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3Foreword

Since the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic at the latest, there has been a new debate about work 
and its role both in private as well as public life. Societal transformation, the orientation 
towards the common good, and the necessity to ensure prosperity for most members 
of the society are inconceivable without work. After all, work is supposed to increase 
happiness in life, not to reduce it. 

With this statement, the Union of the German Academies of Sciences and Humanities 
and the German National Academy of Sciences Leopoldina provide stakeholders in poli- 
tics and society with suggestions for orientations regarding the changes of work in the 
multiple crises of the present. 

We would like to express our gratitude to the interdisciplinary research group and its 
spokesperson, Jutta Allmendinger, for investing time and energy in preparing this 
statement, despite all of their other obligations. Only thanks to the expertise assembled 
here, it was possible to provide a synthesis on the different positions of this topic, as 
presented in this paper.

Finally, we would also like to thank the reviewers as well as the staff members in 
administration for their help in developing, supporting, and commenting on the posi-
tion paper.

Berlin and Halle (Saale)

In November 2023
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6 Summary 

Summary  

cal, technological and regulatory changes. 
The objective is to design a change that is 
considered fair by all sides and to prevent 
that poor working conditions or environ-
mental burdens are outsourced to other 
world regions. 

The interdisciplinary research 
group therefore proposes to observe paid 
work in its interaction with other forms 
of activities, to view the concept of work 
more broadly and to take a look at dif-
ferent forms of human activity and their 
interplay. Prosperity, well-being and social 
cohesion are essentially based on paid 
work as a central pillar of social order. At 
the same time, there are numerous other 
forms of activities to satisfy human needs, 
to develop skills and to achieve work, that 
is valuable to society. In the context of 
this broader view of work, human poten-
tials and a newly balanced relationship 
between social, economic and ecological 
requirements move to the centre. 

We propose a shift in emphasis 
from a work-oriented society (“Arbeits
gesellschaft”) to an activity-oriented 
society (“Tätigkeitsgesellschaft”)*. The 
interdisciplinary research group thus 
demarcates itself from those who speak of 
an “end” of work. It points to the opportu-
nities that open up for people, the econ-
omy and society if these activities are 
equally recognized. 

*   Already in German, the distinction between “Arbeit” 
and “Tätigkeit” is not unequivocal since Arbeit is also  
a Tätigkeit. In English, the same applies. Here the term 
“labour” denotes work in the classic sense and could be 
used instead of “work” to sharpen the distinction.

Paid work is currently changing signif-
icantly. Processes of digitalization and 
automation, which often allow remote 
working, as well as processes of defossil-
ization, through which our economy and 
professional world are shifting towards 
ecologically sustainable energies and 
technologies, cannot be ignored. The 
same is true for the demographic change 
and immigration. These developments 
entail opportunities as well as risks. Old 
fields of work disappear, while new ones 
emerge. The latter require the acquisition 
of new professional competencies but also 
open up hitherto unknown opportunities 
to connect paid work with other activities. 
These changes, in turn, affect the spatial 
organization of paid work and thus the 
social and ecologically sustainable design 
of areas of work and activity. Therefore, 
it makes sense to take a closer look at the 
question of how activities can be organ-
ized in the future and how prosperity is 
ensured as a result.

The opportunities and risks of the 
current transformation do not concern all 
people and enterprises to the same degree. 
The interdisciplinary research group “The 
Future of Work” investigated how positive 
and negative effects are distributed among 
different societal groups, according to age, 
socio-economic status, gender, education, 
income, family care obligations or regional 
origin. The working group also analyzed 
how existing material, respectively imma-
terial, inequalities are reduced or strength-
ened. This also concerns the enterprises, 
which operate in different markets and 
are affected to different degrees by politi-



7Summary 

guarantee day care for children in all 
age groups until school entry. This could 
take place analogously to the right to day 
care for elementary school children (from 
2026). This, however, also includes the 
expansion of out-patient and in-patient 
care facilities, respectively, nursing ser-
vices for chronically ill or disabled people.

Adapting the organization  
of paid work to digital change

First of all, a re-evaluation and new 
assessment of human work requires a 
change in attitude. It can only be suc-
cessful if the organizational forms of paid 
work can be adapted to the digital change. 
For this purpose, regulations have to be 
developed in this area, for example, in 
dealing with opportunities and risks of 
digitally assisted work. It has already 
become clear that a human-appropriate 
design of digital systems of assistance and 
decision-making can provide opportuni-
ties of relief. However, it also entails risks 
with respect to data protection, for exam-
ple. Using the technological progress for 
the benefit of the activity-oriented society 
also requires setting clear corporate rules 
for working hours, availability and perfor-
mance control in remote work as well as 
redefining employment relationships in 
platform work. Finding concrete and con-
text-sensitive solutions to these questions 
requires that employees have a say, both 
within existing structures of corporate 
co-determination as well as – in particular 
for platform work – in formats that are to 
be newly developed.

Orientate education, professional training 
and continuing education more strongly 
towards the grand challenges

In Germany, more effort needs to be 
invested in all forms of education. The 
performance level of children is low, espe-
cially when they come from socially pre-

In this position paper, the interdiscipli-
nary research group identifies relevant 
developments and formulates recommen-
dations in five fields of action which sketch 
out initial contours of an activity-oriented 
society and can support the common 
quest for answers in the economy, politics 
and society.

Recommendations for action

Adapting employment biographies 
to demographic change

Due to demographic change, the gained 
years of life in good health and the 
increase of women in the workforce, it is 
necessary to have a higher flexibility with 
regard to the relationship between paid 
work and other forms of activities. Poten-
tial measures for a more flexible design 
of work that is oriented towards the life 
course could include the opportunity to 
extend sabbatical months and years and 
to replace the legal age of retirement by 
a window of retirement in which people 
can freely choose when they would like to 
begin retirement. 

A forward-looking activity-oriented 
design of work also includes supporting 
re-entry into paid work after other phases 
of activities. Thus, the possibility of re- 
entering the labour market also in higher 
adult age should be made easier if peo-
ple desire this. In this context, a stigma-
tization of allegedly “unproductive” older 
people, who from a certain age no longer 
want to or no longer can be available on 
the labour market, needs to be avoided. 

Such a design of work that is ori-
ented towards the life course is one side 
of the coin, a reliable care- and nursing 
infrastructure is the other. Here, it is nec-
essary to expand the day care programmes 
in childcare centres and schools and to 
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carious families or from families in which 
German is not spoken. The divergence of 
educational outcomes according to place 
of origin is significant. This has reper-
cussions on the participation of children, 
economic development as well as societal 
cohesion. The entire education system 
of a society and the level of education of 
its population determine which forms 
of work prevail in the short-, medium- 
and long term and which results can be 
achieved.

Early childhood education needs 
to be expanded. The earlier educational 
measures are applied in the life course, 
the larger the expected yield, measured 
according to the level of achieved perfor-
mances and the reduction of inequali-
ties. We need more day-care centres for 
children, ones that involve educational 
opportunities at an earlier age, we need 
target-oriented support for our very young 
children, especially when they grow up in 
difficult circumstances. The “Startchancen-
programm” (early childhood educational 
opportunities programme) for pupils of 
elementary schools needs to be expanded 
and orientated to those schools and chil-
dren that require help. A half-hearted 
programme with widespread distribution 
would only increase inequality and leave 
potentials unused.

Successfully dealing with new 
insecurities and uncertainties moreover 
requires further developing the (pre-)
school curriculum. In this context, a 
stronger orientation to the OECD Future 
Skills, especially with respect to “digital lit-
eracy”, individual responsibility and value 
orientation, could be useful. The target are 
citizens who develop as a personality and 
who can apply their knowledge and skills 
for a viable and productive society in har-
mony with nature, both in the context of 
their paid work as well as in other forms 
of activity.

 In view of the transformation of 
work and demographic change, continuing 
education needs to be moved more to the 
centre as well. Aside from personal adap-
tation this involves also adapting to tech-
nological developments, which includes 
opportunities of a second or third voca-
tional education for a new job. A “period 
reserved for education” (Bildungszeit) 
could provide incentives to explore new 
areas of activity in adulthood, to improve 
one’s own employability and thus shape 
one’s own employment biography of 
activities with more self-determination. 
Framework conditions could be designed 
as an “insurance of continuing education” 
(Weiterbildungsversicherung). Another 
approach would be the expansion of the 
consulting services of the Federal Employ-
ment Agency and its cooperating partners, 
including easily accessible consulting ser-
vices for supported continuing education.

Reducing gender-related inequalities  
in the distribution of paid work and  
care work

Inequalities in the distribution of paid 
work and care work in families should 
be reduced. This would increase work 
productivity of women and their finan-
cial independence and decrease stereo-
typing of roles. Here it is recommended 
to change the tax and transfer system so 
that it promotes a more balanced relation-
ship of classic paid work and care work as 
an unpaid activity. There should also be 
incentives for a more equal distribution 
of paid work and care work among both  
parents. Many elements of the tax and 
transfer system benefit the unequal dis-
tribution of care work and paid work 
between men and women, which is why 
these federal instruments do not meet 
the standards of an activity-oriented 
society. Important starting points here 
would be to expand the so-called partner 
months (Partnermonate) in parental ben-
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efits (Elterngeld), to reform tax splitting 
among married couples to a “Realsplit-
ting” with a low amount to be transferred 
and to abolish so-called Mini-jobs. More 
financial means for the care sector should 
be made available, infrastructures in care 
and nursing should be expanded, person-
nel should be increased and the attractive-
ness of the profession should be improved. 
Moreover, the status of live-in care work-
ers from abroad needs to be improved so 
that these already existing forms of paid 
care work can experience a stronger soci-
etal recognition.

Other measures that should be 
developed in the future include a “family 
working time”, benefit replacement rates 
for certain care and support activities and 
their recognition for retirement as well as 
flexible work models that, among other 
things, make it easier for older women to 
reconcile a longer employment with care 
work within the family. 

Furthermore, unpaid and low-paid 
work in the informal area should be taken 
more strongly into consideration socio- 
politically. Here, “time accounts” for volun- 
tary work (as part of the flexibilization of 
employment biographies) and an organ-
izationally easier leave from paid work 
for a “voluntary work time” (in addition 
to “parental time” and “care time”) could 
be considered. Another option would be 
extensive tax advantages for voluntary 
work. Opportunities for counter-financing 
would result from the reform of tax split-
ting among married couples, the financial 
incentives for Mini-jobs or the cost-free 
co-insurance of spouses in statutory health 
insurance.

Adapting spatial and constructional  
conditions

The current crises radically put into ques-
tion existing solutions with regard to 
workplaces as well as their infrastructures 
and follow-up costs. Due to the permanent 
introduction of remote work for part of 
the employed population, especially in the 
form of working from home, new, flexible 
and health-promoting constructional con-
cepts are necessary in the private and pro-
fessional field of activity. This ranges from 
flexible layouts to labour and health pro-
tection. The office of the future needs to 
be designed in a socially and ecologically 
sustainable manner, and it also needs to 
involve the exteriors more strongly.

In the activity-oriented society, 
remote work, office and “third places” 
form an innovative triad for those profes-
sions whose workplace is not determined 
by the task as such. Here, the idea of the 
economy oriented towards the common 
good is particularly powerful: “third 
places” and co-working spaces should not 
only be operated by private enterprises 
but also by the municipalities and should 
be publicly funded wherever they have a 
function that benefits the community. In 
that case, they should be declared “ten-
ants worth protecting”, if possible com-
bined with public usages and developed 
into neighbourhood centres, and easily 
accessible for all interested parties. Corre-
sponding planning and construction reg-
ulations could thus strengthen the sense 
of community and solidary, healthy work 
in an activity-oriented society. They could 
ease the transitions between paid work 
and other forms of activities significantly 
– even more: they become their indispen-
sable prerequisite.
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force. At the same time, the socio-ecolog-
ical transformation requires an extensive 
reorganization of the existing value chain. 
Both developments cannot be looked at 
separately. In addition, in some parts of 
the population, a change in mentality with 
regard to the status of paid work can be 
observed, which could even be strength-
ened by the current situation of the labour 
market. Employees increasingly and more 
often than before ask about the ‘why’ and 
‘what for’ regarding their work and seek 
opportunities for the identification of their 
own moral concepts. This holds enor-
mous potential for innovation for enter-
prises that develop new business models 
in the socio-ecological transformation – 
in the best case with positive effects for 
productivity, satisfaction of employees, 
their intrinsic motivation and not least 
for binding the individual employee to 
the enterprise. Against this background, 
the present position paper deals with the 
structural change of the world of work and 
provides suggestions for designing this 
change.

Very often, the term “work” is used 
synonymously with “paid work”, i. e., con-
sidered as purely market-related work 
through which services and goods are pro-
duced that can be utilized on markets in 
order to achieve income, be it in dependent 
or independent positions or in one of the 
many forms in between. In the following, 
we propose a broader definition of work, 
which also includes non-market-related 
activities such as citizen work, care work 
and political work, as well as defence and 
community work in addition to paid work. 

1  Introduction

The challenges of our time – in particular 
the climate crisis and necessary defossil-
ization, dealing with migration, demo-
graphic change and digital transforma-
tion – require new considerations about 
what work is, what role it plays in society 
and what meaning it has for the individ-
ual. In addition, the Corona pandemic has 
moved some aspects of the world of work 
more into focus that call for an in-depth 
debate. Thus, for example, the relation-
ship between economy, work and nature 
as well as the relationship between actors 
of the state, of market economy and civil 
society should be discussed and newly 
adjusted in the design of work. These cur-
rent issues are evaluated in academia 1 as 
well as in the public discourse 2 and are 
the reason for this position paper, which 
deals with the world of work in Germany 
in the context of the change of work and 
society. At the core is the question in how 
far the current and ongoing developments 
can, yes must, lead to a (new) structural 
change of work. 

The situation is unclear, the devel-
opments are in part contradictory and 
simple solutions are not at hand: the  
German economy is worried about the 
supply of specialist and skilled workers 
in order to remain competitive in the 
global competition and to ensure pros-
perity. In view of demographic develop-
ments, innovative ways are called for to 
maintain workers, to win new ones and 
to moreover increase the existing work-

1	 E. g., Honneth (2023); Seidl & Zahrnt (2022).
2	 E. g., Bücker (2022).
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1.1	� From paid work to activity

People develop by becoming active. Being 
active serves to satisfy material and imma-
terial needs, shapes one’s personality and 
promotes self-realization as well as inter-
action of individuals. A significant part of 
these processes occurs via paid work, and 
this will – especially in view of the current 
and continuing lack of skilled workers – 
presumably remain that way.

It also has to be noted, however, 
that paid work is currently changing sig-
nificantly. Processes of digitalization 6 and 
automation, which often allow remote 
work, as well as defossilization, through 
which our economy and world of work are 
reorganized towards ecologically sustain-
able energies and technologies, can and 
should not be ignored nor halted. These 
developments entail opportunities as well 
as risks. Old fields of activity disappear, 
while new ones emerge. The latter require 
the acquisition of new professional com-
petencies but also open up hitherto 
unknown opportunities to connect paid 
work with other activities. These changes, 
in turn, affect the spatial organization of 
paid work and thus the socially and eco-
logically sustainable design of spaces of 
work and activity. Therefore, it makes 
sense to take a closer look at the question 
as to how prosperity can be ensured in the 
future. 

The opportunities and risks of the 
current transformation, however, do not 
concern all humans and enterprises to the 
same degree. Thus, it needs to be inves-
tigated how positive and negative effects 
are distributed among different societal 
groups, according to age, socio-economic 
status and gender, education, income, 

6	 Here and in the following, we understand digitalization 
in the sense of a comprehensive socio-technological 
transformation as is common in the public and political 
discourse. For more details, see chapter 4.2.

By shifting this boundary, we gain an 
extensive perspective on human activities.

The term “activity” serves as the 
key to the understanding of the abun-
dance of activities through which humans 
change their environment and them-
selves. We propose a shift in emphasis 
from a “work-oriented society” (“Arbeits
gesellschaft”) to an “activity-oriented 
society” (“Tätigkeitsgesellschaft”), as was 
already formulated by Ralf Dahrendorf 
(1983) 3 as a vision and, for example, also 
repeatedly emphasized in feminist, eco-
logical and Catholic discourses. 4 In doing 
so, we demarcate ourselves from those 
who speak of an “end” of work. 5 

For us it is about understanding 
“life as an activity” in all of its diversity, 
to overcome one-sided dependencies 
and to thus strengthen freedom and self- 
determination of the individual. This call 
for self-responsible design, to become 
active and stay active – in contrast to 
retreat, refusal and inactivity – aims at a 
broader understanding of where and how 
humans become active and effective. We 
focus on the relationship between differ-
ent forms of activities – education of chil-
dren, care of the elderly, phases of contin-
uing education, engagement in voluntary 
work – and do so throughout the entire life 
course of people. In this context, we point 
to opportunities that open up to people, 
the economy and society if these activities 
are equally recognized, and thus empha-
size the orientation towards the common 
good of an activity-oriented society. 

3	 Dahrendorf (1983); ibid. (2001).
4	 For an overview, see e. g., Haugg (2008); Littig &  

Spita (2011); Gerold (2022), Katholische Arbeitneh-
mer-Bewegung (2005).

5	 See e. g., Benanav (2020).
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happiness, and thus also productivity. In 
this context, it needs to be distinguished 
whether the corresponding standards 
are brought about by the social environ-
ment (family, neighbourhood, …) or set 
by self-determination. The experienced 
degree of autonomy varies depending on 
individual and societal values, rules and 
norms.

Paid work entails an income, pro-
fessional recognition and social status. In 
dealing with the requirements of the activ-
ity, especially competencies are achieved, 
which in turn can increase employability. 
Material and immaterial resources form 
the so-called instrumental goals of paid 
work and can contribute to the social 
well-being of an individual. On their part, 
humans need to invest time, physical and 
mental resources in order to carry out paid 
work or pursue a career. 

Non-market-related activities 
include, among others, formal, respec-
tively, organization-based, voluntary 
work, informal support services 7 and par-
ticipation in civil society (resp. informal), 
for example, political activities.8 Forms 
of civil engagement are not oriented 
towards material gains and are carried 
out voluntarily. In this context, the organ-
ization-based voluntary work is termed 
the “old” voluntary work, for example, 
engagement in an association, union or 
religious community. Activities that are 
not tied to membership in an organiza-
tion, on the other hand, are called “new” 
or informal voluntary work, respectively, 
participation. This includes, for example, 
involvement in a citizen initiative. 9 Infor-
mal support services that are carried out 
in the private environment, such as super-
vising one’s own children or grandchildren 

7	 Hank & Erlinghagen (2010).
8	 Burr et al. (2002); Martinson & Minkler (2006).
9	 Backes & Höltge (2008).

family care obligations or regional origin, 
and how they reduce or increase imma-
terial inequalities. This is also true for 
enterprises that operate in different mar-
kets and are affected by political, techno-
logical and regulatory changes to differ-
ent degrees. The objective is to design a 
change that is considered fair by all sides 
and to prevent that poor working condi-
tions or environmental burdens are out-
sourced to other world regions. 

We therefore propose from the start 
to observe paid work in its interaction 
with other forms of being active, to view 
the concept of work more broadly and to 
take a look at different forms of human 
activities and their interplay. Prosperity, 
well-being and social cohesion are essen-
tially based on paid work as a central pillar 
of social order. At the same time, there are 
numerous other forms of activities to sat-
isfy human needs, to develop skills and to 
achieve work that is valuable to society. In 
the context of this broader view of work, 
human potentials and a newly balanced 
relationship between social, economic and 
ecological requirements move to the cen-
tre. In the results of this position paper, 
we will derive initial contours of such an 
activity-oriented society from the individ-
ual contributions. 

1.2	� Work in the activity-oriented 
society

In modern societies, the diversity of 
human activities is distinguished into 
market-related activities (paid work) and 
different forms of non-market-related 
activities for which mostly no wage is 
paid and which are not integrated into the 
social security system. Such non-market- 
related activities can be conducted pub-
licly or in private. In the most general 
sense, they directly or indirectly serve 
the maintenance of quality of life and 
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unpaid care work, voluntary work activi-
ties, socio-cultural or political work. Care 
work and other non-market-related activ-
ities are also always the precondition so 
that paid work can be carried out and be 
productive. 

By using the concept of an activity- 
oriented society, we aim at a more holis-
tic perspective that makes these changing 
relationships visible. For this reason, it 
is in our opinion necessary not to reduce 
paid work to its economic function or to a 
competition of income, but to ask always 
about the social purpose and the contri-
bution to the common good. If paid work 
is experienced as purposeful, it can con-
tribute to a sense of belonging and a stable 
self-esteem. An over-identification with 
paid work, on the other hand, can lead 
to the neglect of other purposeful and, in 
the medium-term, important activities, 
up to health limitations. It is therefore 
decisive to find the right balance between 
both sides of paid work, to enable individ-
ual development and to simultaneously 
achieve responsible added value for others 
and for society. 

How important this balance is for 
a successful life and for a viable society is 
shown by the negative effects of unemploy-
ment, repetitive and physically burden-
ing activities and low wage work, where 
no positive relationship to one’s own job 
can be developed since opportunities for 
design are lacking.15 Such constellations 
not only affect the life of the individual but 
also undermine societal cohesion. “Good” 
work, on the other hand, fulfils a central 
function of socialization and integration, 
contributes to economic added value, and 
leaves each individual enough room for 
activities beyond paid work.

15	 Graeber (2019); Soffia et al. (2021).

or caring for family members, 10 are dis-
tinguished from the forms of engagement 
that take place in the public space. These 
activities are a central part of unpaid, resp. 
informal care work.11 However, support-
ing friends or neighbours outside one’s 
own household, for instance, in grocery 
shopping or garden work or small repair 
work, are also to be understood as infor-
mal support services.12 

Resources such as good health, free 
time available or certain skills and qual-
ifications are preconditions for non-mar-
ket-related activities. Thus, people who do 
take up voluntary work are mostly better 
educated, better paid and also healthier 
than people who do not participate in vol-
untary work.13 Individual resources and 
institutional framework conditions are 
also important for care work within the 
family.14 They are moreover an important 
source of social recognition and emotional 
affection and not least a place of cultural 
and political education.

 
In today’s world, most activities are 

organized based on the division of labour 
and always refer to other actors for whom, 
or with whom, work is achieved. This 
cooperative and complementary dimen-
sion of work characterizes paid work, on 
the one hand. Thus, physical and mental 
work – traditionally often understood as 
hierarchical – are in this complementary 
relationship. On the other hand, the coop-
erative and complementary dimension 
concerns the relationship between paid 
work and other forms of activities, such as 

10	 Wija & Ferreira (2012); Caro & Bass (1995).
11	 Aside from the productive activities mentioned above, 

some approaches also look at those that create or 
maintain the physical and mental preconditions for this, 
such as, for example, physical activity or private hobbies 
(Caro et al., 1993; Herzog et al., 1989). Such activities 
will not be considered in more detail in the following.

12	 Künemund (2006); Hank & Erlinghagen (2008).
13	 Choi (2003); Wilson & Musick (1997).
14	 Ruckdeschel & Ette (2010); Eichler & Pfau-Effinger 

(2008).
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about more or less work, higher or lower 
wages but about a different understanding 
of work itself. The associated humanizing 
potential forms the normative core of the 
activity-oriented society and can serve as 
an approach to the responsible design of 
the world of work. A broader understand-
ing of work also takes changes in the envi-
ronment caused by human work more 
strongly into account.

1.3	� A new consciousness  
for the greater picture

It is increasingly being acknowledged that 
the extreme forms of socio-economic ine-
quality, which non-regulated markets can 
bring about, threaten the future of democ-
racy and political achievement of the eco-
logical transformation and thus should be 
limited, as was especially emphasized by 
the Club of Rome in its recent report.16 
Human relations and co-existence, mutual 
dependencies and effects that the free-
dom to choose of one individual has for 
the life of another and the environment 
move stronger into focus. A successful 
socio-ecological transformation obviously 
changes our way of life and economy mas-
sively and is inevitably connected to social 
transformation processes.

It is therefore no coincidence 
that, since some time now, the question 
regarding the common good experiences 
a renaissance and it is newly discussed 
within society. As “common good” we 
understand those collective values and 
institutions that shape our co-existence, 
provide humans with orientation, and in 
the best case are a resource for a success-
ful life. According to the study “Gemein-
wohlAtlas Deutschland”, four of five peo-
ple surveyed are worried that not enough 

16	 Dixon-Declève et al. (2022).

With the idea of the activity- 
oriented society, we generally attempt to 
illuminate the “nature” of work (again) 
more comprehensively. Historically, it 
connects to developments before indus-
trial capitalism and questions current 
matters of course. At the same time, we 
react to contemporary challenges that 
practically require a broader understand-
ing of purpose and meaning of human 
work. These cannot be overcome in the 
existing paradigm of the work-oriented 
society. In the sense of Dahrendorf, the 
activity-oriented society is in many areas 
already a reality, especially where humans 
can act autonomously and with self-deter-
mination. The transition from work deter-
mined by others to self-chosen activities, 
however, requires not only self-motiva-
tion but also self-responsibility, and this 
sets high standards for self-organization 
and personality development. The reverse 
case is conceivable as well, for example, 
that creative, productive activity is re
arranged into instrumental paid work or 
that humans are not able to develop their 
personality in the process of work.

The change of what society and 
each individual can expect of work is deci-
sive. In the work-oriented society, paid 
work forms the central point of societal 
integration, even more: it is the essen-
tial moment that gives each life course a 
structure. This logic of work is changing: 
the continuing scarcity of skilled workers 
cannot simply be solved by digitalization 
and automation. Only against this back-
ground are current debates about working 
hours, demands towards work, as well as 
opportunities and risks of new forms of 
work understandable. 

