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Abstract 

The aim of this work is to analyse the impact of high performance work 

systems adopted at a German medicine technology company. The study 

found evidence that new work processes did lead to positive organizational 

outcomes such as increased revenues and productivity. However the success 

highly depends on some crucial factors such as an effective implementation 

phase and change management process, a trustworthy leadership role and a 

committed workforce as a consequence of a trust based relationship between 

the company and its employees. Trust is much more likely to emerge in a 

system of mutual, long-term commitments. The analysis indicates that the 

trade union and the works council should best be involved at an early stage to 

create a win-win situation for both the company and the workforce. The case 

study demonstrates how the company, through a major restructuring process, 

managed to face increased international competition and nevertheless 

assured the existence of the German site. The restructuring process was only 

made possible by exemplary cooperation between the board, the 

management, the employees, the works council, the state politicians and the 

town council. Part of the successful result was a company agreement that 

commits to productivity increasing and cost cutting initiatives. It was one of the 

main preconditions for the investment of a new production plant in the high 

cost location of Germany - despite significant cost saving alternatives abroad.  
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1. Introduction 

Since the 1990´s we´ve observed a significant increase of academic research 

interested in human resource management and its impact on organization 

performance. Today´s companies face many challenges such as increasing 

worldwide competition, managing change and new technology, developing 

intellectual capital and containing costs at the same time. Some globally 

active organizations seek to benefit from flexible and open economies in 

combination with low wage costs; therefore they move functions around the 

world without loyalty to any nation. But it´s not simply a case of the cheapest 

employees: performance and productivity is seen as today´s crucial factor. In 

addition to that, for some companies in highly advanced, high-cost locations 

improving productivity is the one critical success factor in order to keep up 

with global competition. Hence the importance of managing people and 

implementing the ideal human resource management in terms of high 

performance practices seems to be vital in achieving competitive advantage 

(Pfeffer 1994) and facing the global challenges. 

Adopting High Performance Work Systems (HPWSs) is widely acknowledged 

to lead to positive impact on firm performance (Huselid, 1995, et al.). But 

there is still a deal of uncertainty around the exact nature of these linkages 

(Mueller 1996). There have been many researches in the HPWS literature 

that deal with organizational performance outcomes, mainly in the 

manufacturing industry; but the need for further work especially on variable 

industry and services settings is given in order to provide a clearer picture 

about the linkages between HPWSs and their impact.  

Employee involvement plays a major role in adapting HPWSs. Literature 

indicates that by increasing involvement employee´s business awareness is 

improved, there is higher profitability and greater support to management 

action (Gennard, Judge, 2006).  

According to Pfeffer (1998), introducing a HPWS can lead to an increasingly 

positive trust relationship between a company and its employees, a better 
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adaptability to change and higher commitment. Based on these principles, 

Appelbaum, Berg and Kalleberg (2004) conducted their research on how trust 

really works in HPWSs. They found trust as a factor for positive work attitudes 

but not as an explanation for enhanced organizational performance. The 

mechanisms on how HPWSs affect organizational outcomes are still seen as 

“Black Box” (Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg and Kalleberg, 2000). However, 

Appelbaum and her colleagues come to the conclusion that performance is 

mostly affected by work organization processes (Appelbaum et al., 2004).  

This study centres on the underlying factors, linked to HPWSs or work 

organization processes (as suggested by Appelbaum et al.), leading to 

positive performance outcomes and adaptability to change. Through a case 

study approach a highly successful medicine technology company will be 

analyzed. Aesculap is an internationally active player in medicine technology 

that proved its adaptability to change through a major restructuring process. 

The company managed to increase performance dramatically to cope with 

increasing international competition. In 2001 the so called Benchmark factory, 

a high performance workplace, started its operations. This major restructuring 

process was only made possible by exemplary cooperation between the 

board, the management, the employees, the works council, the state 

politicians, the town council and most of all through a corporate agreement 

between the company, the works council and the trade union to assure the 

existence of the German site. It will be questioned if this stakeholder approach 

additionally contributed to the positive results. 

It was decided not to test the HPWSs on a number of companies but to 

analyse an outstanding “role model” case in terms of adaptability to change 

and try to highlight the major underlying success reasons. The aim is to come 

up with some significant key factors that could at best be used as best 

practice framework for other businesses striving for performance 

improvement. The main focus of the study will be as followed: 

I. to investigate the practice of HPWSs and other relevant work organization 

processes at Aesculap 
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II. to examine the impact of the observed HPWSs and other relevant work 

organization processes on the company´s performance and even more 

importantly on its adaptability to change 

III. to extend the perspective and examine which other factors might be 

important in addition to the observed HPWSs and work organization 

processes (leadership role, stakeholder approach, etc.) and 

IV. to come up with the most significant (universally valid) key factors, at best 

in terms of best practice framework 

Limitations might occur regarding the specifics of the sector; in this case the 

generality of the outcome is not given, yet we can provide some suggestions 

for the medicine technology sector. 

2. Literature Review on High Performance Workplace 

Systems 

2.1. Introduction on High Performance Workplace Systems 

The roots of the US definition of high performance lie in the principles of Total 

Quality Management. The US department of Labor (1998) describes the 

customer-driven aspect of the system and the common focus of aligning all 

the company´s activities in order to achieve customer satisfaction through 

continuous quality improvement.  

The term of High Performance Workplace Systems (HPWSs) was first 

publicized by David Nadler (1992) within his organization´s architecture 

approach focussing on “autonomous work teams”. According to Nadler and 

Gerstein, the traditional hierarchically organised company is replaced by a 

more decentralized organization where self managed teams have “end-to-end 

responsibility” for satisfying customer needs. In addition the authors suggest 

that companies need to invent new methods for recruiting, training, evaluating 

and rewarding employees in order to adapt to structural changes in modern 

economy (Nadler, Gerstein, 1992).  
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A HPWS is defined as a combination of human resource practices, work 

structures and processes that maximizes employees´ skills, commitment and 

flexibility (Belcourt et al., 2008).  

Pfeffer (1998) refers to the key elements of HPWSs: building trust to share 

knowledge, encouraging change and performance measurement along the 

balanced scorecard technique. In addition he presents his model of HPWS 

including the seven key factors that have to be taken into account when 

adopting the system: employment security, selective recruiting, self-managed 

teams and employee involvement in decision making, performance linked pay 

system, training, eligibility and information sharing. According to Pfeffer, these 

principles contribute to an increasingly positive trust relationship between a 

company and its employees, a better adaptability to change and higher 

commitment. 

Another stream of literature concentrates on HPWSs and their impact on firm 

performance. Huselid (1995) states that the adoption of HPWS practices (if 

properly configured) directly leads to positive organization outcome. His study 

is based on a survey of senior human resources professionals of all major 

industries. The research results indicate a significant positive impact on both 

employee outcomes such as turnover and productivity and short and long 

term measures of corporate financial performance. Thus organizations can 

indeed gain financial benefits from investing in HPWS practices.  

The literature on HPWSs goes back to the principle of employee involvement 

and participation. In contrast to the traditional control-oriented workplace, this 

modern approach seeks to increase the employee´s information about the 

company, increase chances of participation and through that improve 

employee´s satisfaction and commitment. Challenging international 

competition and technological changes lead to the companies´ requirement of 

a higher skilled workforce and more flexibility. In addition to that, companies’ 

performance expectations are high and emphasize on continuous 

improvement in order to satisfy the market requirements (Gennard, Judge, 

2006). A commitment strategy makes sense for an organization and its 

http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22
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employees in order to work towards shared goals and improving expertise. 

Rather than relying on a control based management policy modern 

organizations strive towards a high commitment workplace atmosphere. The 

underlying assumption is that growing employee commitment will lead to 

improved performance. To perform on high levels a company needs 

employees highly committed to the corporate objectives who work as effective 

team members, develop their skills and strive for improving quality.  

The management philosophy behind it accepts the interests of an 

organization´s multiple stakeholders and tries to balance their needs; for the 

workforce this is done by opportunity for training and development, secure 

working conditions and good earnings.  

Ramsay (1996) is one of the researchers stating that employees´ involvement 

leads to improved economic performance by changing the employees´ 

attitudes such as increasing business awareness, improving motivation, 

enhancing influence and ownership and involving trade unions. According to 

the author, by increasing the employees´ involvement there is greater support 

to management action due to better understanding of the reasons for 

management decision.  

2.2. High Performance Workplace Systems against the 

background of research 

Although it is widely acknowledged that HPWSs lead to positive organization 

outcomes, some critics question the direct linkage. Some contemporary 

researchers argue that the positive impacts through HPWSs might be 

overstated. Godard (2004) points out that the HPWS implications for both 

workers and the union are unwarranted and uncertain. The author assumes 

that high performance practices may yield marginal performance while having 

ambiguous or even negative effects for workers and unions.  

Capelli and Neumark (2001) conducted a research to measure the direct 

impact of HPWSs on efficiency. They found little effect of high performance 

work practices on overall labour efficiency, which they measured as the 
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inverse of unit labour costs; yet the authors conclude that high performance 

work practices do raise labour costs. However, the study was based upon 

manufacturer´s data only and the authors refer to some constraints in their 

ability to draw conclusions about HPWSs in the rest of the economy.  

Some researchers do acknowledge the positive outcome of HPWSs, but refer 

to the vague linkages. Mueller (1996) points out that there is still a deal of 

uncertainty around the exact nature of the linkages between human resources 

practices and increasing performance. He assumes that organization 

prosperity lies in the social architecture that emerges slowly and incrementally 

over time. 

Despite the critical objections, the majority of studies indicate a positive 

impact, especially when employee involvement processes are adopted as a 

whole consistent system rather than as isolated processes (Kling 1995). 

Macduffie (1995) suggests the implementation of a “coherent bundle” as the 

most effective way in human resource practices. He finds a positive 

relationship between innovative human resource practices and economic 

performance. The outcome of his study showed that organizations which 

bundle human resource practices into a system that is in line with the 

production and business strategy, outperform traditional mass production 

plants.  

Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg and Kalleberg (2000) refer to the fact that the 

mechanisms on how HPWSs affect organizational outcomes are still seen as 

“Black Box”. Through their multiple industries study (medical electronic 

instruments, steel, apparel and imaging) they prove the positive impact of 

HPWSs on firm performance. They find that HPWSs do make a positive 

difference for both employees and employers; increased worker trust and 

intrinsic rewards contribute to higher commitment and job satisfaction. 

Furthermore the authors suggest that the adoption of HPWSs lead to 

increasing efficiency and better responsiveness to customer needs.  

