placement office for a limited period of time had already been 
applied successfully in 1999 when Saint Gobain acquired the foundry plant in Gelsenkirchen. 
Due to the successful operation during the various dismissals taking place in the following years, 
the placement office became a fixed institution used in case of mass dismissals. The main concept 
behind it is the use of existing, informal contacts to other companies so as to place employees 
into new positions outside the concern. These network contacts were based on the work and 
experience of both the works council as well as the personnel department in Gelsenkirchen. The 
previous association to the Thyssen group proved to be particularly useful and many employees 
could be placed in Thyssen companies after the Gelsenkirchen location was taken over by Saint 
Gobain. 

Employees were released while working on probation for another employer in cooperation with 
the employment agency, but also in placements that were arranged by the internal placement of-
fice. This placement scheme was very successful. In those few cases, where no placement could 
be achieved it was often that the actual employees did not want to take up the offer after the in-
ternship. In many times they stated the unusual and – in their experience – worse and disorgan-
ised work conditions in small and medium sized foundries. One example included particular 
health and safety concerns that were significantly lower than the standard which Saint Gobain 
employees were used to. 
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Table 1: Time frame of measures in the Schalker Verein 

Year 2004 2005    
Month 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 1 2 3

Time frame of consultations and 
negotiations 

                           

Announcement of the closure                             
Negotiation of health promotion 
initiative 

                              

Reconciliation of interest, nego-
tiation of social plan 

                             

Time frame of measures                            

Health promotion intervention                               
Internal placement office at Saint 
Gobain 

                                     

Transfer company – first "beE"                                
Second transfer company "be-
triebsorganisatorisch eigenstän-
dige Einheit“ 

 
                                 

 

The placement office was opened immediately following the reconciliation of interest and the 
signing of the social plan in June 2004 (and will continue until the end of 2005). The office is 
staffed with a personnel officer and a works council representative. One additional member of 
the works council was released from normal duties to focus solely on the placement of employ-
ees. This person was the main point of contact for all employees. The office was located in the 
main administration building at the location and was open to all employees – including those who 
were still working on the remaining production lines. 

The Saint Gobain placement office managed to place about 40 employees immediately. This 
group represented those who were better-qualified proportion of the workforce. The majority 
were placed in companies belonging to the ThyssenKrupp Group. Business partners and suppli-
ers of the „Schalker Verein“ also took on some of their employees.  

Unfortunately, the placement office was not able to help all proportions of the workforce. Some 
employees were more difficult to place due to their lack of qualification, limited knowledge of 
German, health problems, and age. In addition to this, the few open vacancies available to those 
with limited or no qualifications paid a significantly lower wage compared to their rate at Saint 
Gobain. 

The internal placement office also cooperated with the local employment agency in attempt to 
place all their employees into available vacancies outside their network of companies. This was 
occasionally successful, particularly because employees were released from work at Saint Gobain 
to attend test internships and work on probation at different locations and for different compa-
nies. This meant that the (new) employer did not have to pay for the Saint Gobain employee dur-
ing his internship (generally up to 4 weeks) during which the employees still received their bene-
fits from Saint Gobain. 
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Table 2: Results of placement activities    

 
Absolute 
numbers 

Relative no.s 
in relation to 

(b) 

Relative no.s 
in relation 

to(c) 

 I II III 

(a) Employees before restructuring 237   

Remaining workplaces in the confection centre  37   

Number of jobs being lost on production lines 200   

…gradual retirement (Altersteilzeit) applies to 33   

(b) Threatened by unemployment 181 100.0%  

Immediate placement via internal placement office  38 21.0%  

Immediate exits 35 19.3%  

(c) Transfer to the transfer company 108 59.7% 100.0% 

Numbers of employees leaving transfer company  
(end of June  2005)    

Placement into work via transfer company  4 2.2% 3.7% 

Resignations/Employees handing in their notice to the transfer 
company 18 9.9% 16.7% 

Pursuing other options (i.e. continuous professional development) 3 1.7% 2.8% 

    