The distinction between work- 
oriented and activity-oriented society 
allows us to expand the focus on the 
potentials and limitations of humans.  
In the activity-oriented society, it is not 
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other? What does this mean for the – also 
financial – recognition and validation of 
non-market-related activities? The Ger-
man model of a co-determined economy 
in which employers together with employ-
ees search for solutions for the respective 
contemporary challenges is thus again 
the focus of an international debate,19 
namely as a model that does not need to be  
overcome but modernized and developed  
further.

The structural change of the world 
of work occurs in the interplay with other 
societal trends, many of which cannot be 
dealt with or dealt with only marginally 
in this position paper. We would like to 
briefly point out these limitations: they 
include questions of enterprises’ capacity 
for innovation, socio-economic inequal-
ity, dealing with property and the effects 
of changing family structures and gender 
roles.20 The further development of the 
German model of co-determination and 
the future role of unions will be mentioned 
briefly in connection with platform work 
but will not be discussed in-depth. Since 
the main focus of this position paper is 
on Germany, the design of work in other 
countries, for example, with respect to 
the responsibility within supply chains 
or work migration, will not be elaborated 
either. These topics are excluded solely 
due to the focus of this position paper, 
the future of work, but their importance is 
not put into question. And finally, poten-
tial financing models for the suggestions 
presented here – which, of course, need 
to be developed in the context of general 
considerations on tax models and federal 
finances – will not be discussed; we believe 
this is an important task for research to 
develop respective scenarios.

19	 See e. g., Anderson (2017).
20	Many of the studies cited here refer to heterosexual 

couples; this should not, however, be considered as a 
standard of value.

attention is paid to the common good in 
Germany. At the same time, nine of ten 
citizens claim that they can influence the 
common good with their own behaviour.17

The common good does not neces-
sarily stand in contrast to individual rights 
and freedoms. If the numerous forms of 
social interaction are taken into account, 
the rights and freedoms of all members 
of a society can be better ensured, be it 
through markets or federal action, through 
engagement of citizens / civil society or 
through social norms. Even though some 
forms of individual freedom can antago-
nize the common good, we understand the 
common good as a resource of the personal 
and collective gain of freedom.18 In the 
tension between subjective determination 
and social requirements and standards, 
the individuals are ideally aware of their 
dependencies and social roles as well as 
their freedoms and responsibilities.

These areas of tension need to be 
laid open and dealt with constructively. 
Thus, the search for self-realization and 
orientation towards the common good 
in paid work are contrasted by economic 
requirements of productivity, in particular 
in view of the decreasing number of peo-
ple of employable age due to demographic 
change. With regard to work time, it can 
be asked for the individual and society 
as a whole more pointedly: should work 
time (per week but also in life years) be 
increased? Or should it be redistributed 
among women and men in order to leave 
room for other forms of activities and in 
order to not endanger the psychological 
and physical health of the work force? How 
can vocational and continuing education 
support this flexibilization? How should 
different forms of activity be designed 
so that they can be reconciled with each 

17	 Gemeinwohl Deutschland (2019); Meynhardt (2018).
18	 Meynhardt (2016).
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was that of rest. On Sabbath, respectively 
on Sunday, one was supposed to rest like 
God and to enjoy life as a divine service.21 

In the High Middle Ages, only cer-
tain groups could rest on Sundays and 
on the numerous religious holidays. The 
agrarian societies of pre-modern times did 
not know of a general absence from work. 
Every day, animals had to be taken care 
of, meals had to be fixed, children had to 
be fed and the sick had to be treated. In 
the life and economic form of the “whole 
house” (“ganzes Haus”), which developed 
from the oikos of Antiquity and was com-
mon in agriculture, trade and craftsman-
ship, all these activities were spatially, 
socially and temporally connected. While 
there were hierarchies and differences in 
status, everybody contributed and nobody, 
except for those of old age and the ill, was 
inactive. Married couples understood 
themselves first and foremost as couples 
of work, not as couples of love.22

The upgrading of hard work as a 
divine service in a Europe characterized 
by Christianity benefitted especially those 
activities that had socially received little 
recognition in Antiquity. It was reflected 
in the ascent of the craft guilds of medi- 
eval and early modern municipal commu-
nities as well as in the growing importance 
of trade and the dissemination of mer-
chant and financial capitalism, which was 
preceded by technological innovations 

21	 On this and the following: Conze (1972); Finley (1993); 
Kocka (2005).

22	Brunner (1956); Opitz (1994); Wunder (1992).

2   Work as a concept

2.1	Work in pre-modern times

A look at the past shows: the conceptual 
equivalencies of work only partly corre-
spond to what we understand as work 
today. In Ancient Greece, especially craft-
ing activities and physical efforts were 
considered work, from which the higher 
classes could abstain because it was car-
ried out by slaves. Such work did not 
enjoy recognition in society but was con-
sidered as an inevitable burden of sim-
ple humans. In the Roman Empire, as in 
Ancient Greece, a large part of the popu-
lation was active in agriculture. In addi-
tion to slaves, there were also small farm-
ers and small tenants, whose work (just 
like that of free workers in the prospering 
municipal crafts), in contrast to Greece, 
enjoyed societal recognition. The unfree 
craftsmen, however, had a bad reputation 
as did the unfree slaves on the larger agri-
cultural estates. 

According to Jewish Christian 
views, as in the pagan environment,  
manual work was initially considered 
as hardship, and it did not exist in para-
dise, nor in the eschaton of the end times. 
Gradually, this view changed. Because the 
degree to which work was also viewed as 
imitating divine creativity and thus as a 
gift of God, it could also be considered an 
appropriate means for self-fulfilment and 
fulfilling one’s religious obligations. The 
Benedictine rule Ora et Labora, pray and 
work, shows the special importance that 
work not only enjoyed in monasticism but 
in the Christian worldview and view of soci-
ety as a whole. The counter concept to work 
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verance. Play, leisure, and inactivity were 
counter concepts.24

2.2	� Paid work and the modern 
work-oriented society

In the course of the 19th century, this 
broad, comprehensive concept of work 
was narrowed with a tendency towards 
paid work. This meaning was increasingly 
found in dictionaries, public statistics and 
in common language. Paid work meant 
work with which services are provided 
and goods are produced in order to trade 
these on the market. Through this work, 
one received an income, one lived off of it, 
whether in a dependent or independent 
position or in one of the many steps in- 
between.25 

This conceptual narrowing took 
place in parallel to two historical devel-
opments: capitalism, through which work 
increasingly became a commodity, pre-
vailed as did industrialization, through 
which paid work was largely centralized in 
workshops, factories, administration etc.26 
Thus began what Karl Polanyi termed dis-
embeddedness: work was disembedded 
from its comprehensive social connection 
in which cultural, religious, political and 
in a narrow sense economic aspects were 
interwoven.27 Together with the ascent of 
economics as a science of market-related 
economic activity, this activity was freed 
from other purposes. This strengthened 
the tendency to demoralize and market-
ize work. For many, work lost its mean-
ing as a religious obligation and virtue as 
well as its connotation of punishment and 
coercion. On the other hand, work gained 

24	Thomas (1999), p. xiv.
25	Kocka (2015), pp. 315 – 21.
26	The meaning of work at home during the early indus-

trialization should not be neglected here; see Bettger 
(1985).

27	Polanyi (1978), pp. 88 – 9.

and increase of production.23 The Evan-
gelical reformations of the 16th century 
strengthened the upgrading of work as 
they no longer distinguished categorically 
between a calling into a spiritual life form 
and a worldly life. Instead, they developed 
the uniform concept of a “profession” to 
which individuals are “called” by God 
independent of their specific profession-
alism. Whoever rejected this call and tried 
to avoid work, was subject to criticism. It 
is no coincidence that the first workhouses 
and houses of correction emerged in  
Calvinistic countries in which the Prot-
estant work ethic was pronounced most 
radically.

Also, worldly authorities supported 
this teaching because they expected to 
gain from it hard-working, productive 
subjects and an increase in overall pros-
perity. Since the 18th century, there were 
more and more indications that work was 
not only a service to and for God but that 
it also served the state or the “common 
good”. This was accompanied by another 
upgrading: work was no longer embedded 
in a concept of religious obligation but 
also in a secular, political system of refer-
ence along with an emphatic celebration 
of work as a source of respectability and 
human self-fulfilment as it can be found in 
the texts of the Enlightenment.

Thus, a general concept of work 
emerged at the threshold to modernity 
which had been lacking in ancient lan-
guage use and cannot be found in all 
languages. Work possessed a purpose 
beyond itself, which consisted in creating, 
achieving something. It served a task set 
by others or by oneself, had a connotation 
of duty and necessity. Work was always 
also strenuous, had to overcome obstacles, 
required effort and a minimum of perse-

23	Kocka (2016), pp. 25 – 65.
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protest movements of the 19th and 20th 

centuries.28

Especially since the late 19th cen-
tury, work – as paid work – gained social, 
cultural as well as political significance. 
Thus, the labour movement as the larg-
est protest and emancipation movement 
with its different characterizations and 
orientations based on dependent work. 
At the same time, it reflected the social-
izing power of paid work, which connects 
humans with each other and can serve as 
a basis for standards and cultural recog-
nition, social participation and political 
influence. In this sense, the first women’s 
movement fought for new ways of earn-
ing money and connected these with the 
demand for female emancipation and 
equality. The discursive as well as practi-
cal upgrading of paid work also occurred 
in colonial contexts: here, different under-
standing and practices of work defined the 
asymmetrical field between colonial power 
and the colonized, in which disciplining 
and resistance, indoctrination, exploita-
tion and subordination, sometimes also 
learning and liberation, took place.

Paid work and the state moved close 
together from the late 19th century. On 
the one hand, federal politics intervened 
strongly in working relationships due to 
legal and administrative regulations: by 
developing norms, shortening working 
hours, limiting the power of the market, 
and thus strengthening the definition of 
work as paid work. From this, the mod-
ern distinction between (paid) work and 
unemployment emerged. On the other 
hand, paid work formed the basis for the 
modern welfare state. Those who worked, 
not the poor, were the addressees of fed-
eral social security, initiated by Bismarck. 
The premiums of the employed and 

28	 Kocka & Offe (2000), pp. 476 – 92.

a significant societal value as a condition 
for the “wealth of nations” as Adam Smith 
wrote in 1776. The reference to the com-
mon good emerged in particular through 
economic growth and general prosperity.

On the level of experience, there 
was then a spatial, temporal and factual 
division between family / household and 
paid work. This led to the development of 
the understanding of family as a private 
and, if possible, protected life-sphere that 
was very distinct from paid work and the 
public sphere. This understanding became 
the ideal, first among the bourgeoisie, 
from which it spread outward. Paid work 
from then on took place separately from 
other aspects of life: with a logic of its own, 
roughly measurable and correspondingly 
compensated with money. Soon many use-
ful activities and those oriented towards 
the common good were no longer consid-
ered work in the truest sense of the word: 
unpaid work in the household and in the 
family, which primarily was carried out 
by women as a labour of love, but also the 
unpaid engagement for philanthropist, 
social and cultural purposes or general 
issues, which later was in part subsumed 
under the concept of “voluntary work”.

This development had a significant  
effect on the assessment of work as it 
increased the discrepancy between theory 
and practical experience. Not only in the 
works of Diderot, Kant and Hegel but also 
in those of Marx and the spokesperson of 
the emerging labour movement it becomes 
apparent that they considered work as a 
human right and the core of humanity and 
socialization. This was countered by the 
increasingly capitalist-oriented, special-
ized, mostly dependent, often also monot-
onous, strenuous and miserable reality 
of (paid) work, which became the subject 
of fundamental criticism of alienation 
and society. This contradiction between 
aspiration and reality fed the influential  
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social cohesion, cultural orientation and 
political steering were based to a large 
degree on paid work. Never before had 
work – as paid work – been such a central 
pillar of society. This was also true for the 
GDR, even if paid work in this case was 
stripped of a significant part of its founda-
tion, namely the reference to the market 
and character of commodity. 

2.3	� Change of the work-oriented 
society: new negotiations,  
de-limitation, restructuring

The imprint of the society oriented 
towards paid work continues to exist in 
Germany today. Work does not cease to 
exist for the work-oriented society, and 
there is no abandonment of paid work. 
Rather, the employment rate continues to 
increase significantly, in particular due to 
the labour market entry of more and more 
women, while the employment rate among 
men remains unchanged. This not only 
poses a challenge to the old roles of male 
paid work and female reproductive work, 
which is the focus of chapter 6. It also 
leads to the marketization of previously 
private, unpaid services through which the 
employment rate increases further. The 
market and the state continue to privilege 
paid work, and status in the work process 
influences the life opportunities and affili-
ations of people.

In recent years, however, the pattern 
of the long dominant, masculine-shaped, 
normal full-time work relationship started 
to crumble. This is due to at least six devel-
opments. 

First, the concept of the male bread-
winner erodes in view of the increasing par-
ticipation of women in paid work. The new 
feminism of the 1970s and 1980s already 
made clear that the unpaid and little rec-
ognized care and family work of women 

employers, not taxes or savings, financed 
the system, which was further expanded in 
the 20th century.

At the same time, taxes and other 
obligations towards the general popu-
lation as well as socio-political rights 
towards the state were tied to the status 
of gainful employment. Other support and 
transfer systems remained lower ranked 
for the time being. Especially since the 
1950s, paid work ensured by work con-
tract and the welfare state moved to the 
centre, and with it the ideal of the male 
full-time worker who was to be the bread 
winner of a family. Married women were 
not excluded from paid work but mostly 
restricted to the role of secondary wage 
earner. The differences in income and in 
career opportunities between men and 
women as well as in taking over unpaid 
work in the household and family were 
accordingly strong.29 

 
Paid work thus became the key fac-

tor that decided about inclusion or exclu-
sion in the system of social rights and 
obligations and thus about belonging to 
society, its periphery or being an outsider. 
The rapid expansion of labour law and 
the welfare state, which in Germany took 
place especially in the first third and third 
quarter of the 20th century, has driven and 
strengthened this process. The National 
Socialist dictatorship did not stop this 
development but continued it, though 
characterized by racism and significantly 
deliberalized. Overall, a societal order 
developed whose economic performance, 

29	On the changing structures of female paid work since 
1945, see Frevert (1986), pp. 253 – 60. In the 2000s, 
with an overall increasing employment rate of women, 
almost every second employed female worked part 
time. More recent studies moreover indicate that female 
employees with and without migration background cor-
related with regard to so-called atypical employments 
(part time, Mini-job, solo self-employment). This is 
even more the case for the second generation of women 
who originally migrated from Turkey than for the first 
(Höhne 2016).
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for paid work, paid work and retirement 30 
– is replaced by hybrid and progressive 
forms of paid and unpaid work. Continu-
ing education and paid work, retirement 
and paid work, care and paid work could, 
like other combinations, exist side by side 
(see chapters 3 and 5).

In paid work, one can observe a 
concentration of tasks, and the psycho-
logical and mental burden is increasing. 
A widely shared social experience is that 
work-related communication is being 
accelerated, multiplied and goes beyond 
the usual working hours. These ten-
dencies are particularly apparent in the 
ongoing tertiarization and the emergence 
of post-industrial labour markets. Digi-
talization and technological innovations 
are drivers of this change, in which new 
business models, professions and pro-
files of activity develop (e. g., the platform 
economy discussed in chapter 4) and new 
forms of assessment of activities (mon-
itoring, output orientation) gain signif-
icance. In the expanding service sector, 
one can observe a division of the labour 
market into cognitively demanding and 
science-based activities, on the one hand, 
and simple activities (services related to 
the household, gastronomy, tourism), on 
the other.31 In this “services proletariat”, 
burdensome, socially precarious and low-
wage forms of activities that resemble jobs 
rather than professions abound. Here, 
paid work does not automatically mean 
a materially sufficient life. New inequali-
ties can be observed in the possibility of 
remote work. In enterprises where some 
employees are allowed to work remotely 
but others are not, this field of conflict is 
particularly apparent (see chapter 4).

Third, defossilization and the eco-
logical transformation as a whole are 

30	Kohli (1994).
31	 Goos & Manning (2007).

was a precondition for men to be able to 
be free for paid work. The more women 
have a paying job the more likely the rec-
onciliation of work and family becomes a 
societal field of conflict that is no longer 
only dealt with in private (and on the 
backs of the women). It remains unclear 
how this development will continue. It is 
undisputed that the gaps between men 
and women in paid work and in care work 
need to be closed, as do the many resulting 
gaps in hourly wage, income, and retire-
ment payments. But what does this mean 
for the common employment and family 
model? Gaps are closed if women continue 
to increase their activity in paid work. 
They also close, however, if men reduce 
their activity in paid work. Do we want 
full-time employment for everyone? How 
would then reproductive and care work be 
organized in all its breadth? Where do the 
boundaries of marketization lie? Or do we 
propose a “low full-time” for everyone? 
Economically, neither work volume nor 
productivity would in that case necessar-
ily decrease in comparison to the current 
standard. The volume of work would be 
redistributed among men and women and 
productivity would increase with slightly 
reduced working hours (see chapter 6).

Second, the prerequisites, content 
and framework conditions of paid work 
change. Occupation profiles and content 
of qualification continuously change, not 
least due to digitalization. This does not 
mean that the strong orientation towards 
occupation, as found in the German sys-
tem of vocational education, is a model of 
the past. There are, however, new chal-
lenges: education, continuing education 
and professional adaptation will become 
necessary beyond the once learned profes-
sion. This can occur parallel to one’s work 
and requires time and financial security 
for a second and third vocational educa-
tion during working life. The institutional 
trisection of the life course – preparation 
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for skilled workers and provide people 
with opportunities for participation in the 
receiving society via paid work.

Fifth, changing values and expec-
tations towards work can be observed. 
This is particularly apparent among 
those employees that are well qualified 
and earn higher wages. A growing num-
ber of employees pursue biographically 
more flexible and temporally discontin-
uing models of ways of life. From their 
perspective, paid work not only serves 
getting money, but is also a source of pur-
pose. It is supposed to consist of opportu-
nities for self-realization and fulfil wishes 
for autonomy. This expectation is thus 
no longer solely limited to the expanding 
field of DIY activities after work but is 
increasingly connected to paid work and 
the standard of “individual biographical 
orientation”.34 Paid work is similarly rel-
ativized in the growing field of voluntary, 
unpaid, civil society activities in associ-
ations, citizen initiatives, foundations, 
self-help groups and NGOs.35 These activ-
ities gain functions of identity formation, 
socialization, purpose, they evade the laws 
of the market and go beyond paid work.

Sixth, the diverse and plural society 
demands as such more time for togeth-
erness. Diversity means an increase of 
positions, attitudes, and identities, more 
cultural and religious roots, more pro-
fessional attributions. Social cohesion 
requires mutual trust, which in turn 
requires encounters and the overlapping 
of social groups. In this context, especially 
the numerous forms of engagement on the 

34	Kohli (1994).
35	According to data of the survey of volunteers, in 2019, 

almost 40 % of all surveyed from age 14 on engage in 
these areas. In 2019, it was only 30.9 %. The propor-
tion was stable on this high level, however, between 
2014 and 2010. https://www.bmfsfj.de/bmfsfj/
aktuelles/presse/pressemitteilungen/zahlen-daten-
fakten-zur-entwicklung-des-freiwilligen-engage-
ments-in-deutschland--176840, accessed May 2, 2023.

changing the world of work. In this con-
text, it is not only about how sustainably a 
product or a service can be produced but 
increasingly about what is acceptable at 
all as added value within the “planetary 
boundaries”.32 Climate change, the melt-
ing of glaciers or the loss of biodiversity 
are usually not associated with work activ-
ities. Yet, in the future it will be discussed 
more strongly how a new relationship with 
nature can be developed and implemented 
in the world of work – as a central place of 
the transformation. Regulations can cause 
a wave of innovations in this context and 
thus upgrade associated activities.

Fourth, demographic develop-
ment plays a significant role. In view of 
the ageing society, dilemmas emerge 
between paid and unpaid work. Thus, due 
to the increased life expectancy, espe-
cially women are confronted with the 
assumption that they will have to care 
for their parents(-in-law) in old age and 
reduce their own paid working hours as 
a result (see chapter 6). If care work and 
paid work are set against each other, this 
will also have an effect on the birth rate, 
which – without immigration – will fur-
ther accelerate the ageing of society.33 The 
ageing of the population and the demo-
graphic change also lead to bottlenecks 
in filling positions. The negotiating posi-
tion of skilled workers is strengthened 
and the market power is shifted from the 
enterprises to the workers. Migration 
represents an essential building block in 
meeting the demand for skilled workers, 
but the recruitment and integration of 
foreign workers entail challenges. In spite 
of this, migration can under certain con-
ditions contribute to covering the demand 

32	Dixson-Declève et al. (2022).
33	The Federal Statistical Office of Germany records  

a birth rate of 1.46 children per woman, a reduction  
of 7 % compared to 2021. In order for society not to 
grow smaller – without immigration – approximately  
2.1 children would have to be born per woman  
(Statistisches Bundesamt 2023a).

https://www.bmfsfj.de/bmfsfj/aktuelles/presse/pressemitteilungen/zahlen-datenfakten-zur-entwicklung-des-freiwilligen-engagements-in-deutschland--176840
https://www.bmfsfj.de/bmfsfj/aktuelles/presse/pressemitteilungen/zahlen-datenfakten-zur-entwicklung-des-freiwilligen-engagements-in-deutschland--176840
https://www.bmfsfj.de/bmfsfj/aktuelles/presse/pressemitteilungen/zahlen-datenfakten-zur-entwicklung-des-freiwilligen-engagements-in-deutschland--176840
https://www.bmfsfj.de/bmfsfj/aktuelles/presse/pressemitteilungen/zahlen-datenfakten-zur-entwicklung-des-freiwilligen-engagements-in-deutschland--176840
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changeable concept of work and to repo-
sition it for the future. This means that 
work should no longer be considered 
synonymous with paid work or to limit it 
to this understanding. Instead, the con-
cept of work should be understood more 
broadly and include non-market-related 
activities such as citizen work, care work, 
education, family and household work.

This creates, first, a more complex 
understanding of the work-oriented soci-
ety and explores potential dimensions of 
the purpose of work far beyond its mar-
ket value and that of its results. Such an 
extended understanding of work takes up 
practical and intellectual developments of 
a time in which the concept of work was 
not yet overwhelmed or limited by indus-
trial capitalism. It addresses work as an 
irreplaceable medium of individual ful-
filment and self-realization, community 
building via cooperation and mutual rec-
ognition as well as the – even if indirect 
– participation in a larger whole, in being 
part of creating the common good beyond 
one’s individual benefit and ultimately 
also beyond the service to the individual. 
One can put this into words and take up 
the considerations of Ralf Dahrendorf 
and speak of an “activity-oriented soci-
ety” (“Tätigkeitsgesellschaft”) rather 
than a “work-oriented society” (“Arbeits-
gesellschaft”).36 This is more than a lan-
guage policy or symbolic demand since 
language not only reflects societal real-
ity but also shapes it. To the degree that 
non-market-related work is identified and 
dealt with as such, these activities – as a 
necessary precondition for and addition to 
paid work – are made visible. At the same 
time, it becomes apparent which tensions 
between paid work and other activities 
currently exist and which questions with 
regard to regulation and social safety nets 

36	Dahrendorf (1983); ibid. (2001); Littig & Spita (2011).

level of civil society and the associations 
can play an important role if different 
societal groups assemble in them.

All developments have in common 
that guiding orientations as well as val-
ues and perspectives related to paid work 
are shifting. Those who demand a work-
life balance cast a critical view on what is 
considered excessive professional engage-
ment. Those who decide (and can afford) 
to reduce their weekly working hours cre-
ate more room for other activities within 
the family or in the realm of civil society 
– and thus show that they also feel obli-
gated to serve the common good and that 
one’s own self-esteem does not exclusively 
depend on the recognition of professional 
achievements. 

The change of the work-oriented 
society also leads to the emergence of new 
social risks. If the temporal, factual and 
spatial regulations of paid work are loos-
ened or the separation of paid work and 
leisure / non-work in remote work is lifted, 
entrepreneurial and organizational inter-
ests become more present in everyday life. 
If the spheres of activity change or expand, 
questions regarding a social safety net 
need to be reconsidered as well. Since 
paid work remains essential for access 
to social welfare, eligibility cannot be 
gained through care work or activities for 
the common good. Socio-political mod-
els of social welfare as in the Scandina-
vian countries, which recognizably focus 
on citizen status, could be useful here. 
This would also make it possible to have 
capital gains and higher incomes partici-
pate in the financing of such models.

2.4 �Perspectives for designing the 
activity-oriented society

These six developments provide stim-
uli to rethink the historically grown and 
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devaluation of market-related paid work. 
It remains a central and necessary ele-
ment in order to ensure societal prosperity 
and enable unpaid activities. The chapters 
of this position paper focus in detail on 
current problems and future challenges 
of paid work in Germany and identify the 
elements of the classic work-oriented soci-
ety that are worth preserving. Moreover, 
they assess the opportunities that lie in 
an activity-oriented society. This includes 
not least the opportunity that people can 
participate in flexibly shaping their work 
biographies and carry out other activities 
in parallel or consecutively without ending 
up in financial dead ends. For this purpose, 
a certain degree of federal regulation, wel-
fare-oriented social security and the pro-
vision of public goods (education and con-
tinuing education, health and constructed 
environment) are necessary. Beyond that, 
the achievements will become visible that 
an activity-oriented society provides for 
the promotion of the common good.

In the following, we will illustrate 
which approaches and aspects of an 
activity-oriented society can already be 
recognized today and which potentials for 
development result from the interplay of 
different activities. In this context, it is 
decidedly not about an either or but about 
a response to the grand challenges of our 
time that is appropriate for the common 
good.

The likely potentials for develop-
ment concern the societal organization of 
work on all levels: for the individual and 
his / her immediate environment, to the 
relationship of free enterprise and respon-
sibility, to the design of political frame-
work conditions. At the core, it is about 
a new balance between cooperation and 
competition, creation and appreciation of 
value and not least about the relationship 
between continuity and change.

are associated with the different forms of 
activities.