In 2004 Appelbaum and her colleagues came up with a further research on 

how trust really works in high performance work organizations. Through their 
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research the authors test the two main perspectives on how HPWSs affect 

outcomes. One research stream emphasizes on the role of trust: a high trust 

relationship is said to increase the level of effort by employees and lead to 

high job satisfaction. These employees´ behaviours should lead to improved 

organizational performance. The alternative view points out the positive 

impact on work attitudes, but does not approve a linkage between trust and 

organizational performance. In fact, Appelbaum and her colleagues come to 

the conclusion that the latter view is consistent with their results. They argue 

that performance is mostly affected by work organization processes (and trust 

is not the key explaining variable to directly explain organizational 

performance). 

Gennard and Judge (2005) argue that there is no single template for creating 

a high performance workplace. Just like Macduffie (1995) they suggest a 

bundle of practices to gain improved productivity. However, they point out that 

the introduction of HPWS practices is not enough. Many other factors such as 

good leadership, a clear vision, commitment to continuous improvement, a 

culture that encourages innovation and capital investment are vital factors to 

accomplish the adoption of HPWSs.  

The aim of this work is to not only test the HPWS factors on their impact on 

organization performance and adaptability to change. Furthermore the author 

seeks to investigate the significance of other factors such as those stated by 

Gennard and Judge and the importance of work organization processes as 

stated by Appelbaum et al.  

 2.3. High Performance Workplace Systems and their impact 

on change 

According to Pfeffer (1998), HPWSs contribute to an improved adaptability to 

change. Implementing HPWSs at a company is a challenging change 

situation at first. Management might experience resistance since change asks 

people to abandon their common way of working.  
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Pfeffer (1998) highly emphasizes on the trust factor. He argues that 

implementing HPWSs requires more than “cosmetic changes” but a serious 

commitment of doing things differently. According to Pfeffer it is almost 

impossible to do a successful HPWS implementation in the absence of mutual 

trust and respect.  

Literature describes the key to success in change management moves as the 

mobilization of the human resource. Effective two-way communication is one 

of the premises of successful change management (Paton, McCalman, 2008). 

The management needs to explain the context of change (where the company 

stands today and what it has to reach) and communicate the vision. The focus 

is on encouraging participation, ownership and shared accountability.  

Belcourt et al. (2008) define the top management role as sponsor or 

champion of change. Senior management should invest a significant amount 

of time to communicate the reasons and approaches to change. According to 

the ASTD (American Society for Training & Development) council on HPWSs 

ineffective communication is the most frequent mistake companies make 

during the implementation phase (Belcourt et al., 2008).  

Since the implementation of HPWSs comes along with major changes, it is 

most reasonable to involve the trade union or works council at an early stage. 

To treat them as close partners increases the chances of success. 

Management and labour representatives should best create “win-win” 

situations for all parties involved in the HPWS implementation process.  

Belcourt et al. (2008) point out the trust factor which is an important but fragile 

component in the process. Management should strive towards building a trust 

relationship in order that each party understands the benefits of implementing 

HPWSs. The above mentioned management philosophy of balancing the 

multiple stakeholder´s needs, has a positive impact on change and brings 

along a trust based relationship between a company and its employees.  

Paauwe (2004) argues that human resource management policies and 

practices that take into account the stakeholder´s interests are more likely to 

http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22
http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22
http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22


12 

 

create higher satisfaction, lower absence, higher effort and commitment and 

most importantly greater willingness to change.  

Tiong (2005) suggests that in today´s challenging environment only by 

considering the employees interests will organizations ensure productivity and 

alignment of interests during periods of change. Ungethühm (2009), former 

CEO of Aesculap, points out the positive impact of this stakeholder approach 

in terms of a more effective workforce and higher productivity. The case 

analysis will concentrate on this assumption later on.  

3. Research Method 

Since the purpose of this research is not only to test the HPWS factors on 

their impact on organization performance and adaptability to change but also 

to investigate the significance of other factors and work organization 

processes, qualitative research was decided to be the preferred technique. 

The fact that data collection is not limited by predetermined categories of 

analysis contributes to the depth of qualitative data (Patton, 1987). The 

openness and inductive character of this research method makes perfect 

sense to extend the perspective and enrich the investigation by measuring 

items that were ignored by previous studies. In order to look into the so called 

“black box” (Appelbaum et al., 2000) the quantitative method might not be far-

reaching enough. Some researchers criticise the positivistic research design 

of the quantitative method and argue the technique might be incapable for in 

depth examination (Legge, 2001).  

The fact that Aesculap will be presented and analysed as “model 

organization”, the case study quality research approach makes perfect sense 

in exploring unknown contexts. By conducting in depth interviews significant 

factors will be tested while further underlying correlations might come up.  

First the background of the case will be presented in detail. Two interviews 

were conducted in October and November 2009 and evaluated later on. The 

employer´s side is presented by Norbert Braun, Senior Manager and Director 

of the production plant. He was personally interviewed in Tuttlingen/Germany 
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in October 2009. Ekkehard Rist, Chairman of the works council, presents the 

employees´ point of view; the telephone interview was done in November 

2009. During the interview closed questions were asked in order to test the 

adoption of HPWSs and their impact; open questions were used to examine 

other relevant factors that contributed to the success of the restructuring 

process. The interviews were audio taped and transcribed later on. By direct 

comparison of the different point of perspectives the consistency was tested. 

Since the benchmark factory was opened in 2001 the interviews could focus 

on both the negotiation phase and the operation period.  

The discussion about the choice of the research method is surely not about 

one being better than the other. In this case qualitative research makes more 

sense. It is the preferred technique to explore new perspectives and unknown 

factors. According to Yin (2003) case studies are the preferred strategy when 

“how” or “why” questions are the focus of interest and when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. It is likely that the 

results contain suggestions for further (quantitative) research investigating 

new hypothesises.  

One of the disadvantages for the study might be to focus too closely on 

individual results and fail to make connections to larger situations. 

Generalization is difficult because the used data might not be representative 

and transferrable to other cases. Case studies can hardly be seen as 

establishing cause and effect relationships. In fact the results can be 

presented as suggestions for further hypothesis and future implications.  

Being aware of the generality problem as a significant weakness of qualitative 

research this study aims to present the results as directions for further 

research.  

In addition the fact that this work only concentrates on one medicine 

technology company intensifies the generality problem. Specifics of the sector 

cannot be seen as valid for a broader industry spectrum. The medicine 

technology sector has some special characteristics that differentiate it from 
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other industries. It is high-technology and engineering dominated and 

therefore capital intensive and it highly depends on intellectual capital. 

4. The case of Aesculap/Braun AG 

4.1. Company Background 

Aesculap is a company of the Braun AG Group. With a workforce of around 

2,800 people it is a globally active company and the largest employer in the 

region of Tuttlingen/Lake Constance in Germany. The region itself is known 

for its tradition in medicine technology and has centuries of experience in this 

sector. The company initially produced surgical instruments and expanded in 

the field of artificial joints in the nineteen sixties. In 1996 it became clear that 

the existing premises had become inadequate to maintain production over the 

long-term, thus plans were made to build a new factory. By the end of the 

1990´s Aesculap faced threatening international competition. Some major 

acquisitions meant increasing competition for market share: Hoffman La 

Roche bought Boehringer Mannheim and Johnson&Johnson invested in a 

new plant in Ireland with a production capacity of 60.000 artificial joints per 

year (Ungethüm, 2009).  

Due to the growing market pressure the company was forced to either 

increase performance or to shut down the German site and relocate the 

production. High wage rates in Germany meant consideration had to be given 

to finding a site outside Germany and move the whole production to a country 

that allows production at lower costs. Despite the fact that the solution of a 

relocated factory would have been much more positive in terms of cost, 

nevertheless the company decided to build the new factory in Germany. 

However, this solution was only made possible by exemplary cooperation 

between the board, the management, the employees, the works council, the 

state politicians, the town council and most of all a corporate agreement 

between the company, the works council and the labour union. The Aesculap 

case seems to demonstrate a typical stakeholders´ model of corporate 

restructuring.  
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In the following we are going to present Aesculap´s restructuring process and 

the relevant HPWSs in detail. 

4.2. Restructuring Process 

Due to major modifications in the health sector the international competition 

for market share was reinforced and the market showed a consolidation 

tendency.  

By the mid 1990´s Aesculap held a small market share of only 2% in contrast 

to the overall industry´s sales volume of 10 Mrd. Deutsche mark (approx. 5 

Mrd. Euro). At that time the sector was dominated by a few international 

players, most of them subsidiaries of large pharmaceutical companies. 

Compared to its competitors Aesculap´s market strength was highly doubtful 

and therefore the senior management began to elaborate on strategy 

changes. The six major competitors exceeded Aesculap´s revenue by five to 

seven times. The German manufacturer sold 40.000 artificial joints whereas 

the competitors achieved sales numbers of 100.000 – 170.000 units 

(Ungethüm, 2009). Despite the fact that the company was able to increase 

revenues over the previous years, considerations had to be made how to face 

the increasing market pressure.  

Due to the ongoing globalization that lead to increasing pricing pressure and 

the industry´s change of structure, Aesculap had to decide on a change of 

course in order to stay competitive. Due to the economic and demographic 

shift, Aesculap went for an internationalization strategy and started its 

worldwide business. This step drastically increased the price pressure since 

products have to be sold at a low price level despite high market entry costs 

such as sales and marketing expenditures. At that time a Charnley Hip (a 

standardised artificial joint) in India was sold at the price of 350 Deutsche 

mark (approx. 175 Euro) whilst the same product would be sold at the the 

double price in Europe (Ungethüm, 2009). 

For a relatively small and specialized company like Aesculap increasing 

productivity and sales volume seemed vital factors to stay in the business. 
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Senior management decided to build a new high performance factory through 

which production costs could be reduced and products could be sold at 

competitive prices. Part of the restructuring plan was a state of the art 

technology plant combined with high performance work practices. The focus 

of interest was to reduce the production costs per piece, better use of 

resources and higher productivity. Additionally the factory was arranged as a 

total quality management workplace with technology satisfying high 

environmental standards (Ungethüm, 2009). 

The senior management in cooperation with the works council conducted a 

study to compare different location options in terms of costs, employee skills 

and quality. The German site turned out to be the leader in terms of its highly 

skilled employees and high productivity, but the labour rates, significantly 

higher, and unfavourable tax system overrode the positive aspects. Since tax 

circumstances could clearly not be changed the only option to lower the 

production cost turned out to be labour cost. The direct comparison of the 

total wage bill necessary to run the factory indicated that the German site 

would cost approximately 8 Mill. Deutsche Mark (approx. 4 Mill. Euro) more 

than the alternative sites. Since senior management favoured the German 

location option due to its closeness to the other functions such as research 

and development, marketing and finance departments, considerations about 

the restructuring conditions in order to keep the German site were started.  