Remaining unemployment after transfer company 32 17.7% 29.6% 

    

(d) Numbers left in transfer company by early July 2005 51 28.2% 47.2% 

5.2  The transfer company  

In addition the internal placement office, the instrument „Transferkurzarbeitergeld“ 
(§ 216b SGB III) has also been used in previous social plans at Saint Gobain. In the last restruc-
turing prior to the closure in 2004, a local service provider was responsible for the organisation of 
the transfer company. Neither the personnel department nor the works council were satisfied 
with their services, hence the service provider engaged in 2004 was another company, called 
BAQ-Transfer- und Qualifizierungsgesellschaft mbH, Bochum. This company had already organ-
ised transfers for Saint Gobain at the Brebach works and thus had a good reputation in the per-
sonnel department in Brebach. It is owned by a lawyer for labour law in Bochum. He was well 
known for his work for unions and works councils, which meant that the BAQ was engaged 
quickly and without a lengthy process. 

The employees were told about the installation of a transfer company at a meeting on June 16th, 
2004 by the personnel department.  The workforce was given ten days to consider the option of 
either signing a new contract (between themselves, Saint Gobain and the BAQ), which meant a 
new employment contract with the transfer company, or to receive their dismissal notice on June 
26th.  All but 11 employees decided to sign the transferral contract, meaning that 108 employees 
transferred to the new company (Table 2).  

Employees would stay a minimum of three but no more than twelve months within the transfer 
company. Generally, their stay should be double the time of their dismissal notice period. About 
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60% of all transferred employees were eligible to stay in the transfer company for the maximum 
period of twelve months. A further 15% were eligible to remain for up to 6 months.   

5.2.1 The concept of the BAQ at Saint Gobain in Gelsenkirchen 

The labour market concept for the former Saint Gobain employees included four steps, which 
followed the initial profiling exercise according to § 216b (4) SGB III. One of the main tenets of 
the BAQ concept is to symbolically emphasize the departure of employees from their previous 
employer by conducting all tests and similar away from the old workplace. 

• The transfer company conducts an initial consultation, where BAQ consultants talk to each 
employee about the results of the profiling exercise, their professional career ambitions and 
to plan necessary further measures and qualification. This consultation takes 30 to 60 min-
utes. It took two weeks until all consultations with the transferred former employees were 
completed. 

• Following this, the employees had to attend orientation training that was conducted in groups 
and lasted for five days. The focus of this measure („Basisqualifikation“) was to train them 
extensively in managing the application process. 

• The third step consisted of further qualification initiatives as part of the individually worked 
out career plan in step one. Continuous professional development service providers con-
ducted these courses. They included welding courses, which were thought to be particularly 
promising for the job market.  

• The fourth and final step focused on the placement of the employees. The BAQ tried to find 
vacancies and also coached the employees when they applied or had interviews. The employ-
ees also had the chance to request individual consultations if necessary. 

Finding open vacancies proved to be difficult for the BAQ and was only successful within limits. 
This may have been due to the lack of a network and informal contacts which would have been 
instrumental in placing employees. In the end, the BAQ had to result to calling up companies in 
an attempt to find potential job openings for the employees. This took a lot of time and was suc-
cessful only in a few occasions. This was also the reason why the BAQ cooperated so closely with 
the internal placement office at Saint Gobain, since their contacts in the steel industry raised the 
chances of placing employees. The result was a productive sharing of the workload in that the 
Saint Gobain office contributed to the placement by using its network of contacts, whereas the 
transfer company organised further qualification for the employees. 

 

Table 3: participants at the measures 
organized by the transfer company absolute relative 

Participants in total 108 100.0% 

… basic qualifications 75 69.4% 

… technical qualifications 33 30.6% 

… internships 17 17.7% 

 

 

 

 

 

In addition to the further qualification of employees, internships played an important role in the 
cooperation between the BAQ and the internal placement office. Saint Gobain employees were 
able to attend internships while still at the “Schalker Verein”, but this service was available also 
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once they had changed to the BAQ transfer company. The internships functioned as a sort of 
probationary period and lasted two to four weeks. In total, 17 employees were placed via the 
transfer company into internships. All but one employee could thus be successfully placed with 
the new employer after the temporary internship had come to an end (Table 3). 