Second, the concept of an activity- 
oriented society also entails a cultural 
enhancement of non-market-related 
activities. It should therefore be reflected 
in the cartographies of society and poli-
tics and gain access to economic figures. 
This would be a welcome contribution to 
gender equality since non-market-related 
activities are predominantly still carried 
out by women. In the long term, this 
could lead to a further alignment of male 
and female profiles of activity. Moreover, 
it would make a more flexible distribution 
of work between people of different ages 
and in different phases of life easier. The 
concept of unemployment, which so far is 
exclusively defined by lack of paid work, 
would likely also undergo change and be 
relativized.

Third, a broader understanding 
of work would shift the focus on health 
aspects. Healthy work should contribute 
to physical, mental and social well-being 
of the employees and to the sustainabil-
ity of the workplace. Work-related health 
problems and illnesses should be avoided 
and the framework conditions should be 
designed so that a continuous health pro-
motion and maintenance of industrial 
health and safety standards are guaran-
teed. In view of the increasing diversity of 
society, it is also important to involve the 
perspective and knowledge of the employ-
ees with sensitivity towards diversity.

 
At the same time, and fourth, a 

broader concept of work shifts the atten-
tion to the opportunities as well as limita-
tions of individual self-realization in view 
of the challenges that have to be overcome 
together.

This shift toward the concept of an 
activity-oriented society does not lead to a 
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scarce. From an economic standpoint, this 
scarcity endangers an activity-oriented 
society’s ability to function because unpaid 
care work and other activities mentioned 
in the introductory chapter are financed by 
paid work. In turn, however, unpaid care 
work and other non-market-related activ-
ities are preconditions for employment 
chances and the productivity of paid work.

How drastic this overall economic 
scarcity of workers will be depends espe-
cially on how labour market participation 
and migration will change in the future. 
In research, different scenarios are dis-
cussed in this regard. Figure 3a shows 
four of these potential developments: 
depicted is the expected labour force 
potential in Germany, measured in mil-
lions of people employed. The current 
change that is due to the retirement of the 
baby-boomer generation is clearly visible. 
This becomes particularly drastic in the 
(extreme) scenario 1, in which a constant 
employment rate and no migration are 
assumed. Here, labour force potential is 
reduced by almost 17 million people until 
the year 2060. This scenario is, however, 
just as unlikely as the other extreme sce-
nario 4, which is based on a migration 
rate of on average 400,000 people per 
year. Only in this scenario 4 would the 
labour force potential remain the same. 
In scenario 2, on the other hand, increas-
ing employment rates are assumed but 
gains in migration are not, which, how-
ever, is not to be expected. The most 
likely from today’s perspective are there-
fore scenarios in which employment rates 
are increasing and the migration rate is 

3 �� Demography and life-course-oriented design  

of the labour market

3.1 Introduction

The activity-oriented society (“Tätigkeits-
gesellschaft”) faces new challenges due to 
demographic change. While the following 
chapter is dedicated exclusively to the 
digital change and the resulting organi-
zational forms of paid work, we will con-
centrate here on the demographic devel-
opment and its effects on the design of 
life courses. In particular, the focus is on 
the processes that lead to new life course  
patterns at an older age. Chapter 5 will 
elaborate in how far the demographic 
change, in addition to other develop-
ments, will pose new challenges for large 
parts of the younger generation with 
respect to education, vocational educa-
tion and continuing education.

3.2	Demographic change

The demographic change in Germany is 
particularly evident in a significant age-
ing of society since life expectancy has 
increased and birth rates have decreased. 
Due to the high net migration, however, 
the overall population in Germany remains 
largely stable.37 The ageing of society will 
change the world of work significantly 
because the number of people of employ-
able age will decrease but the number of 
those who want to take advantage of their 
work performances will not.38 Workers – 
not only skilled workers – will thus become 

37	 Richter & Mühlenbrock (2018); Stache & Howind 
(2014).

38	Börsch-Supan (2002, 2011).
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Thus, while the labour force poten-
tial in realistic assumptions regarding the 
net migration will most likely decrease due 
to the demographic change, the develop-
ment of employment rates is uncertain. 
Figure 3b shows that employment rates 
increase until today.39 This holds espe-
cially for older people but also for women 
and younger people. A large part of this 
increase is, however, based on part-time 
work. Between 2005 and 2021, the part-
time rate among women increased from 
44.3 % to 49.1 %, among men from 7.4 % to 
12.1 %, here especially among older men.40 

39	OECD (2022a).
40	Statistisches Bundesamt (2022).

between 100,000 and 400,000 people. 
In scenario 3, for example, increasing 
employment rates and a migration rate 
of 100,000 people are assumed. Even 
in this case the labour force potential is 
reduced by approximately 10 million peo-
ple by 2060. This reduction will not affect 
all sectors of the German economy to the 
same extent since there will also be other 
structural changes in addition to demo-
graphic change. This will be elaborated in 
the course of this chapter.

Note: The net migrati on used here is the annual diff erence between infl ows and outf lows of people aged 0 to 110 

(thus not only workers). 

Source: Fuchs et al. (2021) in IAB-Kurzbericht 25 | 2021

Figure 3a: 
Scenarios for the development of labour force potenti al unti l 2060 
in 1,000 employees, nati onal concept
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Little of this has been realized until 
now, on the contrary. Many employees 
take advantage of the opportunity of early 
retirement (full pension at 63, reduced 
earnings capacity pensions). In 2021, 58 % 
of all retirement entries took place before 
the legal retirement age. The proportion of 
employees that took advantage of “Retire-
ment at 63” has continuously increased 
since its introduction in 2014 and reached 
a rate of 54 % of all early retirement entries 
in 2021 with 262,000 people.43 

Some of the employees can and 
want to work beyond the current age 
limit. In 2022, these were 8 % of people 
over 65. This proportion has increased in 
the past 10 years. In 2012, it was only 5 % 
of people over 65. Among those from age 
65 to below 70, the proportion increased 
more strongly: in 2012, 11 % of this age 

43	BMAS (2022a).

Accordingly, completed working 
hours on average decreased per employee 
from approx. 1,450 to 1,380 hours per 
year.41 The increasing employment rate 
is not yet counteracted by the decreas-
ing number of hours. Since the employ-
ment rate cannot be increased arbitrarily, 
the available overall volume of work will 
decrease. 

Due to this expected development, 
concepts of an extended and / or flexible 
entry age into retirement, to activate addi-
tional people for the labour market, have 
already been presented since the 1990s as 
a preventive labour market policy that is 
resistant to demographics (e. g., through 
continuing education and health protec-
tion), and a redistribution of working peri-
ods in the life course (e. g., through long-
term accounts (Langzeitkonten)).42 

41	 Institut für Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung (2020).
42	Seifert (2015); Klenner & Schulze Buschoff (2015); 

Börsch-Supan (2007, 2020).

Source: OECD (2023), Employment rate. doi: 10.1787/1de68a9b-en (accessed May 17, 2023)

Figure 3b:
Development of employment rate 2005 – 2022 in percent of the populati on
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employed in activities with low qualifica-
tion standards. This represents a “brain 
waste” 49 for the employees and society. 
Moreover, the emigration of skilled work-
ers can have detrimental effects for the 
migrants’ countries of origin.50 At the 
same time, and fourth, especially simple 
work, for example, employment in digital 
platform companies (see section 4.3.3), 
represents an entry into the labour mar-
ket for many. It can be empirically shown 
that the growth of the platform economy 
is based to a large extent on the migra-
tion of people to Germany. 51 In view of 
labour market shortages in simple as well 
as qualified activities, a lot of companies 
rely on migrant workers. This concerns 
not only the care sector, also fields such as 
logistics – which due to the rapid increase 
of online trade is booming – where the 
quickly growing logistics centres recruit 
many employees from Eastern Europe.

Regarding the scarcity of work-
ers, demographic change and digitaliza-
tion potentially have contrasting effects. 
While the demographic change will lead 
to lower employment rates and a scarcity 
of workers, digitalization is fuelling the 
fear of a loss of labour and workplaces 
because robots and Artificial Intelligence 
could replace human work in many sec-
tors. Thus, the two megatrends are not 
threatening developments to the same 
degree but could balance each other out 
in the best case. Even if digitalization will 
lead to the loss of some activities and pro-
fessions, history shows that, at the same 
time or subsequently, new fields of activity 
and professions emerge. Examples are the 
transition from an agrarian to an indus-
trial society or the replacement of manual 
looms by mechanical looms. In addition, 
digitalization can help people in many 

49	Yamamura (2009).
50	E. g., Spielberg (2015).
51	 Schaupp (2021).

cohort continued to work, in 2022 already 
19 %.44 In this context, it has to be taken 
into account that in 2019, the proportion 
of highly qualified people in the age group 
from 65 to 69 was at 26 % and the propor-
tion of low-qualified people was at 13 %.45 

These employees prefer shorter 
working hours and hybrid forms of work 
with which they can combine paid work 
and retirement. Due to the increasing 
scarcity of workers, the demand for older 
and experienced employees will increase 
on the side of employers.46 As a result, the 
currently widespread age discrimination 
could decrease. We will discuss these shifts 
in the life course of older people in detail in 
section 3.3.

Aside from the ageing of employees, 
migration is changing the labour mar-
ket. It has many facets and is in part con-
tradictory to other drivers of demographic 
change. Thus, in recent years, especially 
young people migrated to Germany, 
which resulted in a rise in birth rates in 
2019.47 There are, however, still prob-
lems with regard to education, vocational 
education and labour market integration 
of migrants. Thus, first, the employment 
rate of people from non-EU states is sig-
nificantly lower than the employment 
rate of people with German citizenship 
or from other EU states.48 Second, the 
school competencies and school-leaving 
certificates are on average lower among 
children, adolescents and adults with a 
migration background, and the school 
and vocational education drop-out rates 
are higher than among people with no 
migration background. Third, while some 
migrant workers are well skilled, they are 

44	Statistisches Bundesamt (2023a).
45	Statistisches Bundesamt (2021)
46	Fuchs et al. (2021).
47	Grobecker et al. (2021), p. 16.
48	Wingerter (2021), p. 154.
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At the same time, employers face 
the task of implementing adequate forms 
of work for older people. In designing the 
workplace, there are many concrete exam-
ples, such as, for instance, stand-up stools 
in assembly line work of the automobile 
industry or robots that lift heavy parts and 
transport them to the employees. Some 
employers have also introduced frequent 
breaks in which, if needed, employees can 
do back exercises.

Yet there are also many discourag-
ing examples because hard- and software 
engineers often do not put a lot of thought 
into how older people see and think. 
This needs to change. Providers should 
adjust digital products (particularly those 
used in everyday work) more strongly to 
the needs of older people. Software and 
hardware should function intuitively and 
not require time-consuming training 
programmes. Digitalization needs to be 
adjusted to people, not people to digital-
ization. 

Most elderly people favour more 
flexible working hours, that decrease 
with age and develop into a combination 
of retirement and paid work instead of 
a sudden end of full-time work to full-
time retirement.53 This is also reflected 
by the fact that labour market participa-
tion of older people in retirement age has 
increased in many European countries in 
the last ten years. In Germany, according 
to the Federal Statistical Office, 23 % of 
65- to 70-year-old men were employed in 
2022; among women the proportion was 
16 %. The employment rate in this age 
group among men and women was above 
the EU-27 average.54 Typically, these 
working relationships while also receiv-
ing pensions (“bridge jobs”) were carried 

53	Richardson & Antonello (2022).
54	Statistisches Bundesamt (2023a); Börsch-Supan & Coile 

(2020).

professions to work more productively, 
which at least to some extent could com-
pensate the decrease of labour supply due 
to demographic change. While these pro-
fessional and sectoral shifts can cause high 
frictional unemployment (cf. the recom-
mendations for action), they have in the 
history of development eventually led to 
a higher standard of living. The described 
effects of digitalization, however, do not 
fall from the sky: a precondition is a solid 
foundation of education, lifelong learn-
ing and innovative forms of applying 
new technologies in companies that also 
use the qualifications of humans. We will 
return to these aspects in chapter 5. 

3.3	� New forms of shaping life- 
courses in older age

3.3.1 Paid work at retirement age
The material prosperity of Germany and 
its ability to finance non-market-related 
activities is based to a large degree on the 
high productivity of its workers, meas-
ured according to the contribution of a 
working hour to the national income. The 
good news is that, in contrast to common 
conceptions, the thus calculated produc-
tivity in standard professions does not 
decrease with age.52 The experience of 
older people compensates the decreasing 
cognition and physical strength. In these 
standard professions, work flows are 
strongly structured and oriented towards 
average performances, not top perfor-
mances. However, many employees 
declare a lack of motivation or increasing 
boredom. Here, especially the employers 
need to ensure the appreciation of paid 
work in older age.

52	Börsch-Supan & Weiss (2016, 2020).
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action.58 Here, individual characteristics 
(e. g., health) have to come together with 
the right planning and opportunities on 
the labour market in order to satisfacto-
rily realize an employment in retirement 
age.59 Financial incentives also influence 
the decision when to enter retirement 
and which combinations in partial retire-
ment models are chosen.60 In this con-
text, especially the narrow limitations in 
statutory pension insurance for gaining 
additional income posed an obstacle. 
This, however, was changed on January 1, 
2023, so that even in case of early retire-
ment one can gain limitless additional 
income. Yet, no adjustment was made to 
the additions and deductions. This leads 
to incentives to work part-time already 
before the legal retirement age instead of 
staying in a full-time job. This reduces the 
overall economic work volume.61 Expe-
riences from other countries show how 
counterproductive corresponding rules 
can be: there, the increased work volume 
after retirement age was lower than the 
reduced work volume before retirement 
age. In these countries, the overall eco-
nomic work volume therefore decreased 
instead of increased as was hoped.62

Due to comparatively low norma-
tive standards, the “third age” has until 
now been viewed especially as the “indi-
vidual project” 63 of older people since 
there are actually no societal guidelines. 
This is an argument that quite strongly 
corresponds with Rosenmayr’s concept 
of “late freedom” 64 or Burgess’ “roleless 
role”.65 The above mentioned results of 

58	Cf. Beehr (1986).
59	Cihlar et al. (2019).
60	Gruber & Wise (1999); Börsch-Supan (2000); 

Börsch-Supan & Coile (2020).
61	 Börsch-Supan et al. (2018a).
62	Börsch-Supan et al. (2018b).
63	Moen (2011).
64	Rosenmayr (1989).
65	Burgess (1960).

out part-time, often independently or as a 
minor activity (“520 Euro jobs”). 

The increasing labour market par-
ticipation in retirement age results in a 
hybrid life phase that is characterized by 
a de-standardization of the classic transi-
tion from employment to retirement. As a 
consequence, the transition to retirement 
marks less and less the entry into the life 
phase of old age but in many cases an 
extension or encore to adulthood (“encore 
adulthood”). In this context, and espe-
cially in Anglo-Saxon countries, forms of 
“un-retirement” and “re-retirement” can 
be observed as well.55 The labour market 
participation in retirement age is thus 
often volatile, phases of employment 
(mostly at reduced working hours) and 
non-market-related activities alternate. 
This contributes to a further de-standard-
ization and pluralization of the life phase 
of older age.

While financial reasons do play an 
important role in these age groups, indi-
vidual and social motives are mentioned 
more often, such as, for example, “con-
tact with other people” or “fun at work”. 56 
People perceive work as an anchor of 
life that predetermines the daily / weekly 
rhythm, enables contact with colleagues 
or customers and gives life an additional 
meaning. Counteracting this by providing 
incentives for early retirement or even a 
strict mandatory retirement age as in pub-
lic service is, from the perspective of soci-
ety as a whole, a mistake.

As the results of the study “Tran-
sitions and Old Age Potential” (TOP) 57 
show, the decision to participate on the 
labour market in retirement age can be 
described with a multi-phase model of 

55	Wang & Shultz (2010).
56	Mergenthaler et al. (2020).
57	 Ibid.
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the self-reported overall health condition 
of employees according to age and pro-
fession, the proportion of those who esti-
mated their health condition to be poor 
increased, however, with age from around 
10 % (18 – 34 year olds) to around 30 % 
(55 – 64 years old).68 This also means that 
around 70 % of the employees (55 – 64 
years old) view their health as good. The 
SHARE data were similar: here, about 
80 % of the people between 63 and 68 
stated that they do not have any health 
restrictions in their profession.69 Here, 
too, significant socio-economic differ-
ences could be observed. Among the 20 % 
who do have health limitations, people 
with low income or lower level education –  
mostly both – were strongly overrepre-
sented. 70 Particularly in socially vulner-
able groups do these health limitations 
decrease the opportunities of extended 
employment or social participation in the 
life phase of older age. 

3.3.3 The role of voluntary work
Beyond paid work, voluntary activities or 
family-related care work play an essential 
role in the concept of active, resp. produc-
tive, ageing.71 

Engagement in voluntary work is 
often discussed as a functional equiva-
lent to paid work in retirement age. Even 
though there are indications for a role 
substitution, when a voluntary work after 
ending a professional job replaces so to 
speak the paid work, the voluntary work 
is more to be understood in the sense of 

68	According to the BAuA survey, the proportion of those 
who considered their health to be poor increased among 
men from 9 % (18 – 34 years old) to 31 % (55 – 64) and 
among women from 13 % (18 – 34) to 33 % (55 – 64) 
(BAuA 2011). Also heavy lifting, work in a certain posi-
tion and working while standing up burden employ-
ees from 55 years old at least subjectively more than 
younger people (BAuA, 2014).

69	Börsch-Supan et al. (2013).
70	Cf. Lampert et al. (2017).
71	 Cf. Butler & Gleason (1985).

the TOP study on labour market partici-
pation in retirement age also refer to the 
meaning of individual decision-making 
processes in this life phase.66 The transi-
tion from full-time employment to full-
time retirement, however, does not only 
depend on individual decisions but also 
on the efforts of the employer to provide 
adequate working conditions as well as on 
the administrative framework conditions. 
Particularly in a time in which guidelines 
are lacking is it a societal task to provide 
people with an appropriate framework for 
decision-making and support. The state, 
the employer and employees have to take 
responsibility together.

3.3.2	 Health aspects
Good health and the opportunity to 
continue to work for the last employer 
make employment in retirement age 
more likely. Contrary to common belief, 
most people between 60 and 70 years of 
age are in very good health. There is no 
firm evidence for the assumption that 
the majority of people are physically 
“exhausted” or even “worn out” when 
they reach the current retirement age 
of 67, but there is evidence for a large 
heterogeneity of the health of this age 
group. The majority is healthy, a signif-
icant minority is not, regardless of how 
health is defined. Data from the Sur-
vey of Health, Ageing and Retirement 
in Europe (SHARE) from 2013 – 2021 
show that this is true for subjectively per-
ceived health (“How do you feel?”), work- 
related health (“Do any health limitations 
obstruct you in your professional work?”) 
or objectively measured health (e. g., mus-
cle strength, cognitive tests).67 In a survey 
of the Bundesanstalt für Arbeitsschutz 
und Arbeitsmedizin (BAuA) in 2011 on 

66	Cihlar et al. (2019).
67	The European SHARE Panel is described in Börsch- 

Supan et al. (2013).
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strengthened by the high heterogeneity 
regarding health and wishes with respect 
to activities. There are a number of models 
for such a life-course-oriented design of 
work, such as working hours of choice and 
temporary part-time work, regulations of 
leave, sabbaticals, and long-term accounts 
of working hours. 74 The model of optional 
working hours takes up existing proposals 
and develops them further. 75 It envisions 
that basically all humans should have a 
time budget of about nine years that ena-
bles them to interrupt, resp. reduce, their 
paid work for socially relevant activities, 
and to still have financial security during 
this period. These approaches are, in part, 
already carried out, their broad testing, in 
part, is still pending.
 

The described concepts are, how-
ever, tied to a regular employment rela-
tionship. It is therefore important to cre-
ate opportunities for “weaker” groups on 
the labour market and to correspondingly 
balance the costs for the interruption of 
a job or a lower working period. In view 
of fiscal bottlenecks, not additional subsi-
dies should be the priority but the flexibi-
lization of employment relationships. All 
people should be able to find the necessary 
time for work, family, care, and continu-
ing education. This also concerns those 
who are employed in new forms of paid 
work such as platform work.

In the following, we will sketch out 
areas where immediate or short-term 
action is required:

•	 The change of paid work is character-
ized by different, partly contrasting 
trends. While the demographic change 
rather leads to stagnation or (in some 
scenarios) reduction of work force 
potential in Germany, the technologi-

74	Seifert (2015); Klenner & Schulze-Bischoff (2015).
75	 Jurczyk & Mückenberger (2020).

a role extension. Voluntary work thus 
underlies a path dependency in the life 
course: if people were engaged in volun-
tary work already in their younger years, 
the chance increases that they will con-
tinue to do so in retirement.72

 
The reconciliation between extended 

paid work, voluntary engagement and fam-
ily-related care work is becoming more 
important for older people in the course 
of productive ageing. In this context, the 
question is how can prolonged employ-
ment be reconciled with family-related care 
or nursing work. Findings of international 
studies are mixed, whereby most analyses 
observe that labour participation or work 
volume decrease when family-related care 
work is taken up. This connection is more 
strongly pronounced among women than 
among men (see chapter 6).73

3.4 Recommendations for action

In view of the demographic change and 
the consequently increasing scarcity of 
workers, whose wages are eventually also 
financed by non-market-related activities, 
first of all, the flexibility in the relation-
ship between paid work and other forms 
of activities in the life course need to be 
strengthened for all employees. On the 
other hand, care work and non-market- 
related activities are a precondition for the 
functioning of a society and thus for paid 
work that needs to be flexibly designed 
accordingly. Overall, it is about taking 
advantage of the existing potential as well 
as possible, so that periods, in which paid 
work due to child education, caring for 
elderly or continuing education is not at 
the centre, can be made possible and moti-
vated as well as financially secured. The 
imperative of higher flexibility is further 

72	Cf. Erlinghagen (2008).
73	 Cf. Bauer & Souza-Poza (2015); Lilly et al. (2007).
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•	 More flexibility is also important with 
regard to retirement age since health 
condition, motivation to work, and 
demand by the family are just as dif-
ferent as the demand according to pro-
fession. Many people perceive work as 
an anchor of life that determines the 
daily/weekly rhythm, provides con-
tact with other people and gives life 
an additional meaning. To undermine 
this through incentives to early retire-
ment or a strict mandatory retirement 
age as in public service is a mistake 
from a societal perspective.

•	 The concept of a uniform retirement 
age, determined legally or in wage 
agreements, should thus be abolished 
and replaced by a retirement window 
in which people can freely choose 
their age of retirement and thus their 
amount of pension. A lower threshold 
for a mandatory pay-as-you-go pen-
sion system is inevitable; an upper 
limit should give employers the oppor-
tunity to negotiate work contracts  
flexibly from a certain age on.76 

76	Wissenschaftlicher Beirat beim BMWE (2021).

cal change (e. g., digitalization) entails 
opportunities of increasing produc-
tivity that can compensate the demo-
graphic change. Such a restructuring 
can lead to a more flexible world of 
work, but cause strong frictions dur-
ing the transition (especially tempo-
rary unemployment) which needs to 
be compensated by existing labour 
market instruments.

•	 Supporting such a flexibilization of 
the world of paid work and courses 
of employment is important for the 
activity-oriented society because it can 
create more room for opportunity for 
unpaid work in some life phases but 
also better and more flexible oppor-
tunities of (at least partly) paid work 
in other phases of life (such as e. g., in 
older age).

•	 More concretely, opportunities 
regarding sabbatical months or years 
should be extended in order to be able 
to use the time for more family and 
care work or for continuing education. 
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4.1 Introduction

Aside from the already discussed demo-
graphic development with its diverse 
effects on the organization of life courses, 
the transition from a work-oriented soci-
ety (“Arbeitsgesellschaft”) to an activity- 
oriented society (“Tätigkeitsgesellschaft”) 
is also influenced by the digital transfor-
mation, a changed international division 
of labour as well as a change of values 
not only among the younger generation. 
These trends overlap and pose great chal-
lenges to society, especially because many 
of them are complex and hard to predict. 

In this chapter, we will focus on 
some aspects of these enormous changes 
and point out fields that have hitherto 
received little attention in the literature. 
We will largely exclude the large complex 
of industry 4.0 with the many position 
papers from the side of employers and 
employees, from foundations and acad-
emies and not least from international 
comparative research and refer to existing 
elaborations. 77 The many effects result-
ing from transformation processes on the 
organization and timing of education and 
continuing education will be dealt with in 
chapter 5. In the following, we will focus 
mainly on service occupations, well aware 
that this is a very narrow perspective. 

77	 Cf. e.g., Forschungsbeirat der Plattform Industrie 4.0 
(2019); Kagermann et al. (2016); Lerch & Jäger (2020); 
Wichmann et al. (2019).

4 � Digital transformation and new forms of organization  

in paid work

The starting point for our consid-
erations here is also the conviction that 
paid work will always be and has to be of 
central importance. Its innovative capac-
ities and productivity – both in the eco-
nomic sense and in the broader sense of 
collective and individual effectiveness 
formulated by Ralf Dahrendorf – will be 
decisive for the development and prosper-
ity of our society. Thus, this chapter will 
always refer to the analytical framework of 
the activity-oriented society that the inter-
disciplinary research group has chosen for 
this paper and elaborated in the introduc-
tory chapters: for us, it is about the new 
balance between paid work and non- 
market-related activities that has become 
necessary for many reasons.

In the following, we will first 
describe which developments digitaliza-
tion can cause in paid work. Subsequently, 
we will look at digitalization in connection 
with other transformation processes and 
the change of values. Finally, we will turn 
our attention to new forms of organization 
of paid work associated with digitalization.
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such as artificial intelligence. Service and 
production processes can be reorganized, 
for example, by using data in work pro-
cesses in order to optimize or automate 
them. This development is and will be 
central for the design of paid work and the 
future of Germany as an industrial loca-
tion.83

Second, through the interplay of 
technological development (cloud comput-
ing) and the expansion of venture capital, 
which was especially advanced in the USA 
by deregulation, the platform economy 
emerged.84 It brought forth new business 
and organizational models that play a role 
in many service and manufacturing indus-
tries. Connected to this is a transforma-
tion of paid work that occurs in almost all 
sectors and industries. In this context, the 
uncertainties and in part insufficient work-
ing standards of platform work are mostly, 
and for good reason, referred to, but this 
type of paid work can also be very attractive 
for people who seek a main or additional 
source of income in the short term.