The key element of the restructuring process was a corporate agreement 

between the company, the works council and the trade union representing the 

workforce. The successful conclusion of the corporate agreement was the 

most crucial precondition to invest in the German site despite significant cost 

saving alternatives abroad.  

Michael Ungethüm, member of the board until his retirement in April 2009, 

opened the so called Benchmark Factory in Tuttlingen/Germany in 2001 and 

managed to significantly increase the company´s performance in the following 

period. Part of the program was the successful corporate agreement 

negotiations between the company, the trade union and the works council that 
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ensured the existence of the German site. In order to increase performance 

and compensate higher wage rates in Germany, the employees agreed to 

extend their working time by 24 minutes per day, without getting paid for. But 

the employees would get a Bonus for achieving performance targets. The 

company would remain within the trade union “Arbeitgeberverband 

Südwestmetall” and there would not be any layoffs or relocations without the 

acceptance of the works council.  

The company agreed to transform part of the additional working hours into 

training (“qualification time”). The works council´s argument was that state of 

the art technology should be accompanied by a higher qualified workforce in 

order to achieve the expected results. From the employees´ perspective 

higher qualification meant increasing their value for the company. (Ekkehard 

Rist: “by that they are irreplaceable for the company.”).  

The works council within the corporate agreement stated the demand that the 

funds that would be saved through increased productivity achieved by 

additional unpaid working time should be invested in future growth markets. 

The company was asked to strengthen its market position in South America, 

Asia, the Commonwealth of Independent States and Europe, not least in 

order to create future sales capacity. 

The terms of Aesculap´s corporate agreement are summarized in the 

following table (table 1): 
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TABLE 1: TERMS OF AESCULAP´S CORPORATE AGREEMENT 

EMPLOYER´S COMMITMENT EMPLOYEE´S CONTRIBUTION 

TOTAL INVESTMENT OF 43 MILL. EUR IN 

NEW PRODUCTION PLANT IN GERMANY 

- Initial Investment of 28 Mill. EUR: 

opening of new state-of- the art 

production plant “Benchmark Factory” in 

Tuttlingen/Germany 

- Additional investment of 15 Mill. EUR 

in the following period 

INCREASED LABOUR PRODUCTIVITY 

- Unpaid extend of working time by 90 

hours per year (=24 minutes per day) 

- Unpaid extend of working time by 67,5 

hours per year for employees at the age 

of 58 and above (reduced by 25% due to 

seniority of employees) 

- 60 hours unpaid additional working time 

per year for apprentices 

EMPLOYEE PARTICIPATION 

- Bound at the agreement with the union 

 “Arbeitgeberverband Südwestmetall”: 

Aesculap´s commitment to work and 

negotiate with the trade union 

COST CUTTING WORKING TIME 

ARRANGEMENT/ FLEXIBILITY IN WORKING 

TIME 

- no nightshift bonus between 7 and 8pm 

- Official working hours: 6am until 8pm 

(flexible working hours) 

JOB SECURITY 

- No layoffs without the acceptance of the 

works council 

- Commitment to keep minimum number 

of employees (1.930) and a certain 

number of apprentices (9,5% quota) 

PRODUCTIVITY ENHANCING WORKING TIME 

ARRANGEMENT 

- By 10
th

 march 2004: smoking brakes are 

allowed only during official brakes 

COMMITMENT TO TRAINING AND SKILLS 

ENHANCEMENT 

- 43 hours of training per year according to 

a skills-build-up catalogue 

TRAINING TIME ARRANGEMENT 

- Partly unpaid 43 hours of training per 

year according to a skills-build-up 

catalogue 

PERFORMANCE LINKED PAY SYSTEM  

- Wages are linked to productivity targets 

(ideally to balance the unpaid extra 

working time) 

 

TEAM BASED WORK ORGANZATION 

- Effective team-based production in a 

state of the art production plant 
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The outcome was significantly positive: Up to now the Benchmark Factory has 

been running successfully and revenues have been increased remarkably. 

Table 2 shows the sales and productivity performance of Aesculap Germany 

for the operation period of the new production plant (2002 until 2008). 

Diagram 1 demonstrates the trend of revenue growth whilst diagram 2 

indicates the productivity trend (sales per employee).  

 

TABLE 2: SALES AND PRODUCTIVITY DATA OF AESCULAP GERMANY FOR THE YEARS 2002 – 

2008 

AESCULAP 

GERMANY 
2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

SALES REVENUE (in 

Thousand EURO) 
349,671 354,630 360,126 385,148 408,397 444,491 474,633 

(% GROWTH)  1.42% 1.55% 6.95% 6.04% 8.84% 6.78% 

NUMBER OF 

EMPLOYEES 
2,422 2,482 2,446 2,507 2,543 2,658 2,760 

PRODUCTIVITY 

(SALES PER 

EMPLOYEE in EURO) 

144,373 142,881 147,231 153,629 160,597 167,228 171,968 

(% GROWTH)  -1.03% 3.04% 4.35% 4.54% 4.13% 2.83% 

 

 

DIAGRAM 1: REVENUES AT AESCULAP GERMANY FOR THE YEARS 2002 – 2008 
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SOURCE: AESCULAP GERMANY 
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DIAGRAM 2: PRODUCTIVITY (SALES PER EMPLOYEE) AT AESCULAP GERMANY FOR THE 

YEARS 2002 – 2008 

140,000.00 €

145,000.00 €

150,000.00 €

155,000.00 €

160,000.00 €

165,000.00 €

170,000.00 €

175,000.00 €

180,000.00 €

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

PRODUCTIVITY (SALES PER EMPLOYEE in EURO)

 

SOURCE: AESCULAP GERMANY 

 

Aesculap´s results are consistent with Huselid´s findings (1995). The adopted 

high performance work practices did lead to significant positive outcomes 

such as growth in revenues and increased productivity. 

The data demonstrates a positive trend for both revenue numbers and 

employee productivity. Despite a small setback in 2003 the sales per 

employee numbers are constantly growing on average by 3,78% since 2004. 

The data indicates the restructuring process combined by the introduction of 

new work processes at the Benchmark factory achieved the expected results. 

Sales increased remarkably, since 2005 even by more than 6% per year.  

Besides that the prospected target of 10% savings in personnel costs were 

achieved. Still the employees did even earn more money than they did before: 

the performance linked bonus exceeded the wage loss. Despite the additional 

unpaid working time (part of the company agreement) the staff´s salary 

increased through the extra bonus payment for achieving performance targets 

(Ungethüm, 2009). Aesculap invested parts of the saved money to strengthen 

its international market position. The company today is highly successful and 

competitive with a worldwide growth of between 8 and 10 percent per year 

(Ungethüm, 2009). Since the opening of the new production plant in 2001 
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around 400 new employees were recruited and the apprentice quota was 

increased.  

In February 2007 the German government awarded Aesculap with a price for 

outstanding innovation. In the following year the Benchmark Factory achieved 

an award for being one of the most modern and environmentally friendly 

plants in producing artificial joints in Europe.  

Aesculap through the corporate agreement and the restructuring process 

managed to create a win-win situation for both the company and the 

employees. According to Mr. Rist a key factor was the early involvement of 

the main stakeholders: the board, the management, the works council and the 

trade union. Mr. Rist was very clear about the fact that collective bargaining of 

that kind only makes sense if the labour union is part of the process. Not least 

because the works council has no legal authority to threaten the company 

(strikes etc.).  

Yet, negotiations were based on a fair relationship and transparency. And still 

employees were sceptical about the outcome. In the following the common 

concerns of the employees´ side will be presented. Mr. Rist describes the 

situation during the initial phase: 

“The main concerns were about the guarantee aspect: if we as 

employees agree to sacrifice in terms of unpaid additional working time 

is there any guarantee that the company will keep the site in the long 

run; that there won´t be redundancies?” 

The main concern of the works council was to let happen a kind of domino 

effect.  

“It was clear to us that if we would not agree to the corporate 

agreement important functions such as the production and secondly 

the research and development department would be relocated. Our 

concern was that if we allowed one step in the wrong direction it would 

only be the beginning. Our long term strategy at that time was to keep 
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the production site and therefore guarantee the existence of other 

functions and gaining growth potential.” 

4.3. The High Performance Work Practices at Aesculap 

Workforce Organization: production based on teamwork 

The implementation of HPWSs usually begins with the redesign of work flows 

towards customer value driven work teams (Pfeffer, 1998; Belcourt et al., 

2008). Aesculap highly emphasizes on team work group based production. 

The Benchmark factory is organized upon a team structure. There is a plant 

manager who is fully responsible for overall operation and the plant´s 

workforce of up to 500 people. The plant itself is divided into segments with a 

segment leader each; the segment leader supervise up to 100 employees and 

directly report to the plant manager. The next hierarchical level would be the 

teams with one or two team leaders who supervise 10 to 40 employees. The 

team leaders are responsible for compliance with processes, operation 

procedures and quality standards. The teams are organized in an optimal 

structure to support the most effective work flow. Norbert Braun explains the 

importance of team and work flow design: 

“Due to the fact that technical and operational processes are 

increasingly complex, it is impossible for one employee to know all the 

correct handling procedures. You need several persons to combine 

their knowledge and achieve the best results.” 

According to Pfeffer (1998) team based organized work is one of the key 

factors when adopting HPWSs. He argues that employees´ effort increases by 

activating the peer pressure in self managing teams. It is all about employees 

“working smarter” mainly by implementing their knowledge and experience in 

the actual work processes (Pfeffer, 1998). If employees´ skills are bundled 

and the employees have the chance to get involved in improving processes it 

is likely that the team is working on a highly effective level. Mr. Braun 

emphasizes on this by pointing out the effectiveness of combined skills within 

the team.  

http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22
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Team work allows a large proportion of the workforce to accept accountability 

and responsibility for company performance (Pfeffer, 1998). Today´s 

organizations have to rely on the expertise of their workforce to quickly react 

to upcoming problems and opportunities (Belcourt et al., 2008). 

Although Aesculap established a hierarchical structure, they highly emphasize 

on both top-down and bottom-up communication (we will come back to this 

point in the next section). Even the plant design supports the atmosphere of 

transparency by see-through glass constructions. The administration area 

including the plant´s manager´s office is located next to the production area, 

separated only by a glass construct. The team leaders do not sit in front of 

their PCs in the administration area but right in the production area. According 

to Mr. Braun this creates a positive working atmosphere and enhanced trust 

among employees and the management. As Mr. Braun puts it: 

“The new transparency (we can all see each other working through the 

windows) came along with building up a trust relationship. There is 

supervision for both sides.” 