5.2.2 Obstacles in the placement of Saint Gobain employees 

According to the BAQ, the placement of the workforce was problematic due to their age (the 
majority were aged 40 plus years) and their lack of qualifications. Most had only limited technical 
expertise, and even most of the skilled workers could not be placed into their former jobs where 
specific technical qualifications were required. The regional labour market posed further prob-
lems as it offered no perspectives to unqualified labourers.  

Recruiting practices in many metal and steel companies also complicated things further, as they 
tend to recruit new employees via temporary employment agencies. According to the BAQ, this 
counts for 90% of all recruitments. In effect, companies employ workers for a few weeks as tem-
porary workers and only later sign them up on with a regular contract – or they reject the candi-
dates if they were considered not suitable. Most employees in the transfer companies have diffi-
culty in understanding this concept and are thus reluctant to work as temporary labourers.  

5.2.3 Results  

Given the close cooperation between the internal placement office and the transfer company, it is 
not really possible to evaluate each measure separately. Altogether, both instruments jointly man-
aged to place 60 employees into new jobs from 167, with 32 employees now being unemployed. 
This is quite a positive achievement considering the characteristics of the workforce.   

The variables leading to success and the reintegration into the job market were clearly the infor-
mal contacts and the network available to the internal placement office. The placement and fur-
ther qualification courses organized by the transfer company was also important as these played a 
further decisive role in the placement (i.e. welding techniques training). The ability to attend in-
ternships in other companies also played an important role. Even if the internships had resulted 
in contracts for the interns, the employees would also have had the chance to return to the trans-
fer company. Furthermore, employees were financially secured during the internship as the trans-
fer company was still paying them. The internship opportunity was thus advantageous for the 
company who got an intern for free and the employees in so far as the internships led to several 
successful job placements.   

5.3 The role of the labour administration 

The Gelsenkirchen labour administration contributed to the financing of the transfer measures in 
two ways: At the one end, the labour administration approved that the transfer agency costs are 
financed according to § 216b SGB III. On the other end, it is possible for the service provider 
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organising the transfer agency to request additional funds from ESF funds available at local la-
bour administrations for the costs of qualification measures4.  

In the case of St. Gobain, the labour administration simply gave permission to fund the transfer 
measures according to the above. The administration did not get involved in the BAQ’s selection 
of transfer concepts and measures. Even the opportunity to participate in meetings, which were 
regularly held between the BAQ and the works council, were not made use of by the labour ad-
ministration. According to the BAQ, the cooperation with the labour administration was smooth, 
especially getting additional ESF funding for qualification measures within the transfer agency. 
Here the BAQ found that the labour administration handled this process well, being service ori-
ented and surprisingly not bureaucratic. 

6  T h e  h e a l t h  p r o m o t i o n  i n i t i a t i v e  

The „health-oriented consultation for unemployed and those in insecure employment“ consti-
tuted the third measures in addition to the two previously described instruments (internal place-
ment office and transfer company). It provided a means to improve the life and work situation of 
those leaving the Schalker Verein. 

The health promotion measure originated in a long-term cooperation between the Faculty for 
Organisational Psychology at the university of Dortmund and the Federal Association of the 
Company Health Insurance Funds (BV BKK) in Essen. The cooperation had centred on the 
topic of unemployment and health. In association with the Institute for Work Psychology and 
Work Medicine (Institut für Arbeitspsychologie und Arbeitsmedizin, IAPAM) in Herdecke, the 
collaborators developed a consulting concept specifically targeted at the unemployed and those in 
insecure employment.   