Third, in some areas, digitaliza-
tion entails a surge of automation. Tasks 
are thus completed without any human 
support or by means of digital assistant 
systems. The automation processes take 
place in many sectors, concern a lot of 
professions and are thus an enormous 
challenge for the labour markets.85 The 
long-term dynamics and effects remain to 
be seen. Prominent diagnoses that a rapid 
automation (especially by using artificial 
intelligence) 86 could lead to a far-reach-
ing “technological unemployment” have 
turned out to be exaggerated from today’s 
perspective. Current studies expect rather 
a gradual process that will change qualifi-

83	Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Energie (2019).
84	Rahman & Thelen (2019); Kenney & Zysman (2016).
85	Hirsch-Kreinsen (2020).
86	Frey (2019); Brynjolfsson & McAfee (2014).

4.2 �Digitalization and the change  
of paid work

4.2.1 Dimensions of digitalization
We understand digitalization as a mas-
sive “change of economy and work overall 
driven by changes in information technol-
ogy”. 78 In order to underline this change 
and to distinguish it from a simple com-
puterization and networking of previously 
analogous processes, it was suggested in 
the German discussion to use the con-
cept of “digital transformation”.79 In fact, 
computerization and networking can only 
be initial steps of the transformation of 
enterprises, which need to be followed by 
further steps in the sense of greater trans-
parency, prognostic capacity and adapt-
ability, along with new organizational 
structures and cultures. We share this 
argumentation but we continue to use the 
term digitalization, which has established 
itself in public and political language.

Digitalization leads to at least four 
developments whose design is essential 
in order to ensure high quality and pro-
ductivity of paid work. First, since the 
invention of the internet and later of cloud 
infrastructures, huge amounts of data can 
be processed and work processes can be 
networked digitally and remotely.80 These 
innovations influence business models (in 
the sense of remote work) and offer new 
opportunities for more flexible working 
hours. They thus also support the employ-
ees.81 In the German context, enterprises, 
trade associations and state actors82 try to 
advance the development and use of cloud 
infrastructures and other technologies, 

78	Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales (2017)  
(our translation).

79	Schuh et al. (2020).
80	Kushida et al. (2011); Forschungsbeirat der Plattform 

Industrie 4.0 (2019).
81	 At the same time, they can be powerful surveillance 

instruments, see Zuboff (2019).
82	Forschungsunion & acatech (2013).



354  Digital transformation and new forms of organization in paid work

work processes massively in a series of 
industries and thus affect employment in 
development and production.91 Often pro-
cesses of digitalization and defossilization 
overlap, for example, when investments 
are made in new product lines and more 
and more digital technologies are intro-
duced in this context, or when digitaliza-
tion opens up new opportunities to save 
energy and material.92 The spread of dig-
ital technologies can also cause so-called 
rebound effects with which potential sav-
ings can again be made obsolete.93 

The findings about the effects of 
defossilization on employment diverge 
strongly, as the example of the automo-
bile industry shows: studies looking at the 
direct effects of defossilization conclude 
that tens of thousands of jobs in the pro-
duction of combustion motors could be 
lost.94 Studies which take into account 
private and especially public investments 
in mobility infrastructures (charging 
infrastructure for electric vehicles, trains 
and public transportation), on the other 
hand, point out that the defossilization of 
the mobility system could create hundreds 
of thousands of jobs.95 Overall, it seems, 
however, that the effects of defossilization 
on employment will be more comprehen-
sive than those of digitalization. 

91	 Schade et al. (2020); Hoch et al. (2019).
92	Beier et al. (2022).
93	Lange (2020).
94	Bauer et al. (2018).
95	Schade et al. (2020).

cation standards to some degree but will 
not be able to function without a human 
workforce.87 The further development 
of technologies of automation therefore 
continues to be of central importance for 
a high-wage country like Germany in the 
global competition.

Fourth, digitalization also changes 
the conditions for employees’ representa-
tion of interests. Areas of application of 
digital assistant systems are character-
ized by weak representation of interests 
of employees.88 Moreover, we observe an 
upward trend of low qualified and Tay-
loristic work, for example, in the platform 
economy, which is wholly outside the 
rules of co-determination.89 In addition, 
in industrial sectors like chemistry or the 
automobile industry, highly qualified, 
academically-based employment is con-
tinuously expanded, whereas production 
work decreases. As a result, areas with 
traditionally higher union organization 
become smaller. These developments cre-
ate new challenges for labour relations 
and co-determination. 90 

4.2.2 �Digitalization in the context of  
further transformation processes

Processes of digitalization overlap with a 
number of further fundamental changes. 
We will mention them here but they are 
not the focus of the following elaborations.

First, processes of defossilization 
are to be mentioned. The abandonment 
of fossil energies and rapid exit from a 
number of technologies (e. g., combus-
tion engines) change business models and 

87	Krzywdzinski (2021); Arntz et al. (2020); Autor et al. 
(2020); Benanav (2020); Dengler & Matthes (2019); 
Autor (2015).

88	Hoose et al. (2019); Kassem (2022).
89	Hirsch-Kreinsen et al. (2017); Butollo & Koepp (2020); 

Schaupp (2023).
90	Haipeter (2018); Kuhlmann & Schumann (2015).
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In addition to the energy sector, also industrial production 

(overall 24.9 % of emissions in the year 2021), road-, air-, and 

rail-travel (21.8 %) as well as households and small consumers 

(17.8 %) contribute significantly to the carbon dioxide emis-

sions.100 The Federal Government aims to particularly reduce 

the emissions of the steel industry until 2030 and to begin 

with the establishment of energy supply based on hydrogen.101  

Scientists moreover demand a higher and stepwise increasing 

pricing of CO2.102 

The rearrangement of the economic structure to one with little 

carbon dioxide also leads to a change of the world of work and 

qualification standards, even though the effects on employ-

ment are controversial.103 In this context, it will primarily not 

be about entirely new professions but about new standards 

of competence within existing employment relationships and 

professions. Thus, competencies with regard to hydrogen have 

seen a rapid increase in demand within a few years.104 There 

are also indications that structurally weak regions will profit 

more strongly from increases in employment in fields such as 

wind energy and ecological agriculture than regions that are 

structurally strong. The simultaneous rearrangement of several 

partial systems (energy, transportation etc.) on the national, 

European and global levels will make it difficult for employ-

ees, labour markets and social welfare systems to achieve this 

change. Scientists emphasize, however, that not implementing 

decisive measures would entail high economic costs in the long 

term.105 

> Figure 4a

 

100	 Umweltbundesamt (2022).	
101�	�� BMWK (2021), p. 41; cf. Nationale Akademie der Wissenschaften 

Leopoldina (2022).
102	 Nationale Akademie der Wissenschaften Leopoldina (2019a), 

pp. 16 – 19; Nationale Akademie der Wissenschaften Leopoldina 
(2022).

103	 Cf. Grunau et al. (2020).
104 	 Grimm et al. (2021); Janser & Stops (2022).	
105	� Nationale Akademie der Wissenschaften Leopoldina (2019b),  

pp. 14 – 15.	

Box 4a:  
Defossilization in Germany

With the Paris Climate Agreement in 2015 almost all govern-

ments agreed to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions in 

order to prevent irreversible effects of global warming. Accord-

ing to the current state of climate research, the global average 

temperature must not rise by 1.5 to 2 degrees over the pre- 

industrial level. The Federal Government has announced the 

goal to decrease Germany’s greenhouse gas emissions by 65 % 

until 2030 compared to 1990, and to create a balance between 

emission and reduction of greenhouse gas.96

Between 1990 and 2001, in Germany, the emissions of carbon 

dioxide, the most released greenhouse gas by far, were reduced 

by about 35 % (see Fig. 4a). Until 2030, however, annual reduc-

tions have to be higher than so far in order to achieve the 

announced goal. For this purpose, a more determined reshap-

ing of our economic system is necessary in which the use of 

fossil energies is to a large extent abolished and a number of 

technologies are no longer used.

In Germany, the largest amounts of carbon dioxide are emitted 

since decades in the production of energy (34.9 % of CO2-emis-

sion in the year 2021).97 The climate strategy of the federal gov-

ernment aims at a significant expansion of renewable energies 

and appropriate network infrastructures.98 It is unclear whether 

this project will be rather accelerated or slowed down in view 

of the Russian war against Ukraine. Opposing tendencies in the 

quest for greater independence from Russia and state subsi-

dies for fossil energies can be observed.99 

96	Bundes-Klimaschutzgesetz from 2019, changed 2021.
97	Umweltbundesamt (2022).
98	BMWi (2021), p. 42.
99	Cf. e. g., Allianz Trade (2022); Germanwatch (2022).
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The second megatrend associated 
closely with digitalization is globaliza-
tion. Digital technologies first of all made 
it possible to develop production sites 
in low-wage countries, through which 
Southeast Asia became an industrial 
hub.106 Subsequently, also service sector 
activities such as accounting, call-cen-
tres, IT support and later programming 
and development could be outsourced to 
low-wage countries.107 These trends have 

106	 Miller (2022).
107	 Coe & Yeung (2015).

strongly changed employment structures 
in high-wage countries like Germany. In 
some professions, jobs with low qualifica-
tion standards were massively downsized, 
even though low-skilled simple work has 
not disappeared from Germany.108 In 
parallel, employment expanded in the 
Global South: first in factories, then in 
service centres, and recently in data cen-
tres in which data for AI-technologies are 
curated.109 These developments enabled 

108	 Abel et al. (2014).
109	 Birhane (2020).
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economic growth in the Southeast Asian 
countries, but the jobs created are fre-
quently characterized by low wages and 
poor working conditions.

As a result of this global division of 
labour, an economic structure emerged 
in Germany that is to a large extent  
specialized on goods and services of high 
and medium technology levels. The com-
petitiveness of the German economy 
depends on the constant advancement of 
technological abilities. With industry 4.0, 
a concept was developed which connects 
different steps of the digital transforma-
tion and which was taken up globally.110 

Since the beginning of the 2020s, 
digitalization has, however, also become 
the starting point for a discussion about 
de-globalization. The question as to who 
controls digital technologies leads to 
growing conflicts between the USA and 
China. It is still unclear how these con-
flicts will develop, but they will signifi-
cantly influence the economy and thus the 
world of work.

The third trend associated with 
digitalization in addition to demograph-
ics is the change in values in the world 
of work. Calls for a new balance between 
paid and care work increase and are more 
frequently articulated.111 In this context, it 
is in particular about the volume and flex-
ibility of working time as well as choice 
of work location. The growing individual 
demands for autonomy, however, also 
refer to the desire for more leeway in deci-
sion-making and design in paid work as 
well as for a working activity that provides 
one with a purpose.

110	 Kagermann et al. (2016).
111	� Samtleben et al. (2019a); Lott (2019);  

Büning & Eppers (2018).

Box 4b:  
Global division of labour

The starting points of this position paper are the world of labour 

and the life-world in Germany. Many of the topics dealt with 

can, however, be solved on the national level only to a limited 

extent and require global efforts and regulation.

This concerns especially global supply chains. The success of the 

German economy is to a large extent dependent on the ability 

of German enterprises to distribute their products on global 

markets. The German chemistry-, pharmaceutical-, and auto-

mobile industries as well as engineering companies generate a 

large degree of their profits abroad. Since the introduction of 

the Euro, exports have increased strongly.112 Moreover, German 

enterprises have established global sites and supply chains in 

order to serve foreign markets and make use of their advantages 

such as low wages or large labour markets.

In view of massive global tensions, which have further increased 

with the Ukraine war, an intensive discussion has emerged on a 

“de-globalization” and the “reshoring” of production sites. It is 

to be expected, however, that global supply chains will rather 

shift and diversify than that world regions and economies will 

to a large extent decouple from each other and reverse previous 

off-shoring trends. It is therefore essential to ensure a high qual-

ity of global paid work. For this purpose, regulations with regard 

to working hours and work standards in global supply chains 

need to be advanced further without letting national interests 

dominate. In this context, there are already a number of mech-

anisms, for example, the work protection regime of the Inter-

national Labour Organization (ILO), activities of international 

unions and initiatives such as the Clean Cloth Campaign or Fair-

work, which investigates working conditions in the international 

platform economy. In addition, there are national laws such as 

the 2021 German law concerning corporate due diligence in 

supply chains, which expands the responsibility of enterprises 

for the protection of human rights and environmental standards 

to the entire supply chain.

					     >>>

112	 E. g., Joebges et al. (2010), p. 2.
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Empirically, a sharp divide between 
the wishes of the people and the reality of 
work in the enterprises becomes visible.114 
While new approaches of designing work 
are discussed and implemented under the 
keyword “New Work”, 115 surveys indicate 
that employees would like even more lee-
way for design in enterprises, albeit with 
large differences between professions 
and companies.116 Thus, in industries like 
care and nursing, for example, a gratifica-
tion crisis has been diagnosed since poor 
working and wage conditions collide with 
demands of high performance and high 
individual standards with regard to paid 
work.117 

In the opinion of the employees, 
many companies still too seldom grant 
the wish for more flexible working hours. 
A series of studies shows that employees 
would like more freedom in designing their 
working hours, for example, a rearrange-
ment between men and women. Currently, 
there are massive differences between the 
genders since men mostly work full time 
and women part time (in part hardly eco-
nomically viable). These differences could 
be solved if paid work and care work were 
equally distributed between the genders 
(see on this also chapter 6).118

It should be noted that tensions 
exist between individual expectations and 
the actual reality in the world of work, 
which so far have not been resolved. This 
finding is not new. During the Covid crisis, 
however, it became very clear that organ-
izational cultures in many enterprises 
can indeed change. The forms of remote 
 
 

114	 Waltersbacher et al. (2018).
115	 Singe & Tietel (2019).
116	 Holman & Rafferty (2018).	
117		 Schmucker (2020); Schmucker (2019).
118	� Allmendinger & Haarbrücker (2017);  

Blömer et al. (2021).

Working conditions will also have to be regulated further in 

the EU. This can take place via a strengthening of the Euro-

pean Works Councils which represent the employees of multi- 

national enterprises on the European level. They are meanwhile 

established actors in many European enterprises but could be 

more strongly involved in matters of labour protection.113 The 

European company law (e. g., the Societas Europaea) should 

also be scrutinized in order to prevent an undermining of 

national co-determination via the practice of regime-hopping. 

In this context, companies orient their restructuring activities to 

where unions have the least influence. 

It is ultimately about decreasing bureaucratic hurdles in the 

implementation of existing rules. Moreover, migration into 

the German labour market is to be supported with new rules. 

Immigration contributes significantly to overcoming the double 

challenge of scarcity of skilled workers as well as demographic 

change.

113 	 Pulignano & Turk (2016).	
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emerge here as well. For many people in  
Germany, but also for the German economy,  
such a flexibilization of paid work is very 
important.122

 
The technological basis for a more 

flexible world of work is digitalization, 
which enables new forms of organization 
of paid work for many (though by far not 
all) professional groups. In the following, 
we will elaborate three of these forms 
of organization in more detail: digitally 
assisted work, mobile / remote work and 
platform work. These new forms of organ-
ization are in part still in their beginnings. 
They, moreover, go hand in hand with 
opportunities and risks, with improve-
ments of the quality of work, but also with 
new (health) burdens, which we will take 
a closer look at here.

4.3.1 Digitally assisted work
The technology-related change of paid 
work is probably most visible through the 
use of digital systems of assistance. They 
are a key element of industry 4.0 con-
cepts and digitalization as a whole.123 Dig-
ital assistance systems are based on the 
increasing digital networking of work pro-
cesses and use different technical bases. 
Under the keyword “Augmented Worker”, 
systems are developed and implemented 
that provide employees with context- 
related information as well as instruc-
tions.124 Such assistance systems are 
used in different connections. In indus-
trial work processes, they guide employ-
ees in installations or logistics through 
their work steps and provide support in  
 

122	� Cf. Absenger et al. (2014); Klenner & Lott (2016).  
In chapter 5, we will elaborate on which needs for 
action emerge in this context with regard to qualifi-
cations.

123	 Bovenschulte (2020).	
124	� Butollo et al. (2020); Falkenberg (2021); Lanza et al. 

(2018).

work enabled by digitalization became 
the driver of a change of traditional lead-
ership concepts based on presence.119 
Wherever this change did not take place, 
employees often reacted by withdrawing 
from that branch, which in the United 
States is discussed under the keywords 
“Great Resignation” or “Big Quit”.120 

4.3	� Digitalization and new forms  
of organization of paid work

The development towards an activity- 
oriented society, the combination of mar-
ket-related paid work and non-market- 
related activities that are socially of 
utmost importance makes a more flexi-
ble world of work necessary. There will 
always be periods, not only among moth-
ers, where paid work does not represent 
the core but rather an addition to the 
respective stage of life.121 In some areas, 
employees can already choose their work-
ing hours and (location of work). Many 
people also find themselves in different 
hybrid constellations of paid work and 
other activities throughout the life course, 
for example, during the transition from 
education to employment. Most students 
work in jobs during their course of study, 
many enter a phase of employment after 
the Bachelor degree before they decide to 
enrol in a Master’s programme. A similar 
de-standardization can be observed in 
the transition from employment to retire-
ment (see chapter 3). Due to the increas-
ing labour participation in retirement age, 
hybrid forms of paid work and other activ-
ities such as care work or voluntary work  
 
 
 
 

119	 Krzywdzinski et al. (2022a).
120	 Cook (2021).
121	 Klenner & Schulze Buschoff (2015).	
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In research, the use of assistance 
systems is discussed controversially.127 
An important motive for the use of digital 
assistance systems is to optimize produc-
tion processes and thus increase quality 
(without errors) and productivity as well 
as to use workers flexibly. In many cases, 
digital assistance systems can also sup-
port employees in work processes with a 
high complexity or high safety standards, 
for example, in maintenance processes in 
facilities or more recently in data analysis 
and programming. Here, assistance sys-
tems open up opportunities to improve 
work.128 At the same time, assistance sys-
tems are also used for standardization and 
reduction of skill requirements. We turn to 
the dangers further below and would like 
to emphasize at this point that the long-
term development remains open and will 
depend on negotiation processes between 
the occupational actors.

By using assistance systems, also 
shorter working hours and more interrup-
tions of work without loss of productivity 
can be facilitated. This aspect is important 
in view of the development towards an 
activity-oriented society. If the amount of 
part-time work and interruptions of paid 
work (for example, due to care work, citi-
zen service and education work) increases, 
the continuity of working activity and 
thus experience build-up decreases. This 
can be compensated by digital assistance  
systems. 

There are also diverse approaches 
to reduce the physical burden by means 
of technical assistance systems. The 
Motion-Capture-Technology, i. e., differ-
ent forms of digital analysis of motion, 
can be used in order to show deficits in the  
 
 

127	 Kirchner et al. (2020).
128	 Krzywdzinski et al. (2022b); Mohan et al. (2021).

maintenance and problem-solving in 
facilities. In administrative processing, 
the used software gives recommendations 
on how certain tasks are to be completed. 
There are indications for progress in the 
area of artificial intelligence which will 
open up further opportunities for use of 
assistance systems in industry and main-
tenance, for example in data analysis, 
writing of reports or standard communi-
cation.125 Assistance systems can mean-
while also provide support in agriculture 
in the planning of use of resources or 
maintenance processes. A new impulse 
comes from Large-Language-Models 
(LLM) like ChatGPT, whose effects on 
work processes cannot yet be estimated. 
They can be used to enter instructions 
and inquiries into assistance systems in 
natural language and thus make inter-
action with these systems a lot easier.

So far, there are no reliable data on 
the dissemination of assistance systems, 
which not least is due to the fact that these 
exist in very different forms. Initial indi-
cations are given by the 2019 SOEP Inno-
vation Sample on the topic Digitalization 
of the World of Work.126 Here, employees 
were asked how often they deal with differ-
ent aspects of digital assistance systems in 
paid work. The automatic storage of data 
on completed work stages (daily or weekly) 
was part of everyday work of almost 39 % of 
those surveyed (see Fig. 4b), the automatic 
support in tasks of almost 21 %. Almost 
17 % received instructions from automatic 
systems, 11 % automatic feedback on the 
quality of the work. Working with digital 
assistance systems thus concerns a rel-
evant proportion of the employed, even 
though it has by far not reached the major-
ity of jobs.

125	 Behrens et al. (2021).
126	 Fedorets et al. (2021).
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•	 Assistance systems are in many cases 
used to advance standardization of the 
work process, whereby training peri-
ods and opportunities for action of 
the employees decrease and assistance 
systems threaten to become instru-
ments of a continuing Taylorization of 
work and a de-skilling of employees.132 
Since digital assistance systems guide 
humans in work processes, so that the 
latter need less knowledge about the 
process and less training. Enterprises 
in logistics or installation work, for 
example, increasingly hire migrant 
workers who are trained for narrowly 
defined tasks on a short time basis.133 
This de-skilling is not only detrimen-
tal to humans but also to the safety of 
the process: in case of disruptions that 
cannot be solved by the system itself, 
the human workers involved then lack 

132	 Krzywdzinski et al. (2022b).
133	 Falkenberg (2021).

ergonomics of industrial workplaces and 
to make suggestions for improvement.129 
Moreover, intelligent work clothes are 
developed, which measure the position of 
the body and indicate burdens in order to 
prevent work-related, muscular and skel-
etal ailments.130 Currently, there are, how-
ever, still challenges in these technologies 
with regard to data processing capacities, 
measurement of individual muscles and 
joints as well as quality of motion models. 

It can be noted that a design of assis-
tance systems that is adequate for humans 
bears great potential for the improvement 
of working conditions and to increase pro-
ductivity.131 This development, however, 
entails several challenges that need to be 
confronted.

129	 Brandl et al. (2016).
130	 Peters & Wischniewski (2020).
131		 Lanza et al. (2018).
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•	 If digital assistance systems are used 
for decision-making processes regard-
ing recruitment or personnel devel-
opment, the quality of the data and of 
the used models as well as potentially 
integrated distortions need to be con-
sidered.139 Data-based decision-mak-
ing systems always rely on histor-
ical data sets by which algorithms 
and models are created for deciding. 
These are thus vulnerable to indirect 
discrimination,140 for example, when 
digital assistance systems in human 
resources are supposed to select 
suitable persons according to their 
life courses, but were trained with 
data that reflect earlier processes of  
discrimination in which graduates of 
certain schools or universities were 
preferred.141 Against this background, 
robust procedures are essential with 
which quality of data and models are 
checked before and during the appli-
cation of such systems.142

139	 Kim & Bodie (2021).
140	 Cf. Žliobaitė (2017); Eubanks (2017).
141	� Cf. Van den Broek et al. (2021); Spielkamp & Geißler 

(2020).
142	� Asatiani et al. (2020); cf. High-Level Expert Group on 

Artificial Intelligence (2019).

the necessary knowledge to solve the 
problem. Therefore, it is important 
to use the digital assistance systems 
as support and to connect them with 
training measures that clarify the sys-
tems’ functions and limitations.134  

•	 Moreover, there is a challenge to 
prevent misuse through control and 
surveillance. Digital assistance sys-
tems create a high degree of trans-
parency by generating data about 
work processes, about time, location, 
and under certain circumstances also 
about the person, e. g., by measur-
ing bodily functions such as pulse by 
means of devices like smart-watches.135 
This transparency entails dangers of 
surveillance and control 136 that are 
hard to estimate for employees.137 
Processes of data protection control 
and co-determination, in which the 
potentials and dangers of monitor-
ing-technologies, the forms of their 
introduction and use are regulated, 
are therefore of special importance.138  

134	 Huchler et al. (2020); Vladova et al. (2020).
135	� Cf. Krzywdzinski et al. (2022b). See also on the con-

cept of algorithmic management, Lee et al. (2015).
136	 Bovenschulte (2020).
137	 Kim & Bodie (2021); Hornung & Hofmann (2018).
138	 DGB (2020).
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The Corona pandemic has acceler-
ated the trend towards mobile working. As 
initial studies show, earlier reservations 
with respect to digital work have decreased 
due to own experiences, also because 
investments were made in hitherto lack-
ing infrastructures such as collaboration- 
and communication tools.144 Thus, the 
proportion of employees who worked at 
least partly from home increased signifi-
cantly (see Fig. 4 c). During the lockdown 
phases, it was above 30 %, in times where 
some restrictions were lifted it decreased 
slightly and was stable at the end of the 
pandemic with around 25 % of employees 
working remotely.

144	 Grunau & Haas (2021); Fordermann et al. (2021).

4.3.2 Mobile working
The increasing dissemination of mobile 
working redesigns the relationship 
between paid work and other activities. 
Mobile working is a form of work that is 
not restricted to one location and where 
employees carry out their work outside of 
their workplace.143 Thus, this type of work 
could be described more precisely with 
the term “mobile paid working”. Since the 
concept of mobile working is established 
in the public and political context, we 
will also use it in this position paper, but 
always relate it to paid work.