The work flow design contributes to the positive working atmosphere and 

supports the concept of bottom-up communication. It seemed to enhance trust 

which is a key factor in change processes like this existing one.  

However, Mr. Rist stresses the difficulties when adopting team based 

production processes: 

“We also changed the whole production cycle and implemented new 

processes that challenged the employees even more. We introduced 

team based production. It was a difficult process to support the 

employees and to make sure that the company does not ask too much 

of them. This typically happens in such cases.” 

Mr. Rist points out that team based production practices not compulsory 

improve the employees´ working conditions. If the management only strives 

for increasing performance results without caring for the employees´ interests, 

http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22
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these practices can easily lead to negative outcome for the staff such as 

excessive demands. 

Worker Participation and Communication 

Aesculap very much relies on worker participation especially when it comes to 

restructuring of basic work processes. The company does not fully support 

autonomous group work, they emphasize on “guided team work”. But there 

are formal participation processes like meetings on a regular basis, group 

activities, suggestion schemes and feedback groups. Mr. Braun points out the 

importance of the concept: 

“Basically employee participation is very important to us; it´s an 

important component. Especially due to high complexities of practices 

we do emphasize on employee participation. (...) 

Without the employees´ involvement we can´t be successful. 

Knowledge comes with people.” 

Besides the formal processes there are special cases when management 

asks for employees´ consultation on process improvement. Off-Line teams 

are assigned to work on analyses and come up with suggestions. Hence 

employees´ directly contribute to organizational design and again this factor 

supports the idea of bottom-up communication. As Mr. Braun explains: 

“For restructuring projects though, we do ask for the staff´s feedback in 

the sense of ´how do you rate the process, how can we constantly 

optimize the operation?´ By the help of our employees´ experience we 

come to an optimal solution – that´s how it works.” 

This counts for communication as well. Aesculap emphasizes on open 

communication style for both managers (1) and no-managers (2) as Mr. Braun 

points out: 

(1) “(...) we emphasize on open communication, especially among the 

segment leaders and me. We are at variance regarding different topics 

and give each other negative feedback; self-criticism is important to us. 
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We managers define our job as a constantly changing process. This is 

one of the key elements to our success.” 

(2) “By the help of our group discussions we try to advance 

communication and information among the employees. Many 

companies have to face that: there can´t be only top-down 

management, today´s employees actively get involved. (...) Open 

communication means sharing good and negative feedback. Through 

that we prove our trust-based relationship.” 

Aesculap established a formal information policy. Employees are informed 

about company´s issues through the notice boards at every entrance that 

show monthly league tables and other relevant performance data and “news 

ticker” that publish important news. There are PC terminals at every entrance 

(“Braun communication centre”) where every employee can enter the Intranet. 

A company magazine is published four times a year and there is an 

employees´ meeting three times a year.  

Mr. Rist refers to both employee participation and open communication as key 

factors in a successful HPWS process, which is consistent with Pfeffer´s 

outcomes (1998). Rist argues that by involving employees and initiate open 

discussions they will be more adaptable to change and show higher 

commitment: 

“I think the more you involve the employees the more commitment you 

will gain. If you openly discuss issues it is likely that employees will 

contribute to change processes. (...) the majority of employees 

constantly ask “what can I do for the company?”. The employees both 

management and non-management are encouraged to bring in their 

creativity and own ideas within their work areas. We support a very 

good process for ideas of improvement. Employees get involved and 

contribute to improve the processes. This is a key factor.” 

Research indicate that employees are likely to be more committed to new 

management action and to work in general if they are well informed about the 



26 

 

business and have the chance to influence work processes (Pfeffer, 1998; 

Belcourt et al. 2008). Pfeffer (1998) argues that employees´ effort increases 

due to greater involvement and commitment that comes from “having more 

control over the work environment”. Besides that making company information 

available to employees encourages trust and commitment to the workplace, it 

also helps employees to prioritize multiple and conflicting goals.  

Mr. Rist does not support the idea that employees are compulsory more 

satisfied by the new work process themselves. In his opinion satisfaction is 

not directly linked to new production processes: 

“I think satisfaction does not depend on the operational changes but on 

the people and their mind set.” 

Furthermore he emphasizes a lot on the employees´ attitude and their high 

commitment towards their workplace, which is highly influenced by other 

factors such as trust in management action and leadership (we will come back 

to this point when we discuss implementation challenges).  

Just like Pfeffer (1998) Mr. Rist points out the high significance of the 

commitment factor which according to Pfeffer might lead to increased effort. 

The findings of Appelbaum and her colleagues (2000) emphasize on trust and 

intrinsic rewards. They argue that the successful adoption of HPWSs depends 

on increased employees´ trust and intrinsic rewards. These two components 

would mediate positive relationships between the HPWS and job satisfaction. 

Both interviewees emphasize a lot on trust as a basic underlying success 

factor to gain the required commitment of the workforce. 

In the case of Aesculap the work intensification through new processes 

combined with positive work attitudes by a highly committed workforce who 

shows a high level of trust in management action seemed to lead to the 

positive performance outcome. The company agreement is the underlying 

framework that secures the “win-win outcomes for plant and workers” 

(Appelbaum et al., 2000).  

http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22
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Training and Skills Development 

Enhanced training is a key principle in adopting HPWSs since it assures that 

employees have the skills needed to assume greater responsibility in a high 

performance workplace. According to Pfeffer (1998) training highly contributes 

to the aspect of increasing performance by “working smarter” in part because 

training enhances the opportunities to learn and take responsibility for product 

and service quality. 

Aesculap highly emphasizes on training. The majority of the employees 

constantly receive training. Every year the company publishes a training and 

development agenda. The program offers further training such as product and 

process training, communication training and language courses. The 

(standardized or individual) training is done by professional external trainers. 

Attendance is basically open to every employee upon agreement. Employees 

in production are evaluated by their managers and may receive training 

according to their needs. Individual training is offered if employees have to 

develop certain skills in order to be promoted. The company heavily invests in 

employee development. On the Job-training is used for the induction of new 

team members and apprentices.  

According to the corporate agreement part of the additional working time is 

transformed into qualification time. Mr. Rist argues that increased training time 

was a major precondition to ensure the positive performance outcome of the 

new production site. State of the art technology should be combined with high 

skills in order to achieve the most effective combination. From the employees´ 

point of view an improved skill set would increase their value for the company:  

“From the employees´ perspective qualification means a chance 

adapting to challenges of a modern production site; by that, they are 

irreplaceable for the company.” 

Through training the company offers good conditions for employees to be 

developed and promoted. With a low employee turnover the company proves 
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the concept. Some of the employees have been with the company for more 

than 30 years.  

Aesculap emphasizes on promotion from within. But they also strive for 

external recruits according to Mr. Braun: 

“But we also strive for external input, “fresh blood”, to keep ourselves 

updated and get to know new processes; to think outside the box.” 

Recruitment: competency based selection 

As mentioned in the previous section recruiting external candidates is crucial 

in order to bring in new input in terms of innovative ideas and new processes 

(“fresh blood”). According to Mr. Braun the recruiting policies did not change 

significantly by the opening of the Benchmark factory. Aesculap recruits highly 

skilled employees. Due to the fact that working processes become more and 

more complex, an increasing number of engineers are needed to satisfy the 

level of qualification. However, besides high skills the company highly 

emphasizes on social skills according to Mr. Braun: 

“First of all, he or she has to be qualified in terms of skills and 

education. But at the same time the employee has to be equipped with 

social competencies. If an employee is highly qualified but does not 

satisfy our social requirements such as willingness to communicate 

effectively within the team, we would not hire this person. If someone is 

highly qualified for the research & development department for 

example but is not willing to communicate and accept feedback, the 

applicant will not be selected.” 

Remarkably social requirements are no add-on qualities, but if not appropriate 

they are criteria for exclusion even for highly qualified applicants. This point 

indicates the high importance of effective team work and communication in 

the new workplace. High performance workplaces highly depend on selecting 

the right candidates. Companies not only strive for highly skilled individuals 

they also look for employees with the ability to learn continuously and work 

cooperatively towards the company´s goals (Belcourt et al., 2008).  

http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22
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Selective hiring is one key factor in Pfeffer´s HPWS model since the quality of 

employees has a direct impact on organizational performance and success. 

By competency based selection (Pfeffer, 1998) such as done at Aesculap a 

company is likely to recruit the best people with high skills and the right mind 

set.  

Performance based Compensation and Benefits 

Aesculap established a performance related pay system. Employees receive 

a fixed income and an additional bonus if the performance targets are 

achieved. Bonus-relevant are the criteria of order cycle and production time 

and number of delayed orders, since these criteria are directly linked to 

customer satisfaction. Through that employees can directly influence their 

income: greater effort that leads to higher productivity and better quality is 

financially rewarded by the company. If the employees manage to achieve the 

performance target in productivity (order cycle and production time) and 

quality (number of delayed orders) they receive the performance linked 

bonus. Through flexibility in working time employees can directly influence the 

target achievement.  

The performance targets are set once a year. Throughout the year employees 

constantly receive relevant company data in order to know how they are doing 

in terms of performance and quality. Aesculap strives for information 

transparency and publishes the data on their notice boards at the plant´s 

entrances.  

Contingent compensation leads to increased effort since it provides to the 

employees economic pay off from higher organizational performance (Pfeffer, 

1998). If employees are paid for higher performance and enhanced quality 

they will work harder to achieve the targets set by the company. If they feel 

that they are fairly rewarded they are more likely to show commitment 

(Pfeffer, 1998). 

According to Mr. Braun the company pays wages in line with the market or 

above. 
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“I would say we pay in line with the market or above. In many areas 

such as production, we pay above the market price. We appreciate 

good employees and are willing to pay the price.” 

Besides the performance based pay system there is an additional annual 

incentive for plant employees for achieving production targets.  

Aesculap offers a range of benefits. There is a company pension scheme and 

a company-owned health insurance. According to Mr. Rist the management in 

cooperation with the works council keeps on working towards the employees´ 

benefits; just recently they introduced a renewed pension scheme.  

Management based on trust 

One key element of Aesculap´s leadership philosophy is the two-way 

communication approach. As stated before there is both top down and bottom 

up communication. According to Mr. Braun open communication, the 

willingness for self critique and a trust relationship between managers and 

non-managers (“there is supervision on both sides”) are basic elements of the 

leadership style. It seems important to the management to communicate both 

positive and negative feedback. To constantly deal with change seems 

another important factor for the leadership role as stated before (“We 

managers define our job as constantly changing process. This is one of the 

key elements of our success.”).  