The project is based on two assumptions: 

• Unemployed and those threatened by unemployment experience significantly higher amount 
of uncertainty. This may lead to a change of behaviour in relation to physical activity and nu-
trition. Unhealthy behaviours are likely results in cases of higher uncertainty when the person 
is in or threatened by unemployment. 

• A second argument in support of health promotion initiatives is the difference in actual la-
bour market perspectives depending on the health status of the unemployed person. People 
who are ill are less likely to find employment on the labour market compared to those who 
have less health issues.  

The assumptions led on to the formulation of two aims: firstly, to improve the access to and 
chances on the labour market for those who are unemployed. A second aim is to promote health 
amongst those in unemployment and to work with them to maintain a certain quality of life.  
These goals were anchored in the interests of the BV BKK for this target group, which were 
manifold: 

• To save costs by avoiding the expenditure which were caused by dismissal-related health 
problems  

                                                 
4 In case such a request is granted, the organisation has to contribute 70% of the qualification costs. 30% of qualifi-
cation costs will be funded out of the ESF budget available to the local labour administration. 
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• To positively influence the employment rates and risk structure of the remaining members in 
employment  

The concept stemmed from several health projects aimed at different professional groups. The 
concept was developed at the Universität Dortmund, whereas the IAPAM organised these con-
sultations in specific organizations. Later it was redesigned for a new target group (those in inse-
cure employment) in cooperation with the BV BKK. The first implementation was 2003 at the 
Hoesch steel works in Dortmund (part of the ThyssenKrupp group). The project was also in-
tended to be piloted at a restructuring company in Bremen, which did not happen due to internal 
resistance within the company. The Saint Gobain steel works was recruited using personal con-
tacts. The practical implementation was again organized by the IAPAM, whereas the “Team Ge-
sundheit – Gesellschaft für Gesundheitsmanagement mbH” in Essen (a subsidiary company of 
the BV BKK with a close association with the University Duisburg-Essen) oversaw the financing 
and project organization. 

6.1.1 The theoretical concept of health promotion for the unemployed  

The health promotion concept aimed at the following: „The seminars shall help participants to 
recognise strains, dangers and risk factors so as to manage, overcome and prevent these from 
becoming professional barriers, decreasing their health, productivity and life quality. Participants 
shall learn to cope with their present life situation, to mobilise their own resources, and to look 
for new perspectives, thus leading to a increased sense of confidence and control, which will help 
them to influence their own life situation“5. 

The main assumption of this model is that strains/demands and resources need to be adequately 
and effectively balanced. Buffers support the model on both sides of a “seesaw” (the strains and 
resources) and help to maintain this balance. 

Examples of strains and demands are: 

• Physical strains such as noise, temperature, pollution, materials  (situational).  

• Task-related demands (situational)  

• Lack of regulation versus too much regulation on one’s position at work  (organisational) 

• Subjective demands such as perfectionism, ambition (personal) 

Examples of resources: 

• Abilities, skills, attitudes (personal) 

• Equipment, technical helps (situational) 

• Authorization, responsibility, organisational support (organisational) 

 
• A demands buffer manages the balance between resources and demands. This demands 

buffer refers to freedom to manoeuvre in a situation, as well as situational and personal re-
sources. As such personal stress resistance or resilience, situational support (which also in-

                                                 
5 Bökenkamp, Kathrin (2004). Gesundheitsorientierte Beratung für Arbeitslose und instabil Beschäftigte“. Ab-
schlussbericht zur Gesundheitsförderung St. Gobain, S. 25. 
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cludes financial buffers) as well as organisational characteristics (staff coverage at work) are 
examples of buffers that help a person to manage demands better.    

In case of those who are unemployed, resources no longer meet their counterweight of demands 
and strains. In this case, resource buffers are required so as to reduce the effect. Usually, this re-
source buffer is heavily used by those who experience a lot of strain and demands, often resulting 
in the buffer becoming ineffective with excessive use.  This situation is reversed for those who 
are unemployed. The question here is whether or not their resource buffers are effective in man-
aging the lack of demands and strains. Important personal buffers include a healthy self-esteem, 
curiosity, and ability to redefine and review goals. Opportunities available to participate in sport 
activities, workshops, and thus to have a wide variety of tasks to achieve in various situations, in 
addition to social organisational to avoid isolation, subsequent deprivation and depression.  