143	� Cf. e.g., Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales 
(w.y.).
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Figure 4c: 
Proporti on of employees who work at least partly from home, according to 
economic sectors on Germany from February 2021 to November 2022
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At the same time, as a result of 
mobile working, employees were faced 
with uncommon challenges regarding 
self-organization and isolation.150 Due to  
the not only local but also temporal demar-
cation, employees in remote work tend 
to work longer and overtime.151 As a con-
sequence, breaks and rest periods can 
unintentionally be omitted, which causes 
problems when switching off or decreases 
the quality of sleep.152 This can lead to 
work-related exhaustion, 153 which, in turn, 
has negative effects on the professional 
performance.154 If remote work takes place 
at atypical working hours, then, moreover, 
“socially precious” time for family, private 
life and leisure time is lacking. This can 
cause work-family conflicts.155 

Research shows a clear connection 
between digital work and the increase of 
psychological illnesses, such as emotional 
exhaustion, burn out or anxieties.156 Since 
many apartments do not have sufficient 
room for undisturbed working, there were 
spatial conflicts, sometimes even domestic 
violence, during the pandemic, especially 
in phases of home-schooling or closures of 
day-care centres.157

In addition, the restricted social 
contacts in remote work can be truly bur-
densome if they exist for a longer period. 
The regular exchange with colleagues, 
which can help reduce work-related stress, 
is lacking,158 which is why they in part 
returned to their usual work in presence 

150 	 Niebuhr et al. (2022).	
151		 Lott (2020); Berk et al. (2022).
152	 Bonin et al. (2020).
153	� Eurofound (2020); Ojala et al. (2014);  

Wöhrmann & Brauner (2020).
154	 Gimpel et al. (2018); Gimpel et al. (2019).
155	� Zhang et al. (2020); Amlinger-Chatterjee (2016); 

Arlinghaus & Nachreiner (2016); Georg et al. (2017).
156	� Albiez (2020); Aroles et al. (2019); Rohwer et al. 

(2020).
157	 Steinert & Ebert (2020).
158	� Bonin et al. (2020); Charalampous et al. (2019); 

Hoornweg et al. (2016).

Figure 4c also shows, however, that 
the proportion of employees who work 
from home differs strongly according to 
sectors. At the end of 2022, the propor-
tions were 6 % in construction, 15 % in 
manufacturing, and 36 % in the service 
sector, respectively. Also, within the ser-
vice sector there is a strong divergence 
between accommodation (1 %) and gas-
tronomy (2 %), on the one hand, and 
management consulting (70 %) and IT 
sector (72 %), on the other.145 These num-
bers decreased only slightly with the end 
of mandatory remote work on March 20, 
2022. The ifo-Institut assumes that many 
enterprises have accepted more flexible 
models and remote work as permanent. 
According to other prognoses, mobile 
working will strongly shape the world of 
work after the pandemic.146

 
For the majority of employees work-

ing from home, it was a new experience 
that paid work and life at home became 
mingled.147 Most of them, however, were 
satisfied with their situation of working 
remotely.148 The (at least partly) no longer 
necessary commute to work was viewed 
positively. This saves time and money and 
is good for the environment and health. 
Commuting, especially in the case of long 
distances, is considered burdensome. 
Other positive aspects of remote work are 
higher flexibility and greater freedom with 
regard to time. This can benefit the recon-
ciliation of private life and profession. The 
saving of time as well as more presence 
at home often lead to more exchange and 
common meals within families.149 

145 	 ifo-Institut (2022b).	
146	 Cf. Kunze et al. (2021).
147	 Kunze et al. (2021).
148	 BMAS (2020a).
149	 E. g., Grunert et al. (2021).
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More monotonous computer time 
and lack of variety in visual experience 
at too little daylight are also detrimental 
to the health of one’s eyes.165 Meta-analy-
ses show that the best prevention against 
short-sightedness are at least two hours 
of daylight outside;166 Changing between 
near and far vision is also helpful.167 
Studies from China and other coun-
tries indicate that the number of people 
with short-sightedness and the extent of 
short-sightedness have increased during 
the lockdown phases. This concerns espe-
cially children, while conclusive studies on 
adults are still outstanding.168 

It is also unclear how mobile work-
ing affects productivity and communica-
tion in work processes. Results of existing 
studies differ with respect to how employ-
ees work as well as types of collaboration 
within the team and do not allow general 
conclusions.169 Moreover, there are indi-
cations that not all activities can be equally 
well achieved in remote work. In particu-
lar creative and innovation-related tasks 
seem to require physical presence.170 In 
the future design of mobile working, it is 
therefore important to keep an eye on the 
productive collaboration within the com-
pany aside from the flexibility of work. 

Other inequalities that go hand in 
hand with the dissemination of remote 
work have so far not been solved:

165	 E. g., Mata et al. (2021).
166	 Xiong et al. (2017).
167	 Lagrèze & Schaeffel (2017).
168	 E. g., Klaver et al. (2021); Xu et al. (2021).
169    Mulet et al. (2016).
170	 Brucks & Levav (2022); cf. Chuli et al. (2017).

since mandatory remote work ended.  
There are, however, also reports in the 
media about increasing loneliness.159 This 
could indicate that paid work is in danger 
of losing its “socializing power” (see chap-
ter 2). If the company as a collective space 
no longer exists, informal encounters 
with other people decrease, social circles 
become narrower and demarcate more 
strongly from each other. It is unclear in 
how far these developments are compen-
sated by new places of paid work. In view 
of the increasing demands among employ-
ees for more flexibility, many enterprises 
have rented workplaces in co-working 
spaces and offered them to their employ-
ees.160 Such co-working spaces provide a 
location for social encounters that even 
goes beyond the respective context of the 
company (see also chapter 7). 

Aside from psychological health, 
mobile working and working from home 
also affect physical health.161 Not only 
was an increased, unhealthy snacking 
throughout the day observed.162 Long and 
uninterrupted sitting, fewer breaks, lack 
of movement, a static position can lead 
to muscular and skeletal ailments in the 
neck and shoulder areas, wrists and spine, 
and cause neck pains and headaches.163 
Such problems can be increasingly 
observed among employees in remote 
work also because their workplaces are 
in part improvised and the ergonomic 
equipment is often not as good as in office 
workplaces.164 

159	 Cf. Killgore et al. (2020); Becker et al. (2022).
160	� Cf. Bundesverband Coworking Spaces (2020);  

Hofmann et al. (2020).
161	 Bouziri et al. (2020).
162	 E. g., Mata et al. (2021).
163	 Montreuil & Lippel (2003); Skov et al. (1996).
164	 Bouziri et al. (2020).
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4.3.3 Platform work
Platform work, too, redesigns the relation-
ship between paid work and other areas of 
activity – and this form of organization is 
discussed controversially as well.174 Plat-
form work is an employment relationship 
in which digital platforms act between 
supply and demand.175 In this context, 
these platforms take on an important 
role that goes far beyond a simple medi-
ation between assignment and execution. 
They gain importance in all countries and 
industries, for example, in the organiza-
tion of labour markets and industrial pro-
cesses of value creation, in logistics, enter-
tainment media and tourism.176

Platform work is mostly deregu-
lated paid work in connection with pre-
carious working situations,177 as they 
have been known for a longer time now 
in the area of solo-self-employment, tem-
porary and limited employment. Many of 
the challenges associated with platform 
work are, however, new due to the spe-
cial character of the platforms. Here, it 
needs to be considered that the phenom-
enon of platform work comprises numer-
ous activities. On the one hand, there is 
the larger area of highly skilled activities 
such as software testing, programming or 
design,178 which represent classic fields of 
self-employed paid work and can mostly 
not be summarized under the concept of 
employee or the concept of “employee- 
like” activities. On the other hand, there 
are low-skill activities such as in the area 
of delivery services and data processing 
on online platforms, often concerning 
dependent employees. Particularly in the 
area of delivery services, mostly regular 

174    Wood et al. (2019).
175    De Stefano (2015); Kocher (2021); Kirchner (2019).
176    Kenney & Zysman (2020); Staab (2017).
177    �Stuth et al. (2018); Eichhorst et al. (2017);  

Emmeneger et al. (2012).
178    �Lücking (2019); Leimeister (2016);  

Gerber & Krzywdzinski (2019).

•	 Thus, inequalities between employees 
in office activities and those in produc-
tion and logistics increase. Employees 
in offices can often work remotely and 
choose their working hours in a way 
that they can better carry out private 
tasks. For them, mobile working means 
a gain in flexibility and autonomy. On 
the other hand, there are many indus-
tries in which such flexibility is not pos-
sible.171 While internet-based remote 
work in certain areas of manufacturing 
work (e. g., monitoring facilities, main-
tenance) can be introduced, it is still 
open which effects this would have. 

•	 Mobile working can increase inequal-
ities with regard to living space and 
health. One can better concentrate in 
a separate, quiet office than in small 
apartments in which also other family 
members work on improvised work-
places. Also, the costs of mobile work-
ing, such as heating and equipment 
or renting co-working spaces cannot 
be afforded by everyone to the same 
degree. 

•	 The advantages of a better reconcilia-
tion of job and family through mobile 
working can turn into a re-arrange-
ment of traditional gender roles. Dur-
ing the pandemic, women fulfilled a 
larger part of education, household-, 
and care work in addition to their 
regular job than men; this proportion 
has in part even increased. 172 Such 
inequalities can affect career oppor-
tunities. Thus, a study 173 shows that 
male software developers had a much 
higher productivity during the pan-
demic than their female colleagues.

171    Detje & Sauer (2021).
172    Allmendinger (2021); Hipp & Bünning (2021).
173    Hipp & Konrad (2021).	
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work (e. g., food delivery services or other 
transport services like Uber) as well as in  
crowd-work182 carried out online do plat-
forms control the network of the workers 
and take over quality and performance 
control. While they exert significantly con-
trol over work processes, platform enter-
prises only rarely recognize their role as 
employer.

Furthermore, the representation of 
workers’ interests is at least not guaran-
teed where no regular employment rela-
tionships exist.183  The Works Constitution 
Act does not apply here and the collective 
representation of interests through unions 
in part encounters antitrust issues.184 
While it was possible to found initial 
works councils in the area of delivery 
services, there are, however, information 
asymmetries between platforms and their 
workers as well as between platforms and 
the federal regulation authorities.185 These 
asymmetries often prevent an effective 
representation of interests of the work-
ers and make an efficient regulation more  
difficult.

182    ��Woodcock & Graham (2019);  
Gerber & Krzywdzinski (2019).

183    �Pongratz & Abbenhardt (2018).
184    Mohr (2019).
185    Rosenblat & Stark (2016).

employment relationships have therefore 
prevailed in Germany – in other fields 
of low-skill platform work, however, 
the classification remains controversial, 
which affects workers’ access to the social 
security system.179

 
Since exact numbers do not exist, 

it can only be estimated how wide-
spread platform work in Germany is. The 
non-transparency of the platforms, the 
lack of information about how they func-
tion, the extent of employment, the level 
of income etc. are a central problem that 
needs to be urgently dealt with through 
corresponding data surveys. Estimations 
and calculations assume about 1 % to 4 % 
of the working population, thus about 
400,000 to 1.7 million people. During the 
Corona pandemic, platform employment 
has likely increased. Thus, in view of res-
taurant closures, remote work and contact 
restrictions, delivery services have turned 
into important supply infrastructures in 
which very many migrant workers are 
employed.180 

The majority of people who carry 
out platform work use it in order to 
achieve additional income aside from 
other forms of employment.181 For them, 
platform work means a gain in flexibility 
and a source of income, which, according 
to demand, can be carried out in the short 
term. Correspondingly, platforms promise 
a better work-life balance and adjustment 
of the volume of income to one’s respective 
life situation. The flipside of flexibility are 
uncertainties in the continuity and level of 
income as well as social security, for exam-
ple, in the case of illness. Moreover, power 
relations are reproduced in platform 
work. Both in the location dependent gig-

179    Cf. Kocher (2021).
180    Van Doorn & Vijay (2021).
181    �Bonin & Rinne (2017); Serfling (2019);  

Pongratz & Bormann (2017); Piasna et al. (2022).
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prior to their use. This unclear definition 
of AI systems, however, is met with crit-
icism. The question is posed as to which 
systems are to be classified as “high-risk” 
and are thus to be especially controlled.186 
So far, there are no blueprints for a reg-
ulation and co-determination during the 
development of digital technologies and 
how these requirements can be reconciled 
with the promotion of innovation.

For the corporate actors, the chal-
lenge is not only to regulate the use of 
complex, technological solutions, in 
whose design they were not involved, but 
also to take the individual demands of the 
employees with regard to flexibility into 
account. Such individual demands can 
come into conflict with general (work) 
safety regulations. This tension becomes 
very apparent in the negotiations in com-
panies about mobile working. On the one 
hand, employees would like flexible solu-
tions, even though this means that paid 
work can no longer be clearly demarcated 
from other activities. Individual solutions, 
on the other hand, contradict the tradi-
tional orientation of works councils and 
management who demand sharply defined 
limitations for working hours. Here, new 
procedural rules are necessary that allow 
individual leeway without undermin-
ing reliable foundations of employee- 
employer relationships.

In the following, we will sketch out 
recommendations for action that are to be 
taken up in the short term. 

186    Cf. Müller (2022).

4.4 Recommendations for action

Developments of the socio-technical rela-
tions of production offer the opportu-
nity to design the world of work in a new 
and more flexible way and adapt it to the 
needs of the people. These transforma-
tion processes have to be accompanied by 
societal discourses and an agreement on 
commonly supported values. Also, health 
aspects need to be considered. Moreover,  
legal regulations and orders have to be 
adjusted to these transformation pro-
cesses. In view of the speed of transform-
ative processes, all this has so far only 
been insufficiently achieved with delay. 
How then can these processes not only be 
administered passively but also oriented 
to the future and organized according to 
values? Which role can forms of co-deter-
mination that are crucial for the legitimi-
zation of this complex structural change 
play in this context?

Due to the speed of digitalization, it 
becomes all the more necessary to reflect 
on questions of regulation and co-deter-
mination not only in the implementation 
and use of new technologies but already 
in their development. Essential charac-
teristics of digital systems are often deter-
mined in their development phase and can 
only be influenced to a limited extent by 
organizational actors such as works coun-
cils and management. For this reason, the 
open letter “Pause Giant AI Experiments”, 
which appeared in March 2022 and was 
initiated by the Future of Life Institute 
and signed by many AI experts, called 
for a temporary halt of the developments 
of certain AI systems until regulations 
and control instances were created on 
an international level for the design and 
development of secure AI applications. In 
the European context, it is discussed in the 
course of the planned “AI-Act” to catego-
rize AI systems into risk classes, whereby 
high-risk applications need to be certified 
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It is recommended:
•	 To promote research on the design of 

assistance systems suitable for humans 
involving company actors, to system-
atically summarize already existing 
broad and especially disparate knowl-
edge about development perspectives 
and design opportunities of work, 
and derive from this further need for 
research,

•	 To develop training programmes for 
works councils and management in 
order to design in partnership the 
selection and implementation pro-
cesses of technology as well as to 
connect questions of technology and 
organizational development (in par-
ticular also for smaller and mid-sized 
companies),

•	 To promote projects that test and fur-
ther develop control and certification 
structures for AI technologies in the 
area of digital assistance and decision- 
making systems in the world of work,

•	 To strengthen co-determination in 
the area of data protection, for exam-
ple, in the context of an independent 
employee data protection law. 

4.4.2 Mobile working 
At the core of the discussion on mobile 
working are questions that are immedi-
ately connected with everyday practice. 
Here it is about ensuring good (health-pro-
moting) working conditions, for exam-
ple, via rules for workplace equipment in 
remote work; about questions regarding 
the recording of working hours that are 
worked at home or in the company.191 A 
“right to working from home” is discussed 
under the latter point and how far such a 
right can go.192

191    Cf. ifaa (2019).
192    Lott (2017).

4.4.1 Digitally assisted work
Paid work with digital assistance systems 
changes skill requirements: these systems 
can upgrade paid work but also lead to a 
standardization and de-skilling of work. 
Therefore, their design is essential, which 
allows a co-existence of humans and tech-
nology.187 Supporting systems have to be 
developed in such a way that they help 
people with decision-making in complex 
situations instead of confronting them 
with decisions made by the technology. 
It is basically about understanding how 
assistance systems function, their oppor-
tunities and limitations and to use them 
appropriately.188

Assistance systems collect and use 
numerous data about the work process. 
Here, it needs to be ensured that these data 
are used for support and not for surveil-
lance. It is moreover to be expected that 
digital assistance systems will increasingly 
be combined with technologies of artificial 
intelligence, especially where data analy-
ses are used for support in decision-mak-
ing. A central challenge for training AI is 
to define, monitor and advance the design 
of algorithms (and AI models) and their 
use in the company. 189 In Germany, a 
responsible use of AI that is oriented 
toward the common good has already been 
announced as the objective.190 In addition, 
the parliament passed a works council 
modernization law (Betriebsrätemoder- 
nisierungsgesetz) that explicitly names AI 
technologies as the object of co-determi-
nation and stipulates the involvement of 
experts. Functioning structures for the 
evaluation of AI technologies as well as 
clear rights of those affected are needed in 
order to be able to sue for the testing of 
implemented assistance systems and AI 
technologies.

187    Cf. Huchler et al. (2020); Lanza et al. (2018).
188    André et al. (2021).
189    Cf. Algorithmwatch (2020).
190    Bundesregierung (2018).
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It is recommended: 
•	 A right to partial remote work where 

possible; voluntariness of paid work in 
working from home and preservation 
of in-presence workplaces,

•	 Promotion of projects and experi-
ments for the development of new 
approaches of work organization (in 
combination of mobile and in-pres-
ence work) and of  competencies rel-
evant for remote work for employees 
and management,

•	 Projects on the identification of 
best-practices with regard to mate-
rial and procedural rules for working 
hours, availability and performance 
control in remote work. 

4.4.3 Platform work
In order to counter non-transparency of 
platform work, the obligations on the side 
of platforms are decisive, for example, to 
provide information about contract condi-
tions of workers, their wages and working 
hours.196 There are meanwhile academic 
and civil society initiatives such as the 
Fairwork Project 197 as well as correspond-
ing suggestions on behalf of the EU Com-
mission.198 A central objective is to control 
false self-employment more strongly and 
implement regular employment relations 
in platform work.

196    BMAS (2020).
197    Fairwork (2021).
198    EU-Kommission (2021).

Since mobile working will likely dis-
seminate further, there also needs to be a 
discussion about the development of new 
organizational cultures. Mobile working 
requires a high amount of self-organi-
zation among the employees and comes 
into conflict with hierarchically-oriented 
cultures in companies. It is therefore nec-
essary to re-negotiate the freedom in deci-
sion-making of employees with regard to 
working hours and carrying out their tasks, 
and to enable them to organize themselves 
accordingly. New leadership concepts and 
corresponding skills for management, 
resp. their staff are necessary.193 Here it 
should be ensured that mobile working 
does not undermine the role of the com-
pany as a place of socialization, learning 
and innovation.

Co-determination has to be fur-
ther developed as well. It should be dis-
cussed whether the works councils should 
demand clear rules, for example, for work-
ing hours in remote work, or rather pro-
mote procedural rules.194 Procedural rules 
would then mean that working time and 
availability are to be negotiated individ-
ually and the works councils intervene in 
case of conflicts.

In some areas, mobile working will 
also require a stronger co-determination. 
This concerns especially data protection 
since, due to mobile working, the question 
of digital performance control is of height-
ened sensitivity.195

193    Cf. Ver.di (2019).
194    Cf. Gerst (2020).
195    Cf. Beirat zum Beschäftigtendatenschutz (2022).
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It is recommended: 
•	 Introduction of obligations of plat-

forms to provide information with 
regard to employment and working 
conditions,

•	 Promotion of projects on testing a sys-
tem of “Digital Social Security”,

•	 Promotion of projects on testing new 
forms of representation of interests in 
platform work.

The described approaches focus 
first of all on the immediate problems that 
have emerged due to the new forms of 
organization of paid work in the course of 
the advancing digitalization. An important 
task for the public, science, and politics is 
to think about alternatives to the existing 
forms of property and organization, which 
holistically take into account the here 
described approaches and need for action. 

In spite of these efforts, the classi-
fication of many workers on platforms as 
dependent employees  (with correspond-
ing protection rights) will not be possible, 
so that they cannot be included in exist-
ing social security systems.199 Here, new 
concepts need to be developed. There are 
initial ideas on this with the “Digital Social 
Security”.200 In this context, a transna-
tional system of individual social security 
accounts is to be established to which the 
platforms would have to transfer contri-
butions for each transaction. The employ-
ees would thus collect entitlements that 
they could transfer to the social security 
system of their home country. Surely this 
point can be solved on the national level 
only to a limited extent since platform 
work is organized globally. Therefore, the 
challenge is to develop a reasonable mix-
ture between national and transnational 
rules and to strengthen the actors, resp. 
institutions of a transnational regulation.

In addition, it will be important 
to create new forms of representation of 
interests for platform work. Traditional 
forms of corporate co-determination or 
organization of unions are difficult to 
realize in platform work since there often 
is no central workplace.201 New forms of 
representation of interests need to be 
adjusted to the particularities of a very 
heterogeneous, spatially spread and partly 
also transnational workforce.202 Sugges-
tions to create specific “platform councils” 
with representation of interests of the 
employees, NGOs as well as experts are 
also worth considering.203 

199    Schwarze (2019).
200    Weber (2019); cf. also Hill (2020).
201    Vandaele (2018).
202    E. g., Gegenhuber et al. (2022).
203    Kettemann (2023).
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5.1 Introduction

Education is the key for individual and 
societal participation of people and is 
essential for the economic development 
of a country. People with higher education 
are more likely to be politically interested 
and active, perceive themselves as having 
self-efficacy, are able to better adjust to 
changed framework conditions, and have 
a higher trust in science and politics,204 all 
characteristics that are required in today’s 
times of diverse upheavals.205 More- 
over, education is an important factor for 
maintaining one’s own health as well as 
preserving the livelihoods of our planet.206  
All activities, even those that are achieved 
without payment due to the societal nego-
tiation process (such as part of care work), 
require education. Education in all its 
forms must therefore not be limited to its 
exploitation on the labour market.

The advancing digitalization, defos-
silization, demographic change and chang-
ing understandings regarding gender- 
specific roles pose fundamental challenges 
to the system of education, vocational 
education and continuing education. Dig-
ital technologies are increasingly present 
in numerous professions, work processes 
are becoming digitally networked more 
strongly, and everyday life is to a high 
degree permeated by digitalization. The 
education system has to react comprehen-

204    Faus et al. (2019); Best et al. (2023).
205    Best et al. (2023).
206    �Target 4 of the Sustainable Development Goals of the 

United Nations; https://unric.org/de/17ziele/sdg-4/

5 � Education and continuing education  

in the activity-oriented society

sively to this, particularly via the training 
of digital competencies. The same holds 
for the ecological rearrangement of econ-
omy and society. The Green Economy 
brings forth new professions, requires new 
knowledge and a different handling of the 
world. Opportunities for a steady contin-
uing education are required here as well, 
one vocational education in early life will 
no longer be sufficient. 

At the same time, the structure of 
the population in Germany is changing: 
the proportion of older people increases, 
as does the proportion of people with a 
migration background. Great efforts are 
needed in order to motivate older people 
for continuing education and thus enable 
their participation in society in view of the 
digital change. People with a migration 
background need to find quick access to 
education and continuing education from 
the start, only then can integration be 
achieved and solidified. 

All these transformation processes 
have one thing in common: they increase 
the pressure to act on the education sys-
tem and threaten to intensify the enor-
mous inequalities in access to education 
and continuing education according to 
social status, gender and origin. Already 
today the number of people without suffi-
cient competencies, without professional 
qualification and without necessary fur-
ther qualification is increasing.207 At the 
same time, personnel in education, in 

207    Wößmann et al. (2023).
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of Education and Cultural Affairs of the 
Länder (Kultusministerkonferenz) that 
were passed in 2021 (“be able to success-
fully communicate, to find creative solu-
tions, to act competently, to think criti-
cally, as well to collaborate with others”, 
our translation).209 

Re-arranged and further devel-
oped curricula alone, however, will not 
suffice. A good education system consists 
of at least five components. First, a solid 
chain of educational institutions over the 
entire life course is necessary, from early 
childhood institutions to all-day schools, 
high quality vocational education, con-
tinuing education and the opportunity of 
a second or third vocational education. 
Second, these institutions have to be well 
established, both with regard to personnel 
as well as space, with multi-professional 
teams that help each other, with school 
leadership one can trust and grant lee-
way for design. Excessive demands, with-
drawal or even anxiety among the teachers 
lead to a further decline of the profession 
and intensify already existing problems. 
Third, the above-mentioned curricula are 
required, which mediate competencies as 
well as specific knowledge that, in turn, 
dovetail the continuity and ability to adapt 
to new needs of the economy. Fourth, the 
institutions need to be outreaching, with 
employees who actively recruit children, 
youth and adults of every age, to inform 
them about opportunities in a transpar-
ent, preventive, and inclusive manner. 
Fifth, a determined collective effort of the 
government and the federal states is nec-
essary, as are supporting common goals, 
openness and the desire to learn from 
each other. Withdrawal is poison for the 
development of our education system.

209    �https://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/veroeffentlichun-
gen_beschluesse/2021/2021_12_09-Lehren-und-
Lernen-Digi.pdf

particular preschool educators as well as 
teachers, are lacking.

The tectonic shifts that take place 
in the world of work in Germany also 
lead to massive new challenges regard-
ing the design of one’s own life. Which 
competencies will become necessary with 
the advancing digitalization and defos-
silization cannot be foreseen in detail. It 
seems clear, however, that more flexible 
working relationships, changed and new 
professions and diverse life plans – aside 
from digital competencies – require a high 
degree of communicative and emotional 
skills, personal initiative, competencies in 
designing work and change, and an aware-
ness of one’s own physical health as well 
as health competency.