Within the restructuring process the leadership role was brought to a new 

level. Managers had to face challenging situations; we will come back to this 

point in the next section.  

According to Mr. Rist the leadership role has a great impact on the 

employees´ attitude towards management behaviour. His answer to the 

question on the importance of the managerial role: 

“It is very important. In order to be trustworthy a manager has to prove 

his/ her integrity over a period of time. Otherwise it cannot work out. 

(...) Prof. Ungethüm (note: previous CEO of Aesculap) could convince 
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the employees that he´s trustworthy. By demonstrating his commitment 

to the company he convinced the employees. And also Mr. Braun 

(note: chairman of Braun AG) who took part at the works meeting 

made a very clear statement: if the employees would contribute with 

their input, the company would definitely invest in the German site. 

That is an important factor.” 

Mr. Rist attaches great importance to the trust factor. He argues that trust was 

one of the main factors that lead to the positive outcome of the restructuring 

process: 

“I do think that trust was an important factor. The responsible persons 

proved integrity in the past. The management at Aesculap and the 

employees are on a par with each other. There is no “an eye for an 

eye, a tooth for a tooth” atmosphere; we have a fair relationship. (...) 

both sides stick to their promises; this is part of the company culture.” 

Another positive factor was that the management involved both the works 

council and the trade union at an early stage. They were very clear about their 

plans and conducted an open discussion about the upcoming changes and 

most importantly the underlying reasons and economic challenges. Mr. Braun 

is very positive about the fact that the management openly compared the 

different production site alternatives in order to create transparency. By that 

everybody knew what challenges the company had to cope with and the 

works council could further communicate to the employees the need for 

cooperation.  

The high importance of a trust based relationship as stated by Braun and Rist 

is consistent with Pfeffer´s (1998) results. Pfeffer argues that a company 

needs to build trust in order to successfully establish a high commitment 

workplace. To him trust is directly related to long-term commitment and job 

security. The fact that Aesculap established job security through the company 

agreement reflects the management´s effort in providing job security. 

According to Pfeffer (1998) job security is fundamental to the implementation 

of HPWSs since the “delegation of operating authority and the sharing of 
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sensitive performing and strategic information requires trust, and trust is much 

more likely to emerge in a system of mutual, long-term commitments”.  

4.4. Implementation challenges 

As stated in section 2.3. change situations require special attention since 

management has to deal with resistance to change. One of the biggest 

challenges when adopting a HPWS is to gain initial commitment by the 

employees (Belcourt et al., 2008). Pfeffer (1998) argues that building a high 

performance workplace is challenging and needs to be done carefully. CEOs 

are often too busy and do not focus enough on their people when adopting 

new work practices (Pfeffer, 1998).  

The restructuring process of Aesculap can be described as two stages: the 

negotiation stage and the operation phase of the Benchmark factory.  

The management involved the works council and the trade union at an early 

stage. According to Mr. Rist this approach was one of the key factors for the 

successful outcome. The works council had the chance to advocate for the 

employees´ interests and all parties were able to create a win-win situation. 

According to Mr. Rist the works council´s input was strongly needed in order 

to balance interests: 

“In some cases managers take advantage of such situations and ask 

for too much. We as the works council could work against that by 

representing the interests of the employees. The company´s demands 

were extraordinary at first: 20 working Saturdays per employee without 

being paid for. It was horrible. We made it very clear that the publishing 

of these demands would lead to a revolution among the staff; it would 

not be helpful at all. There would be no corporate agreement.” 

The threat of excessive demands turned out to be a problem, especially when 

it came to the implementation of the HPWS processes. As stated by Mr. Rist 

(see previous section “Workforce Organization”), it was a difficult process to 

support the employees during the implementation phase of HPWSs and to 

make sure that the company does not ask too much of them. The new 

http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22
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production processes were quite challenging for the employees and 

company´s expectations were high.  

Aesculap arranged the following introduction of the Benchmark factory with 

special diligence. 

According to both Mr. Braun and Mr. Rist management has put a lot of effort 

to familiarize the employees with the new facilities. People were highly sceptic 

about what to expect and resisted to abandon their common way of working. 

Mr. Braun: 

“But I have to say that many employees could not imagine what to 

expect of the new factory. Many of them felt “at home” in the old 

building. Their offices were like living rooms with plants and pictures on 

the wall. All beautiful! We´ve put much effort in familiarizing the 

employees with the new building.” 

Mr. Rist points out that the familiarization process began some time before the 

opening in order to prepare the employees: 

“During the construction phase we invited them to visit their future 

workplace. We introduced the machines, the workplaces, the products 

and so on. We built model workplaces in the old building where 

employees could familiarize themselves and train certain processes.” 

Remarkably he describes a direct linkage between an effective 

implementation process and positive organizational outcomes: 

“Open communication and early involvement of employees directly 

lead to the employees support and acceptance of new processes. Thus 

the company gains increased productivity. This is a key factor.” 

This is consistent with Pfeffer (1998) who emphasizes on the high significance 

of the initial phase when building up a high commitment workplace, which is a 

precondition for an effective adoption of HPWSs. According to Pfeffer (1998) 

building trust, encouraging change and measurement along the Balanced 

Scorecard are key elements of high commitment management.  
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Enhanced information sharing and employee involvement were the key 

elements in the familiarization process. Management informed the employees 

about the stages and gave a clear picture about what was expected by the 

employees. Mr. Braun: 

“We published a lot of information for the employees about the 

Benchmark factory: the timetable, what happens, what we expect of 

our employees, what kind of changes we have to face. We offered 

guidance visits of the building during the construction phase just to be 

mentally prepared for the change.” 

This was also acknowledged by Mr. Rist: 

“I think the more you involve the employee the more commitment you 

will gain. If you openly discuss issues it is likely that employees will 

contribute to change processes. It was very important to us to involve 

the employees at an early stage.” 

Mr. Braun points out that the effective implementation of HPWSs is an 

ongoing process. It takes time for employees to fully accept the new work 

processes. Aesculap´s management was excited about the change but this 

was not fully shared by the employees during the plant construction period. 

However, the opening of the new plant was the beginning of an extensive 

change process that was accompanied by a motivating management: 

“Honestly speaking we, the management, were disappointed at the 

beginning. The employees were quite satisfied but the expected 

euphoria did not happen at that time. (...). We totally restructured the 

production and organisation. It was a huge change process. It was 

made possible by constant effort, it´s an ongoing process. 

Management may not give up, lead by example and constantly 

motivate the staff. And if there is success, employees appreciate it. 

Familiarization with the new premises takes time. You cannot push it. 

You have to take one small step after another.” 
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This aspect emphasizes on the importance of the manager´s role during the 

change process. The manager should act as sponsor or champion of change 

(Parsons, Necochea, 2004; Belcourt et al., 2008) and constantly motivate and 

encourage the employees. CEOs often fail in not focussing enough on their 

employees during the implementation stage (Pfeffer, 1998). However, building 

up a strong trust based relationship is one of the preconditions for an effective 

restructuring process. Pfeffer (1998) argues that building trust and encourage 

change is not an easy task for the senior management, but it is essential for 

building up a high commitment and high performance workplace.  

The CEO Prof. Ungethüm overtook a distinguished position in the process. 

Through press releases and works meetings he pointed out the positive 

aspects of the restructuring process. By that he referred not only to the 

workers´ but to the stakeholders´ interest in general. He stressed the chances 

for the region and the whole Braun group. 

Balancing the multiple stakeholders´ interests 

The above mentioned management philosophy of balancing the multiple 

stakeholder´s needs, has a positive impact on change and brings along a trust 

based relationship between a company and its employees. A trust based high 

commitment work relationship is needed to successfully adopt HPWSs 

(Pfeffer, 1998).  

Paauwe (2004) argues that human resource management policies and 

practices that take into account the stakeholders´ interests are more likely to 

create higher satisfaction, lower absence, higher effort and commitment and 

most importantly greater willingness to change. 

Aesculap highly commits to its stakeholders by considering their interests and 

trying to balance all parties´ needs. The former CEO Michael Ungethüm 

argues that paying interest to the stakeholders´ needs pays off. Aesculap 

refuses “hopping from one quarterly report to the next” by only caring about 

shareholder value (Ungethüm, 2009). In fact the company emphasizes on 

values of sustainability such as qualification of employees and improving 

http://www.textbooks.com/Author/Monica_Belcourt.php?CSID=CTA0MAC0MCT0CDKCM2COMAM22
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quality in order to stay competitive in the long run and to achieve the financial 

objectives.  

The company gets involved with diverse social and cultural projects and is 

aware of its responsibility as the biggest employer of the region. The positive 

relationship between the company and the municipality contributed to the 

effective development of the factory´s restructuring and helped to solve 

upcoming problems, as Mr. Braun points out: 

“The management and especially Prof. Ungethüm through press 

releases and works meetings highly recommended the opportunities 

the company would face through the new factory. He also pointed out 

the chances for the region. I have to mention that many problems like 

the relocation of the main street and the difficult situation in land 

ownership were solved by the government in our favour. There was an 

atmosphere of opening up a new dimension by upcoming chances.” 

Mr. Rist also points out the stakeholder approach, especially the company´s 

commitment to social responsibility. He thinks that the company´s positive 

image leads to higher commitment among employees: 

“Besides that Aesculap acts in a socially responsible manner. The 

company invests a lot in social projects. This creates a positive image 

which is appreciated by the staff – even in times when they disagree 

with their managers. Overall the company´s image is very good which 

leads to high commitment among employees.” 

This reflects the idea often stated in modern human resource literature. 

Employees do not only want their workplace to be an exchange of money for 

time and labour only. In fact they are looking for an employer that proves 

legitimacy and a fair handling with its stakeholders and society in general 

(Pauwee, 2004). 
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5. Concluding remarks and limitations 

The aim of this study was to investigate the “Black Box” (Appelbaum et al., 

2000) and test a very successful company and its high performance work 

processes on their impact on organization performance and adaptability to 

change. The study found evidence that HPWSs have a positive impact on 

main organizational outcomes such as productivity and revenue growth. Both 

interviewees Mr. Braun and Mr. Rist agree that the high performance work 

practices adopted at Aesculap´s Benchmark factory did lead to positive 

organizational outcome and a win-win situation for both the company and its 

employees. 

Through the restructuring process the productivity was increased significantly 

(on average by 3,78% since 2004) and revenues grow by 5,26% on average 

since 2002. The projected savings of 10% in personnel cost were achieved in 

part through cost cutting initiatives. Parts of the saved funds were invested in 

future growth markets. The company internationally grows around 8 and 10% 

per year. Besides that by intensification of training time the employees´ skills 

level was improved.  