 
It is the aim of the health promotion consultation to „transform the devaluation associated with 
unemployment into a process of discovering added value, by either helping unemployed persons 
to get back into the labour market or by helping them to remain healthy and productive during 
their unemployment and to enjoy sufficient quality of a life despite of it“ (director, IAPAM, 
2005).  

6.1.2 The practical implementation at Saint Gobain 

The concept was first introduced to the workforce a week after the closure had been officially 
announced in a company meeting. Both trainers heavily promoted the consultation concept using 
information stands, but they also approached individual employees and arranged for a phone-
hotline for eventual queries to the proposed consultation. In the end, 80 employees attended the 
information events with 56 of these participating in the workshops (see Table 4).  

The focus of the workshops was to impart concrete health knowledge to the participants that 
should increase their awareness of health issues and their motivation to increase health-

promoting behaviour. 

The participants were offered group con-
sultations as well as personal consultations 
on health promotion subjects. These work-
shops and sessions took place between June 
to December in 2004 in the rooms of the 
administration building at the Saint Gobain 
location.  

All participants were grouped into six 
groups of five to ten participants each. 
These groups met once a month for a five-
hour session6. Before the group seminars 

commenced, each participant was interviewed separately for an hour. This first interview intro-
duced the measure again in more detail to each of the participants and served as a source of in-
formation about all the participants for the consultants. The talk was supplemented by an inter-

Table 4: Participation at the 
health promotion events   absolute relative 

Maximum participation possi-
ble 200 100.0% 

Participation at information 
events  80 40.0% 

…participation rates group  
discussions and personal con-
sultations 

56 28.0% 

…personal consultations 16 8.0% 

…Nordic-Walking 10 5.0% 

Dropping out because of work  11  

Others dropping out  5  

                                                 
6 An exception was made for the August summer break.  
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view using a semi-standardized questionnaire. In addition to the group seminars and the compul-
sory first meeting, participants were also able to arrange personal consultations and coaching 
appointments if they so wished with one of the consultants. In total, 16 participants eventually 
used this offer.  

All group seminars had a similar struc-
ture, starting off with a review of the last 
session and a discussion of the learnt 
aspects (which was checked with the help 
of a small questionnaire). An introduc-
tion to the new topics followed with an 
analysis of what are the ideal and the 
realistic scenarios for the employees. 
Employees also had to work out individ-
ual strategies on how to cope with vari-
ous aspects. The seminars finished with a 
little card game that served as a check to 
reflect on what had been learned in this session.  

Table 5: Themes of the seminars  

Workshop 1 Exercise, nutrition, alcohol, smoking, sleep 

Workshop 2 Included goal setting, planning, perception, 
expectations, motivation  

Workshop 3 Review and extension of issues mentioned 
in Workshop 2 

Workshop 4 

Feelings of anxiety, anger, boredom; 
communication, application procedure and 
interviews  
 

Workshop 5 Stress, relaxation, sustainability  

In addition to the seminars, participants also initiated a small Nordic walking group that met once 
a week outside the works gate to exercise in a nearby public park. This group constituted ten par-
ticipants and continued to meet long after the health promotion initiative came to an end.  

6.1.3 Effectiveness of measures 

The workshops aimed at the improvement of participant health behaviour and the imparting of 
further health knowledge. Discussions and interviews with participants revealed that they made 
behaviour adjustments and learnt from these workshops. Although it is not possible to conduct a 
detailed evaluation for various reasons, the case study does show several indicators that confirm 
the successful nature of the measures in terms of their operative aims. 