School curricula need to react to 
these changes in order to prepare people 
for these new challenges. A good start-
ing point for this are the OECD Future 
Skills, which describe in particular three 
fundamentals for future learning: cogni-
tive, health, and socio-emotional ones.208 
The cognitive basis comprises the ability 
to read and write (literacy), mathemat-
ical abilities (“numeracy”) and “digital 
literacy”, i. e., the digital knowledge and 
abilities that enable social participation 
in a networked society. The health basis 
includes physical and mental health as 
well as well-being. The social and emo-
tional basis includes moral and ethical 
aspects. In the OECD Learning Compass 
2030, these fundamentals are connected 
to transformative competencies, own 
responsibility and super-ordinate social 
values in order to provide a comprehen-
sive and sustainable framework for life-
long learning. This model is thus much 
broader than the competencies named 
by Standing Conference of the Ministers 

208    �Cf. OECD Future of Education and Skills 2030  
Project, OECD (2019).

https://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/veroeffentlichungen_beschluesse/2021/2021_12_09-Lehren-und-Lernen-Digi.pdf
https://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/veroeffentlichungen_beschluesse/2021/2021_12_09-Lehren-und-Lernen-Digi.pdf
https://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/veroeffentlichungen_beschluesse/2021/2021_12_09-Lehren-und-Lernen-Digi.pdf
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many areas,211 for example, with reference 
to the unsatisfactory education for MINT 
professions,212 the less successful efforts 
to recruit foreign workers,213 and the large  
deficits in preschool education.214 We 
therefore limit ourselves to a small section 
of the education chain and show the extent 
of educational poverty and social selec-
tivity using the example of competencies 
among fourth graders. It quickly becomes 
clear how urgent an immediate education 
offensive is. We then focus on two central 
areas that still receive too little attention: 
digital school education and continuing 
education.

5.2 �Educational poverty  
and social selectivity

In Germany, too many children, adoles-
cents and adults remain below a level of 
competency that is considered the min-
imum for the full participation in the 
economy and society and is often also 
described as educational poverty.215 Edu-
cational poverty can be measured in a 
number of ways: according to low com-
petencies, unachieved school-leaving cer-
tificates, lack of a vocational education, 
and also lack of continuing education or 
retraining, which allow people to remain 
in the labour system until retirement or 
participation in our rapidly changing soci-
ety. On the other hand, there are only few 

211    �Bürgerrat Bildung und Lernen (2021); on further 
recommendations on key competencies, see European 
Commission, https://education.ec.europa.eu/de/
focus-topics/improving-quality/key-competences	

212    �acatech & Joachim Herz Stiftung (2023);  
Zandt (2022).

213    Schultz (2022).
214    �Bock-Famula et al. (2022); Klinkhammer & Erhardt 

(2018); BMFSFJ (2016); Nationale Akademie der 
Wissenschaften Leopoldina (2014). For more infor-
mation on early childhood education, see also the 
Dossier Bildung, developed in collaboration between 
the Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung and the 
Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung: 
https://www.bpb.de/themen/bildung/dossier-bil-
dung/174699/fruehkindliche-bildung/	

215    Allmendinger (1999); Allmendinger et al. (2018).

With such an understanding of edu-
cation and the institutions that mediate it, 
the potential of all people can be improved, 
educational poverty can be prevented and 
top education can be promoted. For this, 
everyone needs to acknowledge that some 
people have better opportunities and eas-
ier access to education than others, are 
supported more strongly by their parents 
both personally and materially. Thus, 
focused efforts that start early are required 
as well as more resources for those who 
are particularly disadvantaged.210  

In order to achieve these goals, and 
to be economically successful, socially 
integrative and individually empowering, 
Germany needs an education offensive. 
This is not a new insight. In October 2008, 
the then chancellor and the state minis-
ters already announced at the Dresden 
education summit nothing less than an 
“education republic”. Specific goals were 
agreed upon for the pre-school phase, for 
schools, vocational schools, higher edu-
cation institutions, including the fund-
ing rates. These goals were not achieved. 
Until today, all political parties complain 
about lacking preschool institutions, low 
competence scores of German pupils in 
the international comparison, a high level 
of educational poverty and too few grad-
uates in MINT subjects. In fact, little has 
improved. During the Corona pandemic, it 
moreover became clear that education still 
does not receive the necessary attention in 
politics.

The present position paper cannot 
take up all vulnerable points of our edu-
cation system and not all phases of edu-
cation. This is also not necessary since 
there are already recommendations for 

210   Cf. Hanusheck et al. (2016).	

https://education.ec.europa.eu/de/focus-topics/improving-quality/key-competences
https://education.ec.europa.eu/de/focus-topics/improving-quality/key-competences
https://www.bpb.de/themen/bildung/dossier-bildung/174699/fruehkindliche-bildung/
https://www.bpb.de/themen/bildung/dossier-bildung/174699/fruehkindliche-bildung/
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now turn to mathematics. Here, a little 
more than half of all pupils of fourth grade 
reach the normal standard (55 %), almost 
22 % do not reach the minimum standard. 
Looking at the development over time, one 
can observe significant losses (see Fig. 5a). 
In mathematics, the proportion of fourth 
graders, who reach the normal standard, 
decrease from almost 68 % in 2011 to 
almost 55 % in 2021. In reading, it drops 
from 67 % in this period to almost 58 %.

In the achieved competency scores 
on average and their reduction over 
time, there are great differences between 
social groups. Of importance here are the 
socio-economic status of the parents, in 
particular their level of education, and 
the migration background of the chil-
dren, especially the language spoken 
at home. Children from families with a 
high socio-economic status and German 
as their home language have a far better 
point of departure than other children. 
The strong decrease in competencies 
between 2011 and 2021 is likely also due 
to school closures and their consequences 
during the Corona pandemic. 

Let us first look at the influence of 
the migration background on the achieved 
competency scores and then turn to the 
selectivity of the education results in gen-
eral. Figure 5b shows how the achieved 
competency scores in German (reading, 
listening, orthography) and mathematics 
have developed between 2011 and 2021. 
The average scores are depicted in blue. 
Furthermore, the performance level is 
distinguished between children whose 
parents were born in Germany (black 
line), children whose parents were born 
abroad, they themselves, however, were 
born in Germany (2nd generation, light 
gray line), and children whose parents and 
themselves were born abroad (1st genera-
tion, gray-blue line). Three results should 
be noted: 1) between 2011 and 2021, the 

people that can be considered as having a 
rich education, measured here according 
to very high competency scores. On both 
sides, educational potentials are not fully 
exploited.

It is particularly disappointing that 
the education crisis has intensified again 
in recent years – in spite of many warn-
ings and the knowledge how essential 
education is for a solidary society and a 
booming economy. We demonstrate this 
using the example of achieved competen-
cies of children in fourth grade since there 
is current data in the time course. Other 
data sources, looking at other educational 
phases and the use of other indicators of 
the educational level come to comparable 
results. 

The newest data of educational 
trends of the Institut zur Qualitätsentwick-
lung im Bildungswesen (IQB) 216 show 
that, in the competence area of reading, 
almost 58 % of fourth graders in all of Ger-
many reach the normal standard, almost 
19 % are below the minimum standard.217 
In the competence area of listening / pay-
ing attention, almost 59 % of all children 
in Germany achieve the normal standard, 
18 % are below the minimum standard. 
In the competence area of orthography, 
the results are the worst for the country 
as a whole. Only 44 % achieve the nor-
mal standard, around 30 % do not reach 
the minimum standard. The divergence 
between the states is enormous: In Ber-
lin and Brandenburg, almost every sec-
ond child is below the minimum standard 
(46 %), in Bavaria it is “only” 21 %. We 

216    �For more information, see: https://deutsches-schul-
portal.de/bildungswesen/iqb-bildungstrend- 
die-wichtigsten-ergebnisse/

217    �Minimum standard is understood as a defined 
minimum of competencies that all pupils should have 
achieved up to a certain educational phase. Normal 
standards are understood as competencies that 
should have been achieved on average by pupils until 
a certain educational phase.

https://deutsches-schulportal.de/bildungswesen/iqb-bildungstrend-die-wichtigsten-ergebnisse/
https://deutsches-schulportal.de/bildungswesen/iqb-bildungstrend-die-wichtigsten-ergebnisse/
https://deutsches-schulportal.de/bildungswesen/iqb-bildungstrend-die-wichtigsten-ergebnisse/
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with migration background and those 
of the first generation is lacking. We can 
observe this among the group of those chil-
dren who do not attend a day-care centre. 
These children over-proportionally come 
from families with a poor socio-economic 
status who additionally have a migration 
background. If we want to provide the 
children with living spaces and opportu-
nities for creativity and create a workforce 
for our economy of tomorrow, we need to 
do more for early childhood education.

The selectivity of the German edu-
cation system does not only become vis-
ible according to identified competencies 
but also when the number of children in 
different stages of education are looked 
at whose parents have or do not have a 
higher education degree. 

performance level of all groups decreases. 
2) The performance level of children 
without a migration background is con-
tinuously above the scores of children of 
the second generation, whose scores are 
continuously above those of the first gen-
eration. 3) The difference between the 
groups increases over time. 

The loss of competencies and 
increasing group differences cannot be 
explained by the basic cognitive abilities of 
the children. There are plausible reasons 
as to why children in 2021 are generally 
“dumber” than in 2011, and children of the 
first generation of migrants are “dumber” 
than those of the second generation. It is 
clear: too little is done for the education 
of our children, a very early and focused 
promotion of all children, especially those 

6 eckedesign Gmbh

Source: IQB Bildungstrend (2021), htt ps://www.iqb.hu-berlin.de/bt/BT2021/Bericht/

Figure 5a: 
Proporti on (in percentage) of pupils in fourth grade who reach the normal level 
in mathemati cs and reading, 2011, 2016, 2021
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Figure 5b: 
Mean scores of achieved competencies in the subjects German and Mathemati cs for pupils 
with and with no migrati on background overall in the years 2011, 2016, and 2021 in comparison, 
as well as deviati ons from the German overall mean score

Notes: Rounded scores are given. As a result, the diff erence of the mean scores can slightly deviate from the presented diff erence 

under the curved brackets. The presented trajectory in colour marks the trend for Germany overall (Mean score+ / -standard 

error). Diff erences printed in bold are stati sti cally signifi cant (p < .05). 

   With no migrati on background (�M fi rst line): both parents were born in Germany 

   2nd generati on (second line): both parents were born abroad, the child was born in Germany

    1st generati on (third line): both parents as well as the child were born abroad (including refugee children)

            Score deviates stati sti cally signifi cant (p<.05) from the score for Germany overall
   Stati sti cally not signifi cant diff erence between ti me of survey 2011 and 2015, resp. 2016 and 2021 

   Stati sti cally signifi cant diff erence (p<.05) between ti me of survey 2011 and 2015, resp. 2016 and 2021
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The so-called education funnel (Bil-
dungstrichter) (see Fig. 5c) shows that in 
elementary school, there are far more chil-
dren of parents without a higher educa-
tion degree than children of parents with 
a higher education degree. This changes 
with new students and further qualifica-
tion levels since the attrition rate of chil-
dren of parents without higher education 
degree is immense, among children of 
academic households, however, very low. 
Concretely: of 100 non-academic chil-
dren, 27 begin a course of study, among 
academic children the rate is 78 of a 100. 
Of 100 non-academic children, 11 achieve 
a master’s degree, whereas among aca-
demic children, this rate is 43 of 100. The 
European comparison confirms that such 
a close connection between educational 
success of children and education of the 
parents is certainly not inevitable.218

Figure 5c:219 

218    OECD (2022); OECD (2018).	
219    �The numbers presented in the figure are represen- 

tative of the absolute number of academic- and 
non-academic children in different phases of educa-
tion. For more information on this, see Meyer-Guckel 
et al. (2021), p. 4.

The partial presentation of sig-
nificant gaps in the level of education of  
children and the high social selectivity 
in Germany underscore the urgency for 
action is. The scarcity of workers in times 
of an ageing population and new challeng-
ing activity profiles that emerge due to the 
technological and ecological change can-
not be dealt with nor can the competencies 
of people be developed in this way. This 
is all the more disappointing since, aside 
from the European comparison, the com-
parison among the federal states shows 
how much one could learn from each 
other in spite of all the differences in the 
socio-economic composition of schools, 
particularly via a targeted promotion of 
children and adolescents as is demon-
strated in Hamburg. 

Abbildung 5c: 

Source: Sti ft erverband für die Deutsche Wissenschaft  e. V. (2021): Vom Arbeiterkind zum Doktor. 

Der Hürdenlauf auf dem Bildungsweg der Erststudierenden. Diskussionspapier, Nr. 2 / 2021. 

Online: htt ps://www.sti ft erverband.org/medien/vom_arbeiterkind_zum_doktor

Bundeszentrale für politi sche Bildung, www.bpb.de, and Wissenschaft szentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung, www.wzb.eu, 2022

Figure 5c: 
How does the social compositi on of the pupils diff er in the individual levels of educati on?
Number of children of parents with and without higher educati on degree according to levels of educati on
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In their review in 2022, the Stand-
ing Scientific Commission on Education 
Policy (Ständige Wissenschaftliche Kom-
mission der Kultusministerkonferenz – 
SWK) therefore developed concrete pro-
posals to accelerate the digitalization in 
educational institutions and to solve defi-
cits, from day-care centres to higher edu-
cation. Among other things, the focus is on 
integrating digital media education into 
the orientation framework from day-care 
centres onwards to a permanent estab-
lishment of centres of digital education 
(Zentren für digitale Bildung – ZdB) and 
to train the teaching staff. 224 

The Federal Ministry of Education 
and Research launched another initiative 
in 2021 with the national education plat-
form in order to better network the decen-
tralized programmes of the states and 
to establish common standards and for-
mats.225 The national education platform 
should be designed in a way so that the 
digital learning platforms of the individual 
states are inter-operable and able to work 
together. Access to learning material and 
the exchange across states thus becomes 
possible. In addition, licensing learning 
materials as Open Educational Resources 
as well as making accessibility 226 a prior-
ity would also be welcome. The education 
platform of the government is currently 
facing the problem, however, that very dif-
ferent developments in federal states have 
already advanced, which makes standard-
ization and networking more difficult.

224   �Ständige Wissenschaftliche Kommission  
der Kultusministerkonferenz (2022).

225   �For more information: https://www.bmbf.de/bmbf/
de/home/_documents/erstes-pilotprojekt-fuer- 
nationale-bildungsplattform-startet.html	

226   �Under free accessibility we understand the unlimited 
usability of digital offers independent of personal pre-
conditions of the users. This means that digital events 
as well as websites, documents and applications need 
to be designed in a way that they are equally findable, 
accessible and usable”. (our translation), Hochschul-
forum Bildung (2022), p. 7.

5.3 Preparing for the digital world

Educational institutions in Germany can 
prepare for a life with digital technolo-
gies if they start in early childhood, are 
equipped accordingly and the teaching 
personnel is comprehensively trained. 
This is often not the case. Thus, the 
Corona pandemic revealed significant 
deficits in the digital equipment of schools 
with regard to hardware and infrastruc-
ture: networked learning platforms were 
non-existent and didactic formats hardly 
developed.220 Most adolescents were able 
to use a smartphone or another digital 
device, but one third did not have suffi-
ciently fast internet or a quiet workplace at 
home.221 Moreover, there were huge dis-
crepancies. Children from difficult social  
backgrounds could participate in digi-
tal classrooms during lockdown less fre-
quently than other children. This is all the 
more serious since deficits in digital edu-
cation in Germany have been known for 
many years and no efforts have been made 
to solve or deal with this. As the current 
International Computer and Information 
Literacy Study (ICILS) shows,222 the digi-
tal degree of maturity with regard to Wi-fi 
access, continuing training of teachers or 
the development of a curriculum for dig-
ital teaching content has not improved 
much since the first survey in 2013.223 
Financial means provided by the gov-
ernment via the Digitalpakt 2018 to the 
states for the acquisition of digital devices 
are only sluggishly retrieved. The unclear 
responsibilities on the level of states, 
municipalities and communities are only 
one of many reasons. 

220   GEW (2022).
221    beWirken (2021).
222    Fraillon et al. (2019).
223    Cf. GFDB (2018).

https://www.bmbf.de/bmbf/de/home/_documents/erstes-pilotprojekt-fuer-nationale-bildungsplattform-startet.html
https://www.bmbf.de/bmbf/de/home/_documents/erstes-pilotprojekt-fuer-nationale-bildungsplattform-startet.html
https://www.bmbf.de/bmbf/de/home/_documents/erstes-pilotprojekt-fuer-nationale-bildungsplattform-startet.html
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precarious groups. Here, adequate meas-
ures need to be taken in order to increase 
accessibility, social acceptance and the 
necessary resources (internet access, 
hardware, etc.). In addition, social and 
cultural hurdles in usage have to be 
reduced in order to be able to soften ine-
qualities. A current study assigned by 
the Union of Education and Science (Ge-
werkschaft Erziehung und Wissenschaft 
(GEW)) comes to the conclusion that, 
while the Corona pandemic did cause a 
push in digitalization („Digitalisierungs
schub“) in the classroom, the technolog-
ical infrastructure continues to be below 
average, which makes accessibility more 
difficult especially for socially weaker 
strata of society. 232 This manifests itself in 
“different digital competencies of groups 
of pupils according to their origin”.233 

The promise of a more just society, 
which would emerge in and through the 
internet,234 could thus not be fulfilled – on 
the contrary. The social upheavals become 
even more apparent as a result of digitali-
zation (see Fig. 5 d).235 Almost 10 % of chil-
dren who attend a gymnasium (the high-
est secondary school in Germany) can be 
located on the low competency levels 1 and 
2, among all other children it is an astonish-
ing 46 %. Significant differences also exist 
between children from parental homes 
where cultural goods (such as books etc.) 
are present and those where this is not the 
case. The migration history plays a role as 
well. Thus, 27 % of children whose family 
language is German show very low digital 
competencies, among children with other 
family languages it is a sobering 50 %. 
Therefore, more attention needs to be paid 
to bridging the digital divide and involv-
ing different digitally “lost” groups.236

232    GEW (2022).	
233    Ibid. p. 50 (our translation).
234    Negroponte (1995), p. 68.
235    Cf. Emerald (2020).
236    Initiative D21 (2019).

The further development of cur-
ricula is also not uniform in the federal 
states. Some states have introduced 
computer science (Informatik) as a man-
datory subject in schools in order to lay 
the foundations for a “digital literacy” 227 
early on. The state of implementation, 
however, differs significantly in the indi-
vidual states so that there continue to be 
large discrepancies regarding the level of 
education in computer science education, 
which increase the inequality of educa-
tional opportunities between the states.228  
It is still unclear whether the subject com-
puter science, as recommended by the 
SWK, will be introduced as a mandatory 
subject across the country from the school 
year 2024 / 2025 on.229

 
In order to remove or at least reduce 

inequalities, counter action is required. 
The objective is a comprehensive, also 
digital education that will be visible in the 
future in every educational biography. For 
this purpose, corresponding offers and 
programmes need to be expanded and 
designed as easily accessible. The popula-
tion expects this as well. Thus, according 
to a representative survey of the branch 
association bitkom 230, three quarters of 
people approve the introduction of the 
mandatory subject computer science, 
coupled with a general right to digital 
education. This would increase the oppor-
tunities for participation and strengthen 
the capacity for criticism. The states face 
the enormous task of soundly training the 
teachers.231

A further, future-oriented devel-
opment of the digital learning opportuni-
ties also requires reacting more strongly 
to social hardship and the exclusion of  

227    Cf. Martens & Hobbs (2015).
228    Gesellschaft für Informatik (2021), pp. 5 – 6.
229    �Ständige Wissenschaftliche Kommission  

der Kultusministerkonferenz (2022).
230    Bitkom (2021).
231    Mußmann et al. (2021), pp. 23-29, pp. 135 – 42.



62 5  Education and continuing education in the activity-oriented society

9 eckedesign Gmbh

Abbildung 5d: 

Figure 5d: 
How well can eight graders deal with computers and digital informati on? 

Disseminati on of eight graders overall, according to school type, cultural capital, gender and family 
language to competency levels I-V in computer- and informati on-related competency (2018)

  Competency level I   Competency level II   Competency level III   Competency level IV   Competency level V

*  “Cultural capital” in sociology of educati on means things with which one typically would associate “being educated”, such as 

academic degrees, but also cultural goods such as, for example, artwork, musical instruments or books. Capital of a family is 

oft en grasped by the questi on as to how many books exist in the household. Children whose household contains fewer than 

100 books thus have low cultural capital; children with more than 100 books in the household have high cultural capital.

**  The competency levels include: (I) rudimentary, primarily recepti ve competencies and very simple competencies of appli-

cati on; (II) basic knowledge and skills regarding the identi fi cati on of informati on and processing of documents; (III) guided 

identi fi cati on of informati on and processing of documents as well as creati ng simple informati on products; (IV) Independent 

identi fi cati on and organizati on of informati on and independent producti on of documents and informati on products; (V) 

competent assessment and organizati on of independently identi fi ed informati on and creati on of sophisti cated informati on 

products both formally and regarding content. 

Graphics: Online-Dossier Bildung – ein Projekt von Bundeszentrale für politi sche Bildung (bpb) und Wissenschaft szentrum Berlin 

für Sozialforschung (WZB), htt ps://www.bpb.de/shop/zeitschrift en/apuz/politi sche-bildung-2022/

Source: Eickelmann, Birgit et al. (Hrsg.) (2019): ICILS 2018 # Deutschland. Computer- und informati onsbezogene Kompetenzen 

von Schülerinnen und Schülern im zweiten internati onalen Vergleich und Kompetenzen im Bereich Computati onal Thinking. 

Waxmann: Fig. 4.2, 4.5, 9.2, 10.2 and 11.5
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*	� “Cultural capital” in sociology of education means things with which one typically would associate “being educated”, such as 

academic degrees, but also cultural goods such as, for example, artwork, musical instruments or books. Capital of a family is 

often grasped by the question as to how many books exist in the household. Children whose household contains fewer than 

100 books thus have low cultural capital; children with more than 100 books in the household have high cultural capital.

**	� The competency levels include: (I) rudimentary, primarily receptive competencies and very simple competencies of appli-

cation; (II) basic knowledge and skills regarding the identification of information and processing of documents; (III) guided 

identification of information and processing of documents as well as creating simple information products; (IV) Independent 

identification and organization of information and independent production of documents and information products;  

(V) competent assessment and organization of independently identified information and creation of sophisticated information 

products both formally and regarding content. 

Graphics: Online-Dossier Bildung – ein Projekt von Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung (bpb) und Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin  

für Sozialforschung (WZB), https://www.bpb.de/shop/zeitschriften/apuz/politische-bildung-2022/

Source: Eickelmann, Birgit et al. (Hrsg.) (2019): ICILS 2018 # Deutschland. Computer- und informationsbezogene Kompetenzen  

von Schülerinnen und Schülern im zweiten internationalen Vergleich und Kompetenzen im Bereich Computational Thinking.  

Waxmann: Fig. 4.2, 4.5, 9.2, 10.2 and 11.5
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Since approaches in schools to 
strengthen “digital literacy” on a broader 
level were lacking and continuing educa-
tion for teachers did not meet the quanti-
tative and qualitative standards, 237 some 
NGOs focused on digital (continuing) 
education. They provided children, ado-
lescents and teachers with mostly cost-
free offers that lie outside the school cur-
riculum. Here, significant actors are, for 
example, Hacker School, 238 App Camps,239  
Junge Tüftler,240 Calliope 241 or the network 
of FabLabs.242 The evaluation of these 
programmes is still outstanding so that it 
cannot be estimated yet as to which target 
groups they have reached, thus whether 
they have been accepted again by socially 
better positioned strata of society. It can 
positively be noted, however, that the dig-
ital education landscape in Germany has 
become much more diverse through these 
offers, and learning opportunities were 
quickly at hand which in turn stimulated 
their curricular implementation.

237    Ghomi et al. (2020)
238    https://hacker-school.de
239    https://appcamps.de
240    https://junge-tueftler.de
241     �http://calliope.cc. One of the authors, Gesche Joost, 

was co-founder of this charitable initiative in 2016.
242    https://www.fablabs.io

Box 5a:  
Examples from practice: App camps  
and fobizz – continuing education  
for teachers in digital education

App Camps is a model project founded in 

2014 that offers cost-free classroom mate-

rial on computer science / informatics, pro-

gramming and media competency. The goal 

of App Camps is to show pupils the opportu-

nities of the digital age. App Camps supports 

teachers in teaching topics like App develop-

ment, Scratch and other programming lan-

guages, media competency or how to handle 

data. The company aims to provide current 

knowledge and thus to counterbalance the 

lack of computer science teachers. In 2021, 

12,000 teachers as well 300,000 pupils used 

the platform to gain access to classroom 

material. Since distant learning takes place 

via video conferences in schools, App Camps 

mediates also “role models” from the digital 

and media industry to interested schools, 

including material for the preparation to this 

communication format.

Fobizz is a platform of continuing education 

for teachers, which was created, among oth-

ers, by the founders of App Camps. It offers 

self-learning courses as well as live webinars. 

The content of the platform is curated by 

teachers themselves. Fobizz is currently being 

used by 200,000 teachers and is, accord-

ing to its own statements, the largest Ger-

man-speaking platform for continuing educa-

tion for this group. In contrast to App Camps, 

Fobizz does not provide cost-free access to 

content. Payment is made primarily in private 

by the teachers, increasingly, however, also via 

school licenses for the entire teaching staff. 

Since recently, also state licenses are possible.
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school, higher education, and professional 
education).244 Already 50 years ago the  
German Education Council (Deutscher 
Bildungsrat) called for the expansion of 
public responsibility for continuing edu-
cation and to design it as an equal part 
of the education system.245 However, this 
call was never taken up.

Today, continuing education is 
especially subject to market mechanisms. 
Privatization and commercialization are 
the main focus. At the same time, contin-
uing education was reinterpreted under 
the label employability (Beschäftigungs-
fähigkeit) 246 as an individual obligation, 
whereby it remains open for which social 
groups access is enabled and for which it 
is made more difficult.

The landscape of continuing educa-
tion is dominated by several actors. First, 
there are the people who want to or should 
undergo continuing education. Whether 
they are able to do so is also decided by 
companies that under certain circum-
stances finance continuing training: pri-
vate sector-oriented companies, chambers 
of crafts, resp. Chambers of Industry and 
Commerce, union or employer-friendly 
organizations, municipal or state bodies, 
adult education centres and others. Here, 
a broad development in supply can be 
observed which is oriented towards the 
changed demand.

244    �On this and the following, see extensively Pothmer  
et al. (2019).