The outcome is consistent with Huselid´s findings (1995). Adopting a HPWS 

at Aesculap did lead to positive economically outcomes of both employee and 

financial performance.  

The company agreement is the underlying framework that secures the “win-

win outcomes for plant and workers” (Appelbaum et al., 2000). By that the 

company provides job security to the workforce which is an important 

precondition to gain higher commitment by the employees (Pfeffer, 1998).  

The analysis indicates that the successful adoption of HPWSs is a challenging 

task and that it is highly dependent of some key factors as stated by Pfeffer 

(1998): creating a highly committed workforce, building trust, encouraging 

change and measuring the relevant criteria.  

Mr Rist as the representative of the employees´ side does not recognize a 

direct link between the newly adopted work practices in general and 
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employees´ satisfaction. The implementation of these work practices carries 

the risk of excessive demand by the organization. Companies that solely 

focus on performance outcomes and do not care for the employees´ interests 

could easily ask too much of their employees. The outcome would be work 

intensification at the expense of the employees´ benefits. The works council 

should best be involved at an early stage to speak for the employees interests 

and contribute to a win-win outcome for both sides. Mr. Rist argues that the 

employees´ commitment is not linked to work processes but to their mindset 

which is influenced by their idea of shared ownership, trust in management 

action and commitment to their workplace. The fact that Aeculap´s employees 

are encouraged to get involved in terms of idea sharing and process 

improvements enhances their commitment to their workplace.  

According to Pfeffer (1998) this goes back to the principle of “working smarter” 

as employees are well trained and are encouraged to get involved to 

constantly improve the processes.  

Both interviewees emphasize a lot on trust as a key success factor during the 

restructuring phase. According to Mr. Braun trust is linked to the company´s 

open communication culture. There is both top-down and bottom-up 

communication and people are encouraged to share both positive and 

negative feedback. Mr. Rist associates trust with a trustworthy management 

style. Aesculap´s manager especially the CEO Prof. Ungethüm proved their 

integrity over a period of time. People were sceptic about the upcoming 

changes but the positive impact of trust overrode the concerns.  

Another positive aspect contributing to a trust based relationship between the 

organization and its employees is Aesculap´s stakeholder approach. The 

employees seem to appreciate the company´s effort in balancing its 

stakeholder´s needs and respond with high commitment, according to Mr. 

Rist.  

Both interviewees attach a lot of importance to the leadership role, especially 

its impact before and during the restructuring period. Aesculap´s managers 

have put much effort into effective communication, early involvement of the 
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staff and supporting the familiarization process. Both interviewees agree that 

a successful implementation of HPWS processes is one of the major factors 

leading to the employees´ willingness to positively contribute to the 

restructuring process and subsequently a successful performance outcome as 

projected.  

The performance at Aesculap increased in part because people work harder 

(Pfeffer, 1998) due to work intensification and the employees´ greater 

involvement and commitment. Yet the fact that people “work smarter” and 

“actually implement their wisdom” (Pfeffer, 1998) seems to account for a large 

part of the improvement.  

The findings of the study indicate that the successful adoption of HPWSs 

highly depends on some key factors:  

I. an effective implementation phase and change management process that 

through open communication creates a positive atmosphere for employees´ 

commitment and shared accountability. 

II. Early involvement of the works council and the trade union to represent the 

employees´ interests and to avoid excessive demands by increasing work 

intensification at the expense of the employees´ benefits; the focus should be 

on creating a win-win situation that balances both parties´ needs and through 

that creates commitment and success in the long run. 

III. Positive leadership role: management should have proven integrity in the 

past and lead by example through the restructuring process. Both way 

communication and encouraging employee involvement lead to a trust based 

relationship between the staff and its managers. 

The fact that this work focuses on one single company in one industry sector 

means that the findings can hardly be generalized and transferred to other 

cases. The aim of this study was to test one outstandingly successful 

company as a sort of model organization on the underlying key factors. The 

qualitative research approach with its inductive character was chosen to be 

the preferred technique in exploring unknown factors. However, the study was 
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based upon a single company´s data only. It faces constraints in drawing 

conclusions about HPWSs in the rest of the economy. The results are 

presented as suggestions for further hypothesis and future research. It is 

suggested to further investigate the impact of HPWSs on other case studies. 

The relevant factors should be tested in a broader industry spectrum including 

sectors such as services, retail, pharmaceutical and manufacturing. 
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PART I (CLOSED QUESTIONS) 

 Questions regarding the formal introduction of workplace practices 

Opportunity to participate/Autonomy in decision making 

- Do you emphasise on the employee´s autonomy in decision making? 

- Are employees able to take part in making decisions that affect their job? 

- Are employees encouraged to bring in own ideas of improvement? In which 
form? 

Basically employee participation is very important to us; it is an important 
component. Especially due to the high complexity of practises we do 
emphasize on employee participation. There are standardised processes for 
ideas of improvement. In addition to that, there are of course decision making 
processes that include management only. But on the operational level we do 
like to let the employees participate. We have a classical hierarchical 
organisation and some decisions are made by top and middle management 
only. For restructuring projects though, we do ask for the staff´s feedback in 
the sense of “how do you rate the process, how can we constantly optimize 
the operation?” By the help of our employee´s experience we come to an 
optimal solution – that´s how it works. So, the answer is we support both 
concepts. 

Team membership 

- Do you emphasise on team working at Aesculap? 

Since the 90´s team working was strongly brought ahead. In general there are 
many ways of implementing it. In our case we define it as guided team work. 
We do not support fully autonomic group work. There is a clear structure and 
assignment and within this range employees can contribute to the process. 
But again, we do not have autonomic group works. There are important fixed 
group activities like discussions and feedback groups. 
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- How is the structure of the teams? How many decision makers? 

It depends; the organisation structure is divided into production plants. We 
have one manager for every production line such as the plant for implants 
where we are today. These plants are of different sizes and employee 120 – 
500 employees. The plants are divided into segments (around 100 
employees) with one executive each who is responsible for the segment. 
X”teams have between 10 and 40 employees. One team is managed by one 
or more group leaders. They are responsible for compliance with processes, 
operations procedures and quality standards. Within these groups employees 
can contribute to optimize their processes.  

- Does Aesculap support the idea of Off-line teams regarding cost reductions, 
quality, training or other work-related issues? If yes, which teams exist and 
according to your opinion, how do they contribute? 

There are both team initiative on an individual basis and intended feedback 
procedures initiated by top management (special cases on process 
improvement regarding quality for example); there are selected teams to work 
on analyses and come up with suggestions. During the operational phase the 
employee´s feedback again contributes to the successful implementation of 
the process. Without the employee´s involvement we can´t be successful. 
Knowledge comes with people. Due to the fact that technical and operational 
processes are increasingly complex, it´s impossible for one employee to know 
all the correct handling procedures. You need several persons to combine 
their knowledge and achieve the best results.  

Communication 

- Do Aesculap´s Managers live an “Open door” management style? Can you 
explain it… can you give us few examples? 

It´s hard to explain; first of all through our specified organization we try to offer 
a formal management structure. There is a weekly “Jour Fix” for the segment 
leaders and the plant director. We discuss about all the important topics, 
agreements, targets and other subjects. This practice can be found at all 
levels of the organization (the segment leader with the group leaders and 
their teams). These are the formal arrangements. And there is a formal 
information policy through notice boards etc. By the help of our group 
discussions we try to advance communication and information among the 
employees. Many companies face it: there can´t be only top-down 
management, today´s employees actively get involved (bottom-up). At this 
point I would like to bring up the “Open door” management style; we assure 
our employees that the door is usually open for them. And through our plant 
design and the see-through glass construction we try to create an 
atmosphere of transparency. We don´t want the administration to be 
separated from the rest of the plant. We don´t support such an anonymous 
atmosphere. Our team leaders do not sit in the administration area, they work 
with their PCs right in the production area. This creates a positive working 
atmosphere, but this process needed some time to get used to. Before we 
moved to the new building the employees had their own offices. It took some 
time for the people to familiarize. The new transparency (we all can see each 
other working through the windows) came along with a trust relationship. 
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There is supervision for both sides. This process took some time to develop. 
In the beginning it created tension, but turned out to be positive in the long 
run. So, our communication and information style is diverse, there is not one 
best practice. It contains two or three basic elements.  

- Do you support communication within teams? Communication between 
different teams companywide? Do you emphasise on cross-functional 
communication? How? 

There is a kind of employee communication. We want employees to 
communicate. It has to do with flexibility regarding different customer orders – 
they have to be completed. But we don´t want qualification (that is connected 
to flexibility) at any price. We have a certain amount of “Springer” (job 
rotators) who can rotate in their functions, but we don´t support the idea that 
every employee has to know every procedure; it is not working and we don´t 
want that.  

Skills 

- Training: What percentage of employees received formal training during the 
last year? 

The majority of the employees constantly receive training. 

We highly emphasize on training. Training and development is of high 
importance at Aesculap/Braun. There is training and development agenda for 
2009 (shows a booklet); it is introduced every year and offers language 
training, product training, communication training, et al. It is basically open to 
every employee. Needless to say, we try to arrange the training in the best 
interest of the employee´s job and his or her further development. For the 
employees in the production area there is a qualification matrix. The segment 
leader decides what training is needed, for example if someone needs 
training in milling. If the segment leader decides that two employees are 
qualified to work in a new field, they may receive adequate training.  

- Proportion between On the Job and Classroom training? Does Aesculap 
emphasise on Informal training? 

We offer formal training by professional external trainers. The training can be 
both standardised and flexible since some depending on the participants; this 
an important aspect to us since work processes is changing constantly. If we 
develop somebody as team leader and he or she is not qualified in 
presenting, we offer a communication and presentation training module.  

On the Job training is done within the teams to induct new employees. We 
employ 200 apprentices (10% quota) who have to get to know the processes 
within the teams; they typically receive On the Job training.  

- What is the average seniority (number of years with the company) of 
Aesculap´s employees?  

Some of our employees have been with the company over 30 years. I would 
say the average is around 25 years.  

- Employee Turnover? 
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The turnover is relatively small. I don´t know the exact number, but if we 
exclude leavers that go for further education, the number is really small.  

Education 

- What is the proportion between college graduates and lower education 
(apprenticeship, high school diploma)? 

The apprentices are the majority. We do offer Bachelor and Master studies 
(6-8 people), but it is a smaller number. We do observe a change regarding 
the educational level. There are more and more engineers needed. You might 
have heard of the recent opening of the Technical University Tuttlingen with 
special studies in the area of production engineering; and we do observe an 
increasing demand for engineers.  

- Since you started the Benchmark factory, do you observe a more rigorous 
way of recruiting? 