• Workshop 1 focused on the behaviour of participants in terms of exercise, nutrition, alcohol 
consumption, smoking and sleep patterns. As such, discussion included topics such as indi-
vidual sport behaviours as well as dietary recommendations of the German Society for nutri-
tion (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Ernährung). The discussion of these issues led to a changing 
health behaviour, one example of which was the popularity of the Nordic walking group. 
One participant stated that small changes were made in that people began to eat an apple 
daily or similar, which is something they had not done before. 

• It was more difficult to assess the impact of the workshops 2 to 5. These measures aimed at 
providing participants with tools that enabled them to develop their own individual, long-
term perspective as well as allowing them to assess and work towards their goals. The work-
shops also addressed the importance of self-motivation. However, it is not possible to evalu-
ate the impact of these measures. Partial support can be found in the good cooperation of all 
participants, in that they solved tasks given to them between the workshops with their part-
ners at home. Participants also reflected positively on the contents, context and connection 
between all workshops.  
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The positive atmosphere and the willingness of the employees to participate actively in work-
shops further support the above assessment. Questionnaires used during the initiative reveal a 
relatively high learning achievement of all participants. There are, however, critical points to be 
mentioned. As such, only 16 participants used the offer of individual interviews with the organis-
ers of the health initiative. According to one of the trainers, certain group processes would have 
required a higher number of participants of ten plus people. However, group sizes declined over 
time that left only five to ten participants in each group (see section 6.1.2).  

6.1.4 Conclusion  

At present, certain trends can be discerned. Unemployment has a generally negative effect on 
health, particularly because the increased uncertainty affects the physical and mental constitution 
of the dismissed. The health promotion intervention in this present case study reflects the Zeit-
geist. The concepts of considering „health a resource“, the importance of „corporate social re-
sponsibility“ and the renaming of personnel departments into „Human Resources“ emphasize 
the shift in the relationship between employer and employees.  

All in all, the cooperation of these different actors (IAPAM, universities, company health insur-
ance funds, and a company) in relation to this health promotion initiative is still rather unusual 
and innovative for Germany.  

The successful cooperation between participants, the works council, and the health promotion 
consultants may lead to a new way of supporting those in insecure employment, which goes be-
yond the areas usually covered by the transfer companies. The trend towards a more flexible and 
disrupted professional life causes a lot of uncertainty for many German professionals, who view 
this trend with anxiety and frustration. Repeated restructuring with dismissals based on social 
selection criteria leads to the ageing of the workforces, which in turn decreasing the willingness of 
these employees to start afresh and work towards a new career.  

The intervention is also unusual in that this was the second consultation of this kind in Germany, 
organized jointly by the Federal Association of Company Health Insurance Funds and the con-
sultants from the IAPAM and the University Dortmund.  

To implement such consultation scheme, it is necessary to get the financial support, the agree-
ment on various sides (the management and the workforce concerned). Although the full poten-
tial of this innovation and its possible areas of application will only be known when several inter-
ventions of this kind have been conducted an evaluated, this consultation scheme presents a 
promising measure to accompany courses and support measures. It may prove to be useful for 
those target groups in insecure employment or those who are unemployed given the difficulties 
they face on the labour market (which include shorter work contracts, increased competition 
between applicants, the need for more self-efficacy and initiative to find work and locate new 
professional and career opportunities). 

7  R e s u l t s  a n d  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e  r e s t r u c t u r i n g   

The interaction of three different measures to improve the situation of the concerned workforce 
was relatively complex. The key success factors and innovative elements do not only relate to 
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each measure, but they are also the product of the combination of the measures. Promising are 
the following aspects:  

Sharing the workload between the internal placement office and the transfer company was essen-
tial in placing 38% of all concerned employees back into work. This figure is relatively high given 
that there were several employee characteristics that hindered this process as well as the very lim-
ited and competitive labour market opportunities in the region. The combination of informal 
contacts of the job placement office to other companies and the targeted qualification of employ-
ees via the transfer company created a real synergy, which resulted in new work opportunities for 
a number of employees. If the transfer company and the internal placement office had tried to 
achieve this separately, the rate of those who were successfully employed elsewhere would have 
been significantly lower- 