245    Cf. Deutscher Bildungsrat (1970), p. 208.
246    �On the history of “Beschäftigungsfähigkeit“,  

see Gazier (1999).

5.4 �Professional continuing education 

Due to the demographic change, a sig-
nificant reduction of the proportion of 
employees among the overall population 
is to be expected. This can be countered 
through immigration, a better fit between 
vocational education and required pro-
fessional competencies, decrease in early 
retirements, and hybrid forms of paid 
work and retirement, surely also through 
gains in productivity in the course of the 
digital change.243

The current system of continuing 
education can fulfil these tasks only to a 
limited extent: it is not sufficiently struc-
tured and overall not oriented enough 
towards content and knowledge dissem-
ination but rather on maintaining struc-
tural guidelines (such as the sufficient 
provision of spaces and personnel). In 
addition, it is non-transparent, certificates 
are – insofar as they are not regulated on 
a federal level – only marginally informa-
tive, access to programmes is not ensured 
via a uniform infrastructure, there is 
hardly any quality assurance and, lastly, 
also its financing is insufficient. Whether 
the establishment of a digital networking 
infrastructure for education – also termed 
“National Education Platform” (Nationale 
Bildungsplattform) – will at least partly 
increase transparency can only be seen 
in the medium-term through its actual 
usage. Among other things, it is supposed 
to network the area of continuing educa-
tion. It would be necessary to establish the 
system of continuing education as a fourth 
pillar of the education system (next to 

243    �In 2021 the average retirement entry age was 64.1 
(Deutsche Rentenversicherung Jahresbericht 2021; 
https://www.demografie-portal.de/DE/Fakten/rent-
eneintrittsalter.html). Here it has to be distinguished 
between retirement due to reduced earning capacity 
and due to age. Moreover, it has to be considered  
that since 2012, the normal retirement age, which 
was hitherto at 65, was increased stepwise to 67. 
(https://www.demografie-portal.de/DE/Fakten/
renteneintrittsalter.html).

https://www.demografie-portal.de/DE/Fakten/renteneintrittsalter.html
https://www.demografie-portal.de/DE/Fakten/renteneintrittsalter.html
https://www.demografie-portal.de/DE/Fakten/renteneintrittsalter.html
https://www.demografie-portal.de/DE/Fakten/renteneintrittsalter.html
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Financing plays a special role and can refer to participation 

(e. g., course fees), to additional costs (e. g., transportation 

costs, costs for necessary accommodation during participation) 

and livelihood. Continuing education can be financed by the 

learning person, by companies, public funds, foundations etc. 

or via combinations. Correspondingly, it can be distinguished 

between non-funded and funded continuing education.

It is also differentiated as to how continuing education is car-
ried out. Due to the Corona pandemic, for example, there was 

a lot of discussion about switching to hybrid formats or entirely 

digital continuing education instead of in-presence events. 

Here, it also plays a role whether the education takes place 

via classroom teaching, supervised training, or self-learning. 

There is often also the following demarcation: 248 Formal con-
tinuing education should lead to a professional qualification 

in a course of study, a school-leaving certificate that was 

achieved later in life or a qualification in a recognized skilled 

education. The latter are often also referred to as retrain-

ing, which, however, is only adequate in the narrower sense 

if the person already possesses a professional qualification. 

Non-formal continuing educations have a certain degree of 

organization and take place in courses or training sessions. 

Verifications or certifications can but do not have to be issued. 

Informal continuing education takes place neither in courses 

nor does it lead to a qualification. Mostly it is a self-organized 

learning process, such as reading specific literature or attend-

ing a talk. 

248    �On the difference between informal, non-formal and formal  
continuing education, see Kleinert & Matthes (2009);  
Bäumer et al. (2012).

Box 5b:  
Forms of continuing education

The initial vocational education consists, in the general under-

standing, of school education and professional education in 

the dual system, vocational schools or higher education institu-

tions. The term initial vocational education indicates that addi-

tional educational phases can follow, whereby these activities 

are termed continuing education.

Continuing education is differently defined and demarcated, 

depending on the question posed.247 Thus, the term adult  

education characterizes especially a didactic perspective. Look-

ing at content, it is often distinguished between professional, 
private and political continuing education. However, basic 

competencies can also be strengthened.

The demarcation between individual and operational con-
tinuing education aims to indicate from where the initiative 

for continuing education originates, resp. who has a particu-

lar interest in it. Concepts like advanced further training or 

refresher training refer to the current job position and the 

existing level of qualification and knowledge of a person. If 

continuing education is looked at under the aspect of “time”, 

it can be distinguished, on the one hand, according to full or 

part time, and, on the other hand, whether it takes place in 

leisure time, during working hours, or, for example, in a phase 

of registered unemployment.

247    �Cf. on this and the consequences for an empirical account,  
Eisermann et al. (2014).
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was recently intensified through numer-
ous digital offers. A “Checklist quality of 
professional continuing education” 251 
published by the Federal Institute for 
Vocational Education and Training (BIBB) 
is supposed to support people interested 
in continuing education in selecting offers. 
This help consists of almost 50 pages and 
does not claim to replace a counselling 
interview. 252 Such a landscape of courses 
and offers for people seeking continuing 
education is not only selective and vague, 
but employers can also not always recog-
nize which knowledge is in fact behind a 
certificate.

The National Education Report 
2018 therefore rightly cautions that the 
question “to what extent Germany is still 
able to afford such a fragile institutional-
ization of continuing education needs to 
be posed again and with high urgency”. 253  
The report also calls for testing in how far 
“dominant market-related mechanisms of 
participation in continuing education are 
to be reduced and opportunities of access 
to continuing education as well as right to 
learning periods are to be ensured for all 
social groups”. 254 

Participation rate in job-related 
continuing education in 2020 was at 54 %, 
an increase of 6 % compared to 2018. 255  In 
this context, significant differences can be 
observed between groups of different qual-
ifications. Among persons without a pro-
fessional qualification, the participation  
rate was 31 %, whereas among persons with 
a (university of applied sciences) / higher 
education degree was 71 % (see Fig. 5 e). 256 

251    Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung (2018).
252    Ibid. p. 7.
253    Bildungsbericht (2018), p. 188 (our translation).
254    Ibid. p. 190 (our translation).
255    Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung (2022), p. 308.
256    Ibid. p. 311.	

Box 5c:  
Examples from practice: Continuing 

education at Cornelsen eCadamy

The Cornelesen publishing company, spe-

cialized originally in school education, has 

operated the platform “eCadamy” for online 

continuing education offers since 2010. The 

platform provides digital learning content 

for companies of different sizes, for educa-

tion providers and public institutions such 

as vocational education schools. In doing so, 

Cornelsen aims to counteract the scarcity 

of skilled workers in industrial and techni-

cal professions and to meet the increasingly 

differentiated demands regarding employ-

ees’ competencies. In view of a generational 

change among trainees, companies are to be 

supported in further qualifying their staff.

At the same time, considerable 
non-transparency emerges due to the 
clash of different interests. This is appar-
ent, for example, in the individual job- 
related continuing education, which 
mostly takes place in leisure time and 
aims at further professional development 
or a change into another company. The 
2022 data report of the Federal Institute 
for Vocational Education and Training 
(Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung (BIBB)) 
states that in 2020, there were 219 fed-
eral advanced training regulations that 
are based on the vocational training act 
and the crafts code. In addition, there are 
“1,419 legislations on 544 regulations on 
further training examinations by relevant 
parties”. 249 However, there is no guaran-
tee that state-specific certificates are rec-
ognized in other states, resp. certificates 
of individual chambers are recognized in 
other districts. 250 This historically grown 
lack of structure in continuing education 

249    Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung (2022), p. 305.
250    Cf. von Hagen (2018), p. 410.
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uing education takes place. In addition, 
company structures 259 and labour market 
institutions have an influence on the con-
nection between job / activities and con-
tinuing education.260 As current analyses 
of the National Education Panel during 
the Corona pandemic confirm, digital con-
tinuing education does not appear to sof-
ten the Matthew effect.261 Such an effect 
also exists, albeit with a lesser causal con-
nection, between completed and future 
measures of continuing education.262 Tak-
ing over part of the direct costs can also 
counteract this connection to a limited 
extent.263  

Without participation in contin-
uing education, an increasing “social 

259    Heß et al. (2019).
260    Ehlert (2020).	
261     Kleinert et al. (2021).
262    Dos Santos et al. (2021).
263    Kantar (2019).

On average, therefore, those indi-
viduals who have also completed school 
and initial vocational education relatively 
successful take advantage of continu-
ing education opportunities more often. 
In research, this phenomenon is termed 
“Matthew effect”. There are indications 
that this is a causal connection.257 More-
over, it becomes apparent that job and the 
company play a big role for participation 
in continuing education.258 Individuals 
with more analytical and varied jobs are 
more likely to participate in continuing 
education as persons with manual and 
repetitive jobs. We can interpret these 
results in such a way that the initial voca-
tional education determines access to 
certain fields of work. In these fields of 
work, the employers then decide accord-
ing to the respective job whether contin-

257    Kramer & Tamm (2018).
258    �E. g., Kleinert & Wölfel (2018); Lörz & Schindler 

(2011); Korpi & Tahlin (2021).
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Abbildung 5e: 

The respecti ve highest school degrees were summarized as follows: low = Hauptschule (general school) or below, 

medium = Mitt lere Reife (intermediate school-leaving certi fi cate), high = Fachabitur (vocati onal baccalaureate diploma) or higher.

Source: Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung 2022 – created with Datawrapper

Figure 5e: 
Parti cipati on rate in conti nuing educati on according to highest school degree 
and professional qualifi cati on (2012 – 2020) 

Basis: 18 – 64-year-olds. Rate of parti cipati on in percentage points.

2012 2014 2016 2018 2020

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

University / University of Applied Sciences 

high school-leaving certi fi cate

Master Craft sman School

medium school-leaving certi fi cate

Apprenti ceship / vocati onal school

no professional qualifi cati on

low school-leaving certi fi cate



68 5  Education and continuing education in the activity-oriented society

By providing opportunities for 
continuing education and qualification, 
obtaining a second or third professional 
qualification and new competencies, the 
risk of early retirement and unemploy-
ment can be softened. 270 Some steps 
have already been taken, for example, 
the National Skills Strategy (Nationale 
Weiterbildungsstrategie) was brought to 
life as well as the Qualification Opportu-
nities Act (Qualifizierungschancengesetz) 
and the Work-of-tomorrow Act (Arbeit- 
von-morgen-Gesetz) were passed. How-
ever, there remains an enormous need for 
action on behalf of politics, the companies 
and associations.271

5.5 Recommendations for action

5.5.1 �Exploiting education potentials better
Many children and adolescents are lost in 
the course of our school system. In 2021, 
47,500 children (approximately 6 %) did 
not achieve a general school-leaving cer-
tificate (Hauptschulabschluss), without 
any formal educational qualification it 
was even 18 % of the 20 – 34-year-olds.272 
Additionally, there are a lot of children 
whose competencies have to be labelled 
insufficient. Overall, the proportion of 
poorly educated children and adolescents 
is thus quite high. Most of these children 
come from parental homes in precarious 
conditions and / or in which German is 
not the family language. The potentials 
of these children and adolescents can and 
must be better promoted.

International comparative research 
shows that a good education system 
depends on the interaction of many areas, 
among others on the education of the 
teachers, on multi-professional teams, the 

270   Friebel et al. (2020).
271    Ibid.
272    Klemm (2023), p. 8.

polarization of the age transition” is to 
be expected. On the one hand are higher 
qualified employees, who in part continue 
to work even after reaching the standard 
retirement age and whose “burdens and 
demands in work life also allow a continu-
ation of work” with regard to their health. 
On the other hand are employees with 
low qualification, who are rather active 
in physically demanding jobs, psycho-
logically burdened and enter retirement 
earlier. 264 Education, health and socio- 
economic status are closely connected and 
affect the life course via different loops. 265 
Raising the mandatory age, moreover, 
would create “the threat of a new social 
inequality” (see also chapter 3).266

A sufficient supply of continuing 
education alone, however, does not guar-
antee that formally low-qualified people 
will take advantage of it. The offers need 
to be known and one has to be able to 
afford them. A wage subsidy payment to 
the company or a (partial) takeover of the 
costs of continuing education for employ-
ees increases the incentive for companies 
only to a limited extent to grant learning 
time for less educated people. 267 Existing 
rules on learning periods on different lev-
els – such as the legislations of the states 
(Bildungsfreistellungsgesetze), wage agree-
ments and company agreements – hardly 
have any effect. This is also true regard-
ing the expansion of funding continu-
ing education for employees. 268 In both 
cases, the lack of enforceability vis-à-vis  
the employer could play a role. 269 

264    �Vierter Monitoring-Bericht des Netzwerks  
für eine gerechte Rente (2010).

265    �Blane (2006); Power & Kuh (2006);  
Heckman & Conti (2013).

266    �Hess et al. (2016); Naegele (2017);  
Naegele & Hess (2018).

267    Kruppe et al. (2021).
268    Klaus et al. (2020).
269    Kocher et al. (2013).
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sures that specifically benefit the educa-
tion of children. A close network between 
political departments as well as govern-
ment and the states is required. Germany 
loses too much time due to power plays, 
which, eventually, is carried out on the 
backs of the children and of the future of  
economy and society.

5.5.2 �Purposefully strengthening  
digital education

Digital competencies have to be mediated 
already in day-care centres. Consequently, 
they should be integrated into the curricu- 
lum in elementary schools, also outside 
of the mandatory subject computer sci-
ence /informatics. This should be imple-
mented nationwide in order to better 
reach socially weaker strata of society, as is 
also demanded by the SWK. School curric-
ula should be oriented towards the OECD 
Future Skills, for example, to instill digi-
tal competencies already from elementary 
school onwards. The Stifterverband für 
die Deutsche Wissenschaft has developed 
an alternative model of “Future Skills” 
that is particularly oriented towards dig-
ital competencies and skill profiles of 
future professions.274 Such profiles should 
be consequently taken into account in the 
necessary further development of the Ger-
man system of education and continuing 
education in order to strengthen “digital 
literacy” as well as self-responsibility and 
value orientation in school education. 
Additional model projects, such as the 
Turing Bus,275 which purposefully pro-
vides educational opportunities in rural 
regions, can be viewed as important sup-
plements.

Initiatives that explicitly focus on 
schools in disadvantaged areas and schools 
with a higher need for support should be 

274    https://www.future-skills.net/
275    https://turing-bus.de

management of the schools, their admin-
istration through bodies, municipalities 
and states, on the infrastructures of the 
schools, the composition of pupils, on 
curricula and school hours, collaboration 
between government and the state. At this 
point, not all causal mechanisms can be 
described. We focus on the measures that 
seem particularly appropriate to lower the 
proportion of the poorly educated.

Education needs to begin as early 
as possible. Day-care centres for children 
must be expanded rapidly so that all chil-
dren receive their rightful place in a day-
care centre. Since a mandate for day-care 
centres can only be introduced with great 
difficulty, pre-school classes should be 
implemented (again) on a broader level. 
Special effort is required to purposefully 
reach children from parental homes in 
precarious conditions and / or with migra-
tion background. The ‘Start Opportunities 
Programme’ (Startchancenprogramm) 
provides a good starting point but needs 
to be significantly expanded and inten-
sified.273 Children of the first migration 
generation should immediately attend 
German language courses, in the best case 
already prior to their arrival in Germany. 
Research shows that linguistic competen-
cies significantly improve integration in 
school, professional education, and labour 
market. All-day schools need to provide 
additional language courses in the after-
noons, and school-accompanying support 
has to be expanded.

 
Education of the children and 

socio-economic status of the parental 
home are closely connected. Therefore, 
everything possible needs to be done in 
order to reduce child poverty. The pro-
posed basic child allowance (Kindergrund- 
sicherung) thus needs to contain mea- 

273    Helbig (2023).
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ent pillar of the system of initial vocational 
education.

For useful qualifications on the 
labour market, federal regulations and 
responsibilities of the public sector are 
necessary. In the area of professional con-
tinuing education, a committee would 
make sense that sets standards and devel-
ops labour market-relevant modules on 
the federal level. A participation of social 
partners in this committee could ensure 
timeliness, practical relevance and trans-
ferability of the acquired qualifications 
and competencies. Specific requirements 
could additionally be covered through 
local continuing education and certificates 
of chambers of industry and commerce. 
The certification of continuing educa-
tion would be transparent for all parties 
involved, both on the local and national 
level. Moreover, such a certification could 
become a prerequisite, so that continuing 
education is promoted.

So far, consultation offers on 
funded continuing education are known 
only to a relatively small circle and are 
being used by comparatively few employ-
ees and companies.278 Easily accessible,279 
consultation offers are therefore indispen-
sable. This is especially true since these 
consultations increase the likelihood that 
measures of continuing education are 
taken up. 280 A broadly disseminated, high 
quality and independent consultation 
infrastructure is currently non-existent. 
Starting point could thus be the consulta-
tion on continuing education of the Fed-
eral Employment Agency and its coopera-
tion with already established consultation 
structures, whereby both sides refer to 
each other.

278    Osiander & Stephan (2018); Kruppe et al. (2021).	
279    Ibid.
280   Schanne & Weyh (2017).

helped financially more strongly in order 
to overcome the digital divide. For bal-
ancing social inequalities, it would be very 
important to allocate funds for schools in 
an evidence-based manner, thus according 
to a social index. This is already practiced 
in some states (e. g., Hamburg).

In addition, the responsibilities 
for providing schools with equipment 
and continuing training of teachers need 
to be clarified on the state level in order 
to streamline the processes and acceler-
ate digitalization. Each school could, as 
is already the case in North-Rhine West-
phalia, receive a budget for continuing 
training in digital education.276 In this 
context, school development should holis-
tically involve technologies and advanced 
training of teachers.277 

5.5.3 �Institutionally anchoring  
continuing education

A right to continuing education via gov-
ernment legislation seems to be neces-
sary. This would create a right to a “period 
reserved for education” (Bildungszeit), 
also in the form of a “period reserved for 
education part time” (Bildungsteilzeit) 
as well as for people who are not in an 
employment relationship entailing man-
datory social security and particularly 
with claims to learning time for people 
with obligations in care work. Such leg-
islation (Weiterbildungsgesetz) would 
strengthen the meaning and utilization of 
continuing education. Continuing educa-
tion could then be institutionally anchored 
and receive equal status as an independ-

276    �This proposal was made by the founder of fobizz, 
Diana Knodel, in conversation with the interdis-
ciplinary research group. She advocated to view 
continuing training of the teachers as part of school 
development and especially make sure in this context 
that all teachers are reached – for example, via the 
acquisition of school licenses for offers in continuing 
education.

277    Zylka (2018); Schulz-Zander (2001).
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societal interest: promotion of democratic 
values, cultural participation, integra-
tion and completing education that was 
financed for others already in their initial 
vocational education. Here, it can also be 
derived that there is neither an optimal 
time for continuing education, nor that the 
financing of continuing education should 
be limited to a certain age. Continuing 
education must not be reduced to immedi-
ate usability on the labour market. 

An “insurance of continuing educa-
tion” (Weiterbildungsversicherung) could 
be institutionalized as an independent book 
of social security (Sozialgesetzbuch) for 
measures that are covered by a right to con-
tinuing education. This could be financed 
equally by employees and employers, on 
the one hand, and by a tax subsidy, on the  
other.282 The tax subsidy could then take 
place anti-cyclically in order to provide 
increased funds for continuing education 
especially in times of crisis. This form of 
financing – in the framework of a work 
insurance and as part of social security – 
would underline the societal responsibility 
for the area of continuing education. Part of 
the funding, also of a second professional 
qualification, would be refinanced by the 
returns in taxes and social security contri-
butions in ongoing employment as well as 
the savings through social transfers.283 In 
contrast to learning accounts and training 
funds with fixed drawing rights, the advan-
tage is that groups that so far participated 
in continuing education to a lower degree 
could receive stronger support.

282    Cf. Schmid (2012), p. 262.
283    Hans et al. (2017); Kruppe et al. (2019).

In order to improve consultations, 
AI-based systems can be used. During the 
consultation process, these can help in 
achieving an adequate fit between individ-
ual profile and available options for con-
tinuing education. In particular, the focus 
is on networking of existing offers of con-
tinuing education on digital platforms, the 
comparison of learning success to improve 
pathways of learning and the matching of 
learning modules that build on each other 
also with different providers.281 Using 
AI-systems in vocational and continuing 
education is, however, a relatively new 
procedure, so that efficiency, efficacy and 
quality of results are not yet reliable. 

With regard to form and content, 
especially small and medium-sized com-
panies increasingly use digital platforms 
for the continuing education of their 
employees. On these platforms, offers 
regarding specific professional profiles 
and skilled occupations are consolidated, 
in part also together with the chambers of 
industry and commerce. In this context, 
new forms of human-technology inter-
action as well as augmented and virtual 
reality are utilized in order to illustrate, 
for example, the design of a complex cir-
cuit. Blended learning and hybrid learning 
with digital offers that are combined with 
in-presence formats are used. Thus, the 
market for continuing education oppor-
tunities splits up more and more and new 
providers join in who react to the needs of 
enterprises.

The financing of continuing educa-
tion needs to be rearranged. Integration 
measures and action against illiteracy as 
well as completing school-leaving certifi-
cates or higher education degrees at a later 
stage should all be publicly financed since 
this continuing education is of a common 

281    Cf. BMBF (2022).
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infrastructural problems in connection 
with paid, resp. professional care work, as 
it takes place, for example, in the form of 
live-in-care arrangements.

6.2 �On the relationship between 
paid and care work – current 
state of research

6.2.1 �Large inequalities between  
men and women

Paid work and care work are unequally 
distributed between women and men in 
Germany.286 While the employment rate 
among women has continuously increased 
in the past two decades and is meanwhile 
one of the highest in Europe, almost half 
of all employed women work part time. 
Among men it is approximately 12 %.287 
Thus, the gender gap in labour participa-
tion has decreased significantly but the 
gender gap in weekly working hours is still 
large and tends to grow further. In addi-
tion, women take family-related time outs 
much more often and longer than men.288 

286    �In the following, we refer especially to heterosexual 
couples. This is not supposed to exclude other life 
forms such as, e.g., homosexual couples, but is solely 
due to the state of research in the area of reconciling 
paid and care work.

287    Kümmerling & Schmieja (2021).	
288    Samtleben et al. (2019b).

6  Paid work and care work in the activity-oriented society

6.1 Introduction

Care work, such as supervising a child or 
nursing a family member, comprises an 
important area of the activity-oriented 
society (“Tätigkeitsgesellschaft”) since it 
is decisive for the common good, social 
cohesion and solidarity between the gen-
erations. In addition, it plays an enor-
mous role for the relationships of societal 
production and reproduction. The current 
allocation of paid work and care work is, 
however, characterized by grave differ-
ences between women and men. More- 
over, care work will become more impor-
tant in the future due to demographic 
change.

Unpaid care and support within the 
family often have an obligatory character 
for the immediate family members.284 The 
risk that these activities compete with paid 
work is therefore higher than in volun-
tary engagement, which, in principle, can 
be terminated at any time. Especially in 
time-intensive care work within the fam-
ily, there is often a “role overload” which 
can lead to the fact that the amount of 
paid work is unwillingly reduced or even 
given up entirely (“role substitution”).285  
This potentially conflicting relationship 
between unpaid care work and paid work 
entails significant societal challenges. 
Therefore, in the following, the focus is 
especially on unpaid care work, and spe-
cific attention is paid to its relationship 
with paid work in different phases of life. 
We will also look at societal, economic and 

284    Burr et al. (2007).	
285    Choi et al. (2007).	
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If one takes a closer look at unpaid 
care work, other differences between 
women and men become apparent: in 
the area of work “on people” (especially 
childcare and care of a family mem-
ber 290), inequality is much higher than in 
the area of work “on things” (household 
activities, repair work, garden work etc.). 
This is due to the fact that care work on 
people is less flexible with respect to time 
and associated with a significantly higher 
responsibility and cognitive burden than 
care work connected with things.291 The 
concept of “mental load” describes these 
demands quite well and can explain why 
mothers carried a particular burden and 
thus felt exhausted during the closures of 
day-care centres and schools due to the 
pandemic.292 Yet we can also see differ-
ences in housework: women are predomi-
nantly busy with housework that is hardly 

290   �The long-term care insurance law of the Social 
Security Code SGB XI defines persons as being in 
need of care who due to an illness or disability are 
permanently and to a considerable extent dependent 
on help and support in everyday life.