Basically we did not change anything. Different criteria are important to us. 
First of all he or she has to be qualified in terms of skills and education. But at 
the same time the employee has to bring along social competencies. If an 
employee is highly qualified but does not satisfy our social requirements such 
as willingness to communicate effectively within the team, we would not hire 
this person. If someone is highly qualified in development for example but is 
not willing to communicate and accept feedback, the applicant will not be 
selected.  

Motivation/ Incentives 

- Do you think Aesculap´s employee´s are confident about employment 
security? 

It does play an important role. Braun/Aesculap is known as an attractive 
workplace (rewarded as “Most attractive workplace”). The employees know 
that job security linked with social incentives ranks on a high level. There is 
trust. But some long term employees take it as granted. They do not 
appreciate it anymore, they take it as granted. So, it´s a balancing act. But in 
general Aesculap is a very attractive workplace in the region.  

- Does the company share information with the staff? To which extend? 

Information is shared. We have a BKC (“Braun Communication Center”). 
There are PCs at every entrance where every employee can enter the 
Intranet. Everybody can enter the information area. In addition we have a 
“News Ticker” where information is published. We have a company magazine 
that is published 4 times per year and there is a works meeting 3 times per 
year. There is quite an amount of information channels.  

- How would you rate the promotion opportunities? 

How are the policies for executive recruiting? Are you likely to recruit from 
within or do hire external applicants who bring along the external view? 

We like to promote from within. Especially regarding the Benchmark Factory 
we try to offer our employees the chance to develop and be promoted. 
Through our structure and trainings there are career paths for our employees. 
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But we also strive for external input (“fresh blood”) to keep ourselves updated 
and get to know new processes, to think outside the box.  

- What does Aesculap offer in terms of social incentives? 

There are good conditions. First of all, the contract does not allow enforced 
redundancies. That´s quite social I would say. There are operational special 
payments and boni for the plant employees. We have a bonus system. If 
production targets are achieved we pay incentives. There is a company 
pension scheme. We still have a company-owned health insurance despite all 
critics and many mergers in the sector.  

- Does Aesculp pay wages in line with the market or above/ beyond? 

I would say we pay in line with the market or above. In many areas such as in 
the production we pay above the market price. We appreciate good 
employees and are willing to pay the price. 

- Does the company pay for performance in terms of 

-   Profit sharing? 

-   Production/ productivity goals? 

Yes, we have a target system regarding the time needed for the production 
and order circle. These numbers of days are measured and bonus-relevant. 
Secondly, we measure the “Fehlteile”: if we cannot satisfy customer´s orders 
because the part is not available. The number of “Fehlteile” is bonus-relevant 
as well. If we achieve to keep this level low, our customers will be more 
satisfied. The employees can directly influence it through higher flexibility in 
working time etc. in order to achieve the targets. If they achieve the targets 
they will earn their bonus. These targets are set for one year each.  

-   Quality goals? 

We have a policy in production: quality over time. We would never deliver a 
product that is of less quality in order to just satisfy required delivery period.  

Our second policy is “order over economies of scale”. We would never delay 
an order just to gain economies of scale. We put the customer´s order first. 
Quality excellence is a very important value to us.  

 

- Trust in organisations is normally related to trustworthy behaviour by 
managers. Do you agree? 

I would say there is a very high trust relationship. It has to do with our 
company policy. Other companies employ temporary workers who come and 
go. Aesculap has another company philosophy. In general there is trust. 
Employees expect clear communication by the management, depending work 
related topics and procedures. If someone breaks the rules, management has 
to get involved and there will be consequences. There has to be clear 
communication in case of both positive and negative information. Open 
communication means sharing good and negative feedback. Through that we 

http://dict.leo.org/ende?lp=ende&p=5tY9AA&search=required
http://dict.leo.org/ende?lp=ende&p=5tY9AA&search=delivery
http://dict.leo.org/ende?lp=ende&p=5tY9AA&search=period
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proof our trust-based relationship. Employees expect to receive also negative 
feedback; they want clear instructions (even if they do not admit it).  

- Do you observe kinds of managerial actions that might create an “ethos of 
common destiny”? What specifically?  

Definitely! The discussion started when we realized that the premises were 
too small to satisfy the demand of a growing market. It was clear we had to 
build a new production site. The question about the location came up. There 
were alternatives outside of Germany such as England (where we have a site 
already), Ireland (where many medicine technology companies are based, 
possibilities to be financed by the EU, low property prices) or Poland (low 
wage rates). I think that it was strategically right by the management to openly 
discuss all the alternatives. But we realized that it has advantages if the 
production is near the other functions such as Marketing, Research and 
Development since they have to communicate constantly and directly work 
together. Despite modern communication technology, we prioritize the 
personal contact. Then the discussion started how to compensate the 
advantages of lower wage rates in other countries. The outcome was the 
contract to assure the German site. At this point the “ethos of common 
destiny” definitely came up. It took the employees some time to understand 
that the new production site is an investment that serves the whole company. 
Employees feared a domino effect, that one outsourced production site would 
only be the beginning.  

But I have to say that many employees could not imagine what to expect of 
the new factory. Many of them felt “at home” in the old building. Their offices 
were like living rooms with plants and pictures on the wall. All beautiful! 
We´ve put much effort in familiarizing the employees with the new building. 
We published a lot of information for the employees about the Benchmark 
factory: the timetable, what happens, what we expect of our employees, what 
kind of changes we have to face. We offered guidance visits of the building 
during the construction phase just to be mentally prepared for the change. 
Honestly speaking we, the management, were disappointed at the beginning. 
The employees were quite satisfied but the expected euphoria did not happen 
this moment. There are reasons for that such as the change of structure: 
long-term employees, who have been working next to each other for many 
years, were quite resistant to changes in procedures. We totally restructured 
the production and organisation. It was a huge change process. It was made 
possible by constant effort, it´s an ongoing process. Management has to not 
give up, lead by example and constantly motivate the staff. And if there is 
success, employees appreciate it. Familiarization with the new premises 
takes time. You cannot push it. You have to take one small step after another. 
And you need positive employees who contribute to the positive development.  

 

PART II (OPENED QUESTIONS) 

- Are there any other relevant HR practices you would like to mention? 

It is important to say that our teams are really working in a positive manner. 
Despite that we emphasize on open communication, especially among the 
segment leaders and me. We are at variance regarding different topics and 
give each other negative feedback. All of us are expected to welcome 
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negative feedback; self-criticism is important to us. We managers define our 
job as constantly changing process. This is one of the key elements of our 
success.  

- How did they lead to the success? 

- According to your opinion, what are the principles, the mechanisms of 
Aesculap´s success? 

- How important is the Managerial role? 

- How important was the commitment of the board, especially the effort made 
by Michael Ungethüm? (chairman during the restructuring phase) 

- Do the Managers act along a special policy? 

-  Did you agree on the Benchmark factory investment before or after the 
conclusion of contract? 

Yes, the precondition was to balance the higher wage rates of the German 
site. One of contract´s contents was for the employees to extend their working 
time by 70 hours per year. The company was willing to invest and to avoid 
redundancies; the employee´s contribution is the unpaid extension of working 
time.  

- According to your opinion, what are the main reasons why the employees 
(represented by the work council) did react positively and decided to accept 
the restructuring?  

- Beside job security, which other reasons? 

Yes the work council did accept the contract. One main reason might have 
been job security. In addition the work council might have questioned what 
would have happened to the other facilities in the headquarter. We may not 
allow outsourced promises, not only under the aspect of domino effect.  

- What kind of “messages” did the Management send out while presenting the 
restructuring plans?  

The management and especially Prof. Ungethüm through press releases and 
works meetings highly recommended the chances the company would face 
through the new factory. He also pointed out the chances for the region. I 
have to mention that many problems like the relocation of the main street and 
the difficult situation in land ownership were solved by the government in our 
favour. There was an atmosphere of opening up a new dimension by 
upcoming chances. The management presented by Prof. Ungethüm 
successfully placed the idea behind the new investment which amounted to 
several million Euro. Last year we finished the extension of the factory. This 
shows that we definitely made the right decision; otherwise we would not 
have extended the premise.  

The atmosphere was positive, but there were sceptics who complained about 
the extension of working time. I think it was a good solution. The alternative 
would have been wage reductions. In this case you would basically “take 
something away” from the employees – it would have been a different 
approach instead of asking for extra performance. But you have to bear in 

http://dict.leo.org/ende?lp=ende&p=5tY9AA&search=self-criticism
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mind that we speak about a 35-hour week: working for 37 hours instead of 35 
hours per week. For many employees it was not that dramatic. They 
appreciated the upcoming chances (growth, new workplaces, etc. ). To point 
out the positive changes definitely made sense.  

The regional tradition in medicine technology definitely contributes to the 
success. In the region of Tuttlingen there are hundreds of companies both 
small firms with a few employees and big companies like Aesculap with a 
workforce of 2,800 people. We can call it a cluster, many employees have 
relatives working in the same sector. People highly identify themselves with 
the sector and the products. In addition health related products do create a 
special fascination. That´s why we offer open days for the employee´s 
families. It´s nice to see how proudly they present their workplace (“look, 
here´s where I create hip implants”). Employees seem to have a special 
relationship to their workplace. 

- How does the company manage to continue their success? To create a 
change is one but to keep the level might be even harder. How do you do it? 

- Prospects of this “model’ and the “company success” over the next 3-5 years 
(years beyond the world economic crisis period)? 

Assuming a recession in medicine technology we would have to reorganize 
ourselves. The willingness to embrace change (in structure etc. ) is definitely 
existing. And I think this is an important factor. For the sector and Aesculap 
especially it would be a significant new situation since the last decades were 
generally speaking positive. From today´s perspective I can´t foresee if the 
company could successfully face all the related challenges. I cannot imagine 
how that would be since during the last decades we were constantly growing. 
It would be a dramatically new situation for the employees. How good would 
our crisis management be?  

- Thank you very much! 
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- How were the circumstances at the beginning of negotiations? 

We as the employee representatives were part of the process from the early 
beginning. At that time considerations were made about the location of the 
new orthopaedics and traumatology centre. Both the supervisory board and 
the management were taking part in discussions. The management 
approached us as work council with their considerations.  

- What was your role as work council in the negation process? 