7.1 Health promotion at a restructuring company – an innovation  

A further innovation in the presented case study is the health promotion initiative. In the past, 
health and safety issues were closely related to safety at work. Following the continuous technical 
development and modernisation of work processes, the topic health and work was expanded and 
now increasingly recognises both physical as well as mental health demands at work. In addition, 
work is often associated with a person’s standing in society. This in turn implies that unemploy-
ment has negative consequences for the individual’s position in society and his or her sense of 
self-worth: For many, especially older workers, it is still a shock to learn that they are now unem-
ployed. This shock often correlates with a heightened sense of personal and professional uncer-
tainty and changed behaviour. At this point, there are hardly any systematic coping or health-
promoting measures in place to help dismissed workers to manage their health and the situation 
better. This is why an intervention focusing on health promotion is particularly relevant in cases 
of restructuring, as it may function as a source of support for those going into unemployment or 
those in insecure employment. The health intervention aims at the assessment of the full person 
and is thus not limited to his or her role as an employee only. It focuses on the skills of the indi-
vidual to manage new challenges, and possibly, to re-orientate themselves in terms of their pro-
fessional and personal aims. 

7.2 Useful addition to transfer practices 

The health promotion initiative still had the character of a pilot project, this being only the sec-
ond time it was implemented in an organisation. However, innovative elements are apparent by 
looking at the framework for the implementation and the main basic proposition of the measure: 

• The health promotion aimed at increasing health management skills and competences, thus 
increasing employability of the workforce without fixating solely on job placements. This 
broader context avoided some of the problems (i.e. increasing frustration) sometimes found 
in long-term participants of transfer companies, particularly since transfer companies are 
primarily assessed according to their placement activities and successes. In addition, the 
health initiative dealt with some more difficult aspects that are sometimes not as openly ad-
dressed by transfer companies: the real possibility of unemployment. The focus on the per-
son and his or her health management also promises to have positive long-term effects for 
the employees when they are trying to get back into work, by influencing their health behav-
iour positively and also increasing their subsequent employability.  
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• It is regrettable that there are no hard facts available in terms of the effects of the health ini-
tiative. This is due not just to data protection which did not allow for the comparison of par-
ticipant versus non-participant in such areas such as integration into the labour market. The 
evaluation thus had to rely on one participant interview, which attested to the positive effects 
of the health behaviour for all participants. The Nordic walking group still met six months af-
ter the health initiative had come to an end implies that the measures had a certain positive 
long-lasting impact on the health of the participants. 

• The involvement of the company health insurance funds is a further innovative aspect to be 
considered. A natural interest for all health insurance funds is the improvement of their risk 
strategy, avoiding a decrease of membership contributions, as well as establishing commit-
ments with members. This case study may thus provide an incentive and starting point for 
the continued development of health promotion concepts and to implement such initiatives 
in other cases of restructuring.  

The present practices of employment transfer and outplacement activities may be enhanced in 
their quality and acceptance if used in collaboration with other health related initiatives. A closer 
cooperation between transfer companies and health promotion initiatives would be desirable for 
future projects. These co-operations might focus on establishing longer-term relations between 
the various consultants and jointly agree on operative measures and time schedules.  

It remains to be seen to what extend health promotion will be accepted more widely as an ac-
companying measure to be employed during restructuring in German organisations. Continued 
research on the topic of health, work and unemployment may provide further impulses for com-
panies and insurance funds to take an interest. Management trends and concepts are also devel-
oping and have increasingly become more attentive to health promotion at work. Although the 
possible potential and maximum benefit of these sort of initiatives is not calculable at this point, 
it may be the role of the MIRE project to highlight the usefulness and potential benefits of this 
sort of a health promotion initiative accompanying restructuring on a wider German and interna-
tional scale. This initiative may further the dialogue about how organisations can play an active 
role in supporting those who are being dismissed more effectively, accept their social responsibil-
ity and contribute to the development and support of the many individuals in society who face 
the challenges of unemployment and insecure employment. 
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