At the time of negotiation there were two alternatives: a company agreement 
or an additional labour agreement. We chose to come to a solution based on 
a company agreement. But we started the negotiation only under precondition 
that the “IG Metall” (labour union) is involved. We wanted all labour relations 
to be part of the process. My personal responsibility was to negotiate the 
contract with my colleague Helmut Wagner as counterpart for the employer 
side. The management assigned us for the evaluation of location alternatives. 
They let us know that they wanted to build a new plant but wanted to compare 
five different locations: France, England, Poland, Spain and Germany. We 
should find out what would be the advantages of every location and come up 
with the most attractive site location. The outcome was a study for each 
country about financial aspects etc. The problem was that the results for 
Germany indicated crucial disadvantages in terms of taxes to be paid. We 
agreed with the management to directly compare labour costs. It came out 
that the German location would cost additionally 8-9 Mill. Thereupon 
considerations were made about employee wage adjustments in order to 
minimize overall costs. The challenge was how to achieve this while still be 
bound at the agreement with the union. The company´s strategy was to save 
costs by producing more at a lower cost level. The aim was to not only keep 
the production site but also the research and development department in 
Germany. The precondition for this process turned out to be a more qualified 
workforce. So we offered to transform the additional working hours into 
training time. In addition we asked for a higher apprenticeship quota. 
Qualification of employees means qualification for the future. If the company 
decides to invest in a modern production plant with reorganized workstations, 
there have to be more qualified employees. Our contribution was 360 hours in 
five years (60 hours per year) additional working time without getting paid for. 
A part of it would be used for training. This was our approach. We asked the 
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company to invest the saved money into future growth markets. This was one 
major aspect in the contract; we expected the company to strengthen its 
market position in South America, Asia, the GUS states and Middle and 
Western Europe in order to build up production capacity at the German site. 

- So actually you created a “win-win situation” for both sites? 

Yes, that´s right. From the employees´ perspective qualification means a 
chance to adapting to challenges of a modern production site; by that they are 
irreplaceable for the company. The higher number of apprentices could be 
used to compensate the additionally needed workforces.  

- What were the employees’ concerns about the Benchmark factory? Critical 
voices? 

The main concerns were about the guarantee aspect: if we as employees 
agree to sacrifice in terms of unpaid additional working time is there any 
guarantee that the company will keep the site in the long run; that there won´t 
be redundancies. Additionally employees were concerned that if only the 
German production plant for orthopaedics and traumatology would be kept, 
what happens to the other functions? We argued that if we allow the 
relocation of the production plant even other functions would have been 
relocated. We asked for an agreement that guarantees the German site as a 
whole. The contract says that the company may not relocate any functions 
without the acceptance of the work council. Although relocation is part of the 
management´s decision, through the contract we have to be involved. It 
doesn´t mean that relocation is not allowed to happen, but only by 
maintaining the existing jobs in Germany. We kind of achieved a secure job 
situation for every employee in Germany. 

- What are the main reasons that lead to the successful conclusion of the 
contract? 

Job guarantee was one main reason. And the chance for further jobs; part of 
the contract was the responsibility to create 100 new jobs. In fact more than 
300 new employees were recruited. Right now we agree on a revised version 
of the contract. The jobs at Aesculap today are more secure than ever. We 
increased the apprentice quota (60 new apprentices). The training offering 
was improved a lot. And the company invested a lot.  

- According to your opinion, what are the main reasons why the employees did 
react positively and decided to accept the restructuring (beside job security)? 
Trust? 

I do think that trust was an important factor. The responsible persons proved 
their integrity in the past. The management at Aesculap and us we are on a 
par with each other. There is no “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” 
atmosphere; we have a fair relationship. We try to reach a consensus, not a 
compromise. It is not always possible. But both sides stick to their promises; 
this is part of the company culture. Despite all the critics the successful 
outcome, the growth of the company, the increasing number of employees, 
the improved training offering proved the company´s commitment. The 
millions of saving were actually invested in future markets. And the company 
showed its appreciation for the employees´ contribution. That is one important 
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factor for the employees´ cooperation. We as the work council informed the 
employees at an early stage.  

- How important is the Managerial role? 

It is very important. In order to be trustworthy a manager has to proof his 
integrity over a period of time. Otherwise it cannot work out.  

Prof. Ungethüm could convince the employees that he´s trustworthy. By 
demonstrating his commitment to the company he convinced the employees.  
And also Mr. Braun who took part at the works meeting made a very clear 
statement: if the employees would contribute with their input, the company 
would definitely invest in the German site. That is an important factor. In some 
cases managers take advantage of such situations and ask for too much. We 
as the work council could work against that by representing the interest of the 
employees. The company´s demands were extraordinary at first: 20 working 
Saturdays per employee without being paid for. It was horrible. We made it 
very clear that the publishing of these demands would lead to a revolution 
among the staff; it would not be helpful at all. There would be no contract. We 
have partnership but we were very clear about our targets and our limitations. 
It is important that both sides achieve a secure position. Especially if 
management changes these agreements are hard to fulfil. A certain degree of 
liability of both the management and the work council is a good basis to 
achieve the employees´ support. If this is not the case there will always be 
high resistance and insecurity. You have to bear in mind that employees 
agreed to work 60 hours in addition and they might fear if they will end up in 
the same situation as before. We also changed the whole production process 
and implemented new processes that challenged the employees even more. 
We introduced team based production. It was a difficult process to support the 
employees and to make sure that the company does not ask too much of 
them. This typically happens in such cases. But the strategy should be long 
term.  

- There are relevant HPWS processes at Aesculap. Do you think they improve 
the employees´ situation? 

I think the more you involve the employee the more commitment you will gain. 
If you openly discuss issues it is likely that employees will contribute to 
change processes. It was very important to us to involve the employees at an 
early stage. During the construction phase we invited them to visit their future 
workplace. We introduced the machines, the workplaces, the products and so 
on. We built model workplaces in the old building where employees could 
familiarize themselves and train certain processes. Open communication and 
early involvement of employees directly leads to the employees support and 
acceptance of new processes. Thus the company gains increased 
productivity. This is a key factor. And you have to bear in mind that the 
employees were used to work in small groups and workplaces. They had to 
get used to this high production area in the Benchmark factory with its glass 
construction and transparency from one side to the other. They did not feel 
comfortable in the beginning due to the fact that very body could see them 
working. The key factor is to support them at this point, to communicate 
openly and to involve them. This is a win situation for the employees as well. 
For some employees it was a major change. External applicants when they 
start with Aesculap are amazed by the modern plant and the open 
communication style.  
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- Do you think employees are more satisfied by these work practices? 

Difficult questions; I think satisfaction does not depend on the operational 
changes but on the people and their mind set. The overall agreement was 
seen positive in terms of the company´s economical situation. Within their 
micro cosmos satisfaction is linked to the employees´ personal work attitude. 
We implemented a second restructuring of work process in the benchmark 
factory and these changes did not lead to increased satisfaction at all. The 
sum of changes is good but in single cases there are problems. 

- Plus satisfaction or uploaded work? 

Part of the employees experience positive changes and show more 
commitment, satisfaction and better effort. The other part accepts the 
changes because they have to... if we achieve to have an open 
communication, involve the employees in the change process, to take their 
concerns seriously and openly discuss their problems we are on a good way 
to have a supportive staff. If you don´t bear this in mind and avoid wrong 
“politics” the results will be only positive for the employer but not for the staff.  

- Did you experience an atmosphere of “common destiny”? 

It was clear to us that if we would not agree to the contract important 
functions such as the production and secondly the research and development 
department would be relocated. Our concern was that if we allow a step in the 
wrong direction it would only be the beginning.  Our long term strategy at that 
time was to keep the production site and therefore guarantee the existence of 
other functions and gaining growth potential. These were the interests of the 
work council. We told the employees that if we cut off one part of the 
company it will be difficult for the others. We wanted to be very clear about 
this point. The existence of the second contract we have just signed proved 
the success of the concept: we want to guarantee growth potential at the 
German site. We don´t want any relocations. Yes, it would be a domino effect 
in the long run. By the contract we achieved to keep the logistic department 
here, the research and development department and most of all the core 
businesses of Aesculap. It is possible that in the long run there will be further 
production sites abroad but by keeping the research and development centre 
here we kind of guarantee the existence of the German site. It is part of the 
company´s philosophy to maintain the research and development close to the 
production and the marketing function.  This was our strategy to secure the 
site as a whole.  

- How does the company manage to continue their success? To create a 
change is one but to keep the level might be even harder. How do you do it? 

The secret of success is: we have 2800 employees so far and 76 apprentices. 
The additional working time is paid if we achieve the company´s targets. We 
increased the training hours as of 43. And there still is job security. The 
requested elements are achieved.  And we have to bear in mind that the 
company grows between 8 and 10 percent every year. There were no 
redundancies and apprentices are employed. The overall situation is good for 
our employees. And we keep on working towards our employees´ benefits. 
There is a new pension scheme for example. Without the contract this would 
not have happened.  
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- Prospects of this “model’ and the “company success” in times of economic 
crisis? Especially the employees´ view? 

If the situation would be worse we would be flexible in terms of working hours 
(150 hours plus).  Therewith the company would be able to balance changes 
in demand.  We could reduce working hours without redundancies.  By the 
contract we burdened the company with a moral responsibility to keep the 
German staff and avoid redundancies also during times of crisis. The basis of 
the company is an equal partnership.  A contract that does not allow a win-
win situation is not worth it. In times of crisis we would expect the 
management to act in a sustainable way.  

- Are there any other relevant HR practices you would like to mention? 

Aesculap has a special company philosophy; the majority of employees 
constantly ask “what can I do for the company?”. The majority of employees 
both management and non-management are encouraged to bring in their 
creativity and own ideas within their work areas. We support a very good 
process for ideas of improvement.  Employees get involved and contribute to 
improve the processes. This is a key factor. Aesculap has always been a 
listed company – they function in a certain way. The fact that Aesculap 
employs a high number of highly skilled workers creates a job situation of 
high commitment. There is a high degree of identification. And you have to 
bear in mind that we produce medical products that are partly used to save 
lives. High qualification directly leads to higher identification with the 
profession and the company. An employee in a car producing company might 
think differently. It has to do with the product; and the company culture. 

- How would you describe the company culture? 

We invest in both technology and employees. Employee qualification is highly 
important to us. Beside that Aesculap acts in a socially responsible manner. 
The company invests a lot in social projects. This creates a positive image 
which is appreciated by the staff – even in times when they disagree on their 
managers.  Overall the company´s image is very good which leads to high 
commitment among employees.  

Open communication means that employees can talk to the work council for 
example and their concerns are taken seriously. Work meetings are of high 
importance at Aesculap. We try to improve the processes that even more 
employees can take part. 

- Additional factors you would like to mention? 

One key factor is: the negotiations could never be done without the union. We 
could not threat the management with strikes etc.; there is no legal 
authorization. A precondition was that the union is involved at an early stage. 
Without the union I would advise against negotiations. This cannot work. 
Work council itself has no power of decision. 

- Thank you very much! 