291    Allmendinger (2021).
292   Huebener et al. (2020).

Aside from paid work, unpaid care 
work is also unequally divided between 
women and men. Women carry out one-
and-a-half times more unpaid care work 
than men, and among couples with chil-
dren under age three in the household it is 
even double. Women also carry out signif-
icantly more unpaid house work and child 
supervision on Sundays and holidays than 
men. Accordingly, not only differences in 
paid work are responsible for the unequal 
distribution of unpaid care work. The pro-
portion of men who take over house work 
and child supervision has moderately 
increased since the 1990s. The reason for 
this, however, is not a greater engagement 
of men but a decrease of the average num-
ber of hours that women spend on house-
work (e. g., cooking, cleaning and doing 
the laundry).289 

289    �Samtleben (2019). If one looks at the overall amount 
of average hours in paid work and unpaid care work, 
data of the socio-economic panel (SOEP) show that 
there are practically no differences between men 
and women. Thus, a double burden due to paid work 
and housework, resp. care work, as described by the 
double-burden concept, cannot be confirmed at least 
with regard to the average work volume, even though 
working hours differ significantly according to activ-
ity (Samtleben 2019).
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Abbildung 6a: 

Source: Samtleben (2019)
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forms of unpaid care work. Here, too, an 
unequal distribution between men and 
women can be observed, especially with 
regard to in-house support services in 
the case of illness, resp. in care. Data of 
the Deutsche Alterssurvey (DEAS) show 
that the differences in the in-house care 
rates among men and women from age 
40 onwards have remained nearly stable 
between 1996 and 2014. In 2014, across 
all age groups in the second half of life, 
around every fifth woman was active in 
care work, whereas among men it was 
13 %. 296 The data of the Freiwilligensurvey 
(FWS) 297 2019 confirm that among the 30 
to 79-year-olds women take over unpaid 
care work more often than men, and the 

296    �Klaus & Tesch-Römer (2017).
297    �Question on care work in the Freiwilligensurvey 

(FWS) 2019, wave 5 (N=27.762): “Are there persons 
that, due to their health, you care for or support 
privately or unpaid?” “Are they relatives, neighbours, 
friends, acquaintances or others?” Under this ques-
tion, thus, in principle also care work for family mem-
bers or parents could be recorded. Whether partners 
fall into this category is less clear. It is moreover 
differentiated as to whether the person in care lives in 
the same household. In addition, it is asked about the 
weekly hours spent per day/week/month in the past 
12 months on care work. This variable was converted 
into average hours per week for the analysis.

flexible with respect to time, thus has to be 
done regularly, such as cooking meals and 
doing the laundry.293

The unequal distribution of paid 
work and care work begins with starting 
a family and then remains on a very high 
level. From age 30, women take time outs 
for the family and reduce their job much 
more often than men.294 In approximately 
three quarters of all family households 
with children up to age 12, the distribution 
of paid work and care work is thus accord-
ing to the “additional income model” 
(see Fig. 6b), i. e., “father works full time, 
mother does not work or works part  
time”.295

The unequal distribution of care 
work and paid work between men and 
women continues after the life phase 
with small children. In the second half of 
life, care of family members at home and 
supervision of grandchildren increase as 

293    Samtleben (2019).
294    Zucco & Schrenker (2020).
295    Müller et al. (2020).
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Abbildung 6b: 

Note: The presentati on assumes a dyadic relati onship of couples, in which the fi rst two columns represent partner one and 

two. The third column refers to persons who are not immediately part of the relati onship, such as grandparents or other 

family members, but also external care insti tuti ons.

Source: Zweiter Gleichstellungsbericht der Bundesregierung (2017), Themenblatt  1 „Erwerbs- und Sorgearbeit“
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6.2.2 Increasing demand for care work
Due to demographic change, care work 
will become even more important in the 
future since the trend towards the “bean-
pole family” 300 decreases the inner-family 
networks, whereas the demands for care 
work and support of the growing popu-
lation group of old age people (80 years 
and older) continue to increase.301 The 
15th coordinated population projection  
of the Federal Statistical Office assumes 
that the number of 80-year-olds and older 
will be around 6 million people by 2030 
and after that increase until 2050 to 8.4 to  
9.9 million.302

300    �This is understood as multi-generation families with 
comparatively few members per generation, which, 
however, due to higher life expectancy have a longer 
common life span than earlier generations. On the 
concept of the beanpole family, see, e. g., Bengtson et 
al. (1990).

301    �On the other hand, relationships between the genera-
tions, e. g., between grandparents and grandchildren, 
can be strengthened by the development towards 
the beanpole family since young and old have more 
common time available.

302    �Statistisches Bundesamt (2023b).

average weekly hours are higher among 
women than among men. Thus, 22 % of 
the women (including diverse) between 
30 and 59 years of age cared for, resp., 
supported persons with health restrictions 
privately or unpaid, whereas among men 
it was 16 %. There is a similar distribution 
among the 60 to 69-year-olds: here, 31 % 
of women (including diverse) cared for 
elderly persons with health restrictions, 
among men it was only every fifth. Among 
the 70 to 79-year-olds, the proportions of 
men and women moved closer together, 
caring women (including diverse) were 
more frequent with 19 % than men (16 %). 
The proportions of men and women in 
care activities were only equal at 15 % from 
80-year-olds on and older. 

The “additional income model”, in 
which both parents are employed but paid 
work and care work are still unequally dis-
tributed, and which represents the major-
ity, has negative effects on the income of 
women. In part time jobs, lower hourly 
wages are paid than in full time jobs.298 
Moreover, career opportunities are not 
as good since one is seldom able to get 
a leadership position after working for a 
longer period part time and such a posi-
tion can hardly be carried out part time. 
As a consequence of all this, women have 
a significantly lower life income than men, 
significantly lower pensions (keyword: 
gender pension gap) and are more often 
threatened by poverty in old age.299

298    �Gallego Granados et al. (2019).
299    �Grabka et al. (2017).



76 6  Paid work and care work in the activity-oriented society

According to the care statistics of the Federal Statistical Office, 

4.1 million people were in need of long-time care in Germany, 

which is an increase of around 700,000 people compared to 

2017.307 The risk of being in need of care is clearly associated 

with old age: around 80 % of those in need of care were 65 or 

older, whereby cases occur especially often in the highest age 

group of 80-years and older. Here, two-thirds of those in need of 

care were women.308 The risk of needing care increases with age 

and is highest in the age group of 90-years or older: the share 

of those in need of care in the overall number of persons in this 

age group (care rate) in 2019 was 81 % of women and 64 % of 

men.309 The need for long-term care is thus a life situation that 

is especially prevalent in the so called fourth age.

In 2019, four of five of those in need of long-term care were 

cared for at home by family members. Only one fifth of those 

(approx. 818,000 people) were treated in one of the 15,400 

approved partly-in-patient or in-patient nursing homes across 

Germany. In these nursing homes, 796,000 people were 

employed, the majority of which worked part time and among 

which women were clearly overrepresented.310 

In the age group of the 60-80-year-olds, many people are 

engaged in the area of informal care work, but possess great 

potential also in other areas of productive activities. Such 

potentials of older people are often described in the sense of 

personal or societal opportunities for development,311 resp. 

hitherto unused opportunities of social and economic partici-

pation,312 and their meaning is discussed as a “resource” for an 

ageing population.313 

307    �Statistisches Bundesamt (2020).
308    �Böhm (2021).
309    �Statistisches Bundesamt (2020).
310    �Ibid.
311    �Kruse & Schmitt (2010).
312    �E. g., BMFSFJ (2005).
313    �Klös & Naegele (2013).

Box 6a:  
Care work in times of demographic change

The age structure of the German population is shifting: due to 

decreasing birth rates and an increasing life expectancy, the pro-

portion of the older compared to the younger population has 

grown. Even the slight increase in birth rates since 2012 can-

not reverse this change. Regarding care work, this development 

has consequences especially for childcare and the care of older 

people. 

Even though the number of under 25-year-olds will continue 

to decrease, the number of children in childcare will increase 

according to some prognoses – insofar as there is a correspond-

ing childcare supply.303 The demand for childcare will likely 

also increase due to the ongoing growth in employment rates 

among women. At the same time, day-care centres for children 

already suffer from a scarcity of personnel. It is expected that 

this discrepancy will continue to increase.

Regarding health condition and the associated demand for 

care among older people, the concept of the third age is estab-

lished in social gerontology, which is understood as the life 

phase between the end of employment and the beginning of 

permanent health limitations.304 In view of the diversity of life 

situations and styles of life that characterize this phase, it is also 

spoken of “differential ageing”. 305 Among the 60-80-year-olds, 

care need occurs still relatively seldom. Thus, the proportion of 

those in need of long-term care among the 60 to 64-year-olds 

is overall around 3 %, whereas among the 75-80-year-olds it 

increases to 14 %, and most cases are cared for at home.306

303    �Schwarz & Sommer (2009), pp. 523 – 24.
304    �E. g., Laslett (1995); Weiss & Bass (2002); Rowland (2012).
305    Filipp & Mayer (2005); Mergenthaler et al. (2015).�
306    �Ibid.
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even longer can collide with the increasing 
need for care work at home since this is 
especially carried out by the 55 to 67-year-
olds. As presented, this primarily affects 
women. Families often solve this conflict 
in that women work part time, which 
negatively affects the expected amount 
of pension and increases the likelihood 
of poverty in old age. Or care work and 
thus inequality is outsourced by paying 
for external care and nursing services, in 
part in the form of very precarious work-
ing relationships, especially in the case of 
foreign live-ins.316

  
Results of international research 

also show, to different degrees according 
to countries, a mostly negative connection 
between care work and labour market par-
ticipation. It is confirmed that care work 
leads to reduced paid work or, commonly, 
lower employment participation. Again, 
this concerns women more strongly than 
men.317 In general, the strongest connec-
tions can be observed in time-intensive 
care activities, which are primarily carried 
out by women in working age. Compared 
to men, resp. non-care workers, they are 
less often in full time jobs and have a low 
income.318 Women in mid- or late adult-
hood with low socio-economic status are 
less likely to completely leave the labour 
market if they care for a chronically ill or 
disabled family member.319 This indicates 
that for these women, exiting the labour 
market is associated with particularly high 
losses and disadvantages. This finding 
underscores that labour market-related 
and gender-related inequalities have to be 
considered when assessing the connection 
between paid work and care work and the 
potentially resulting conflicts.

316    �Edmunds & Habel (2020).
317    �Kotsadam (2011); Moussa (2019).
318    �E.g., Lilly et al. (2007); Bauer & Souza-Poza (2015).
319    �Austen et al. (2015).

These developments lead to con-
flicts of objectives between an ever longer 
period of paid work and an increasing 
need of care at home. On the one hand, the 
welfare state formulates the requirement 
of an uninterrupted full time employment, 
which is also a precondition for a sufficient 
pension. On the other hand, it becomes 
necessary to reduce the amount of paid 
work as soon as care work within the fam-
ily is taken up. In this context, taking up 
care work within the family can also not 
only be due to a lack of supply of profes-
sional care. Rather, personal preferences 
in providing care for a family member and 
the costs of professional care also play a 
role. The latter refer to social inequalities 
on the labour market, which lead to un- 
equal financial resources in overcoming 
potential conflicts of objectives between 
paid work and care work. Thus, for 
socio-economically privileged persons it 
is more likely that they are able to engage 
a professional nursing service in case care 
is needed and to continue working full 
time than for persons with a lower socio- 
economic status.

Moreover, due to the stepwise 
increase of the retirement age of two years 
since 2012, the reduction of incentives for 
early retirement,314 better labour market 
conditions and an increased tendency 
towards employment as well as need 
for employment as a result of the grow-
ing risk of old-age poverty,315 there is a 
longer period of employment in life and 
an increase in employment rates espe-
cially among older employees. Extended 
employment until age 67 and sometimes 

314    �These measures mark the preliminary endpoint of a 
“double paradigm change” of German retirement pol-
icy (Bäcker et al. 2009): While a trend towards early 
retirement was demanded from the 1970s to 1990s 
in order to “make room” on the labour market for 
successive generations, a reversal of this development 
can be observed since the 1990s, which is expressed 
in the “retirement at 67” (Mergenthaler et al. 2017).

315    �Kott (2021).
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working hours without any (rules on) 
breaks are questionable from a legal and 
ethical perspective. They show that care 
workers are not sufficiently protected from 
exploitation, whereby their precarious sit-
uation on the labour market and in society 
is intensified.325 On average, live-in care 
workers have a weekly working time of at 
least 69 hours.326

In contrast to the precarious work-
ing conditions and wages of live-ins, it can 
be assumed that the households of those 
in need of long-term care are mostly of 
persons of a better socio-economic status, 
since they pay a certain sum to the medi-
ating agencies that is significantly higher 
than the monthly wage of the live-ins.327 
There is thus often an enormous social and 
economic disparity between the live-in 
care workers and the persons in need of 
long-term care and their family members. 
This not only leads to new social inequali-
ties in the context of paid care, resp. nurs-
ing work but also intensifies existing in- 
equalities between the genders as well as 
between domestic and foreign workers.

Against this background, interna-
tional organizations such as the United 
Nations and the International Labour 
Organization have looked at the precar-
ious working and living conditions of 
live-in care workers in German private 
households. They demand that live-in care 
workers are protected from exploitation 
and treated equally to employees of other 
branches regarding wages and the regula-
tion of working hours.328 These demands  
have so far been mostly neglected in the 
German public and politics.329

325    Emunds & Habel (2020).
326    Hielscher et al. (2017).
327    Emunds & Habel (2020).
328    UN-CESCR (2018); ILO-CEACR (2017).
329    Emunds & Habel (2020).

6.2.3 �Increasing use of external care services 
The conflict between paid work and care 
work is also solved by those involved by 
outsourcing care for family members to 
external care services. In this context, 
often live-in care personnel take over the 
activity in the form of a “24-hour-care”. 
Exact numbers on the extent of these 
employment relationships do not exist. 
Rough estimates, however, assume that 
500,000 to 700,000 people are active in 
this form of activity.320 These individu-
als, overwhelmingly women from East-
ern Europe, live in intervals for a certain 
amount of time with those in need of long-
term care, then again in their home coun-
try. It is therefore a form of commuting 
migration in which the time spent for care 
work mostly varies between a few weeks 
to up to several months.321

Legally, this is organized according 
to the “self-employed model” and due to 
the only partly legal formalization repre-
sents a “grey market”, which is expected 
to have the same volume as care work 
arranged via the black market.322 Through 
the “self-employed model” it is possible to 
partly circumvent the German labour and 
social law. Therefore, this type of organ-
ization of external care services entails 
numerous problems, such as increasing 
demarcation of work and leisure time, 
resp. privacy among the care workers, low 
wages, hardly any local support in case of 
difficulties or in the sending countries.323 
Since the minimum wage does not have 
to be adhered to in the “self-employed 
model”, live-in care workers earn mostly 
1,000 and 1,500 Euros per month in Ger-
many.324 Moreover, the extremely long 

320    �Lutz (2018b). A press release of the Bundesverband 
für häusliche Betreuung und Pflege (VHBP) in 
January 2022 mentions similar numbers, online: 
https://www.vhbp.de/aktuelles/detail/pressemittei-
lung-berlin-12/

321    Emunds & Habel (2020).
322    Emunds & Habel (2020).
323    E. g., Lutz (2018a).
324    Bucher (2018); Rossow & Leiber (2019).

https://www.vhbp.de/aktuelles/detail/pressemitteilung-berlin-12/
https://www.vhbp.de/aktuelles/detail/pressemitteilung-berlin-12/
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wishes of the people.333 Not only women 
but also men are dissatisfied with this 
division of work. Current surveys of the 
Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach (IfD) 
conclude that almost half of all fathers 
(45 %) with children under ten years of 
age would prefer a division of childcare 
within the partnership. Only a fifth of all 
fathers (17 %), however, state that they 
actually practise such a division of child-
care. Often, financial motives are named 
as reasons.334 The German tax and trans-
fer system sets financial incentives that 
promote an unequal division of care work 
and paid work. The interplay of splitting 
income taxation of couples (Ehegatten-
splitting), taxation of income through 
mini-jobs and the cost-free co-insurance 
of spouses in statutory health insurance 
favours a division of work in line with the 
“additional income model”.335

In order to support a more equal 
division of paid work and care work, 
reforms are necessary, for example, the 
expansion of the “partner months” (Part-
nermonate) in parental benefits and a 
rearrangement of splitting income taxa-
tion for couples (Eheglattensplitting) to 
a ‘Realsplitting’ with low amount to be 
transferred. At the same time, Mini-jobs 
have to be abolished or should only be 
accessible to pupils, students as well as 
retired people. Other measures are con-
ceivable as well, such as a ‘family work 
time’ (Familienarbeitszeit), in which par-
ents, after the end of parental leave, resp. 
parental benefits, receive a transfer pay-
ment for some years if both parents are 
employed part time with near full-time 
working hours.336 Taken together, these 
measures could help reduce the gender 
care gap. 

333    E. g., Beckmannshagen & Schröder (2022).
334    BMFSFJ (2021), pp. 10 – 11, 16.
335    Blömer et al. (2021); Lembcke et al. (2021).
336    Müller et al. (2018).

In the “sending model”, which 
is among others widespread in Austria 
and often viewed as an alternative to the 
“self-employed model”, the care worker 
is employed at an agency abroad. This 
agency, in turn, commits itself to the pri-
vate households via contract to take over 
the care work.330 In this model, the social 
security regulations of the sending country 
remain valid, which mostly means lower 
additional costs than in the “self-employed 
model” so that the service can be provided 
cheaper. In the “sending model”, there 
are also grave legal problems. For exam-
ple, similar to the “self-employed model”, 
working hours exceed the legal maxi-
mum of 48 hours in most cases by far.331 
The “sending model” is thus based on the 
practice that the state does not control the 
working hours of live-in care workers.332 

6.3 Recommendations for action

If politics has the goal of reducing the 
above-mentioned inequalities and to 
increase employment among women, 
then the following recommendations for 
action could be appropriate steps.

Step 1: 
Promote the more equal  
distribution of paid work and care 
work through changes in the tax 
and transfer system on a govern-
mental level.

As shown above, the “additional 
income model” that is currently practised 
in Germany by a majority of couples has 
several disadvantages. In addition, the 
unequal distribution of paid work and 
care work does not always reflect the 

330   Ibid.	
331    Bucher (2018).	
332    Rossow & Leiber (2019).
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a place in a day-care centre. Calculations 
of the German Youth Institute (Deutsches 
Jugendinstitut (DJI)), among others, 
show, however, that in many regions of 
Germany, day-care places are lacking.338 
Therefore, the expansion of day-care 
places for children until school entry 
needs to continued, also the afternoon 
supervision for elementary school chil-
dren, whereby the quality of the supervi-
sion must not be neglected.339

Due to demographic change and 
the associated increase of older and very 
old people, the need for outpatient and 
inpatient care will continue to grow in 
the coming years. This, accordingly, also 
concerns the care personnel in hospitals 
or rehabilitation institutions. A polit-
ical reaction to this challenge was the 
“Konzertierte Aktion Pflege” (KAP), which 
since 2019 has announced measures and 
targets across departments in order to 
improve and continuously evaluate the 
professional conditions as well as voca-
tional and continuing education of care 
personnel in Germany.340 Concretely, it 
is about the vocational education of care 
workers, the attractiveness of the care pro-
fession and the overall expansion of care 
personnel, also via targeted immigration 
from abroad. Promotion of the announced 
measures should continue in the future 
and, if necessary, be further developed 
and adjusted to changing framework con-
ditions. The challenge here is to improve 
the supply and quality of professional care 
services and at the same time increase the 
attractiveness of the care profession.

 
 
 

338    Hubert et al. (2019).
339    E. g., Stahl & Schober (2020).
340    Bundesministerium für Gesundheit (2021).

Step 2: 
Promote the social and socio- 
political equivalence of different 
forms of work

Unpaid or low wage work in the 
informal sector, such as the above men-
tioned care and support activities, play an 
important role economically (keyword: 
care-economy). They should therefore not 
only be upgraded socially but also taken 
into account socio-politically. Among oth-
ers, wage replacement benefits in case of 
care-related interruption of paid work, as 
is mentioned in the current coalition con-
tract of the Federal Government,337  could 
serve as a role model. The same holds 
for the existing recognition of ‘education 
time’ for children in pensions. 

Step 3: 
Provide infrastructures in nursing 
and care and qualified personnel

An equivalent model of paid work 
and care, in which paid work and unpaid 
care work are equally divided among the 
genders, requires reliable infrastructures 
for care work outside the house. Aside 
from day-care for children of all age groups 
until school entry as well as all-day schools, 
resp. afternoon supervision for school chil-
dren, we here also mean outpatient and 
inpatient care institutions, resp. services, 
that guarantee a professional or voluntary 
care of chronically ill or disabled people. 

Since the mid-2000s – especially 
in Western Germany – day-care for chil-
dren under three years as well as after-
noon care for school children has been 
massively expanded. Since 2013, from its 
first birthday, every child has the right to 

337    �See the coalition contract 2021 -2025 between SPD, 
Bündnis 90/Die Grünen and FDP under: https://
fragdenstaat.de/dokumente/142083-koalitionsver-
trag-2021-2025/

https://fragdenstaat.de/dokumente/142083-koalitionsvertrag-2021-2025/
https://fragdenstaat.de/dokumente/142083-koalitionsvertrag-2021-2025/
https://fragdenstaat.de/dokumente/142083-koalitionsvertrag-2021-2025/
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Netherlands (3.5 %), Sweden (3.2 %) and 
Denmark (2.5 %) had significantly higher 
care expenditures than Germany, which 
is largely due to different financial and 
performance structures of the care sys-
tems.344

Step 5: 
Improve reconciliation of longer 
paid work and care work

Informal care work of older people 
is an important contribution to solidar-
ity between the generations. At the same 
time, a prolonged labour participation 
is an important building block for the 
stability of pensions and mitigating the 
decreasing number of employees in the 
course of demographic change. Both areas 
of activity can therefore be understood as 
potentials of older people in an ageing 
society through which their reconcilia-
tion in the second half of life increasingly 
moves into focus. Especially among older 
women there is a relatively high risk for 
conflict between longer employment and-
family care work. Flexible work models, 
such as remote work regulations or work-
ing time accounts, could be appropriate 
instruments to defuse this conflict. In this 
context, politics and the employers are 
required to create corresponding frame-
work conditions, resp. to further improve 
existing models. This includes recognizing 
the diversity of the life phase “older age” 
and to counter, resp. prevent, discrimina-
tion against an allegedly “unproductive” 
ageing.

344    Kraus et al. (2020).

Step 4: 
Recognize paid care work  
financially and socially

Aside from informal, unpaid care 
work in the private environment, paid, 
resp. professional care work plays a cen-
tral role in supporting ill persons and 
those in need of long-term care. During 
the Corona pandemic, it came to public 
attention what kind of burdens the care 
personnel in clinics and retirement homes 
is exposed to and how comparatively low 
the wages are for these socially highly rel-
evant professions.341 Adequate wages and 
a corresponding societal recognition of 
care professions are important in order to 
make these professions more attractive in 
the future and to counteract the scarcity 
of skilled workers. In particular, the pre-
carious situation of live-in care workers 
from abroad needs to be improved. This 
includes legal regulations of the currently 
uncontrolled labour market for these 
care workers, higher wages, qualification 
opportunities and more local support.

The financial means that are used 
for the care sector in Germany are cur-
rently much lower than in other Euro-
pean countries and should be upgraded 
in the future. Thus, results of the research 
project “Assessing Needs of Care in Euro-
pean Nations” of the German Institute 
for Economic Research (DIW) show that 
in Denmark or Finland, people have to 
pay a lower amount themselves for in- 
patient care than in Germany, and gov-
ernmental support is already granted in 
cases of low need of care (e. g., help in the 
household).342 Regarding expenditures 
for care measured as percentage of the 
GDP, Germany was in 2016 with 1.3 % 
below the EU average of 1.6 %.343 The 

341    Schrenker et al. (2021).
342    Schulz (2012).
343    European Commission (2018).
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7.1 Introduction

In a position paper on the future of work, 
a chapter on the constructed environment 
may come quite unexpected. We think it 
is imperative. The organization of work 
and the maintenance of the work force 
have always been dependent on the smart 
conception of cities and spaces. In the 19th 
century, cities could not have grown so fast 
nor become so highly dense if city plan-
ning had not faced the numerous spatial 
and social challenges and had not found 
innovative solutions. This included fight-
ing pandemics through improved public 
health and hygiene. Thus, for example, 
the sewer system of Paris conceptualized 
by Georges-Eugène Haussmann for rain-
water was fundamentally redesigned to 
also uptake wastewater and faeces from 
individual houses.345 In addition, public 
parks as the “green lungs” of cities have 
created at least partly a balance to the nar-
row and polluted residential districts and 
thus improved the health of workers.

Mainly due to health considerations 
on maintaining the work force, the model 
of a functionally separated city emerged 
in the 20th century, in which industrial 
sites and residential districts were strictly 
separated. Correspondingly, cities were 
planned new, re-organized and made less 
dense. 

Today, the concept of the function-
ally separated city comes under pressure. 
It is criticized as being too stiff and con-

345    Gandy (1999).
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sidered as unsuitable to react to the new 
challenges of defossilization, digitalization, 
and the associated stronger spatial link-
age of paid work and non-market-related 
activities. The Corona pandemic made this 
abundantly clear. Here, rapid and non- 
bureaucratic action was required to react 
to the new circumstances. Considerations 
to better prepare buildings, living quarters, 
and cities for future challenges received 
an enormous boost. The city was (again) 
understood as an “epidemiological labora-
tory” through which the reconstruction to 
resilient and liveable cities could be accel-
erated.346

These considerations were sup-
ported by technological opportunities, in 
particular digitalization. Thus, especially 
activities that could be carried out digi-
tally at the work desk received a boost in 
innovation and a hitherto hardly conceiv-
able flexibilization. In these professional 
branches, paid work has left its previ-
ous workplace in part or entirely, shifted 
to the private sphere or takes place at a 
“third place”, for example, in “co-working 
spaces”, as well as cafés, libraries, pub-
lic parks or hotel rooms. The mobility of 
the employees has changed accordingly, 
so has their social interaction with col-
leagues, the spatial quality of their work-
place, the need for room in the own apart-
ment as well as their consumer behaviour.

Since the advancing digitalization 
is changing also industrial processes in 
particular, with the concept of the “urban 

346    DeLanda (2000); McNeill (1977).
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ment, which can already be observed in 
large Western European cities, accelerate:  
people with low and medium income, for 
example, in care and service professions, 
in craft trades, even teachers, can hardly 
afford living in the city anymore.

Additional pressure for action has 
emerged due to the ever more obvious 
effects of climate change. As a conse-
quence, a greater willingness for sustain-
able planning can be observed. The neces-
sity of a reform in construction, changed 
mobility behaviour and new spatial con-
cepts concerns all places of life and work, 
from the single-family home to the factory 
hall, from the day-care centre to the hos-
pital to the industrial park.

At this point, we cannot sketch out 
all facets of this development. We thus 
intentionally focus on office work, which 
has been massively subject to changes 
since 2020.

7.2 �Building design for the  
office work of the future 

7.2.1 Dissemination of remote work
In recent years, mobile working/remote 
work, in particular working from home, 
has increasingly disseminated (see Chap-
ter 4 for details). For the constructed envi-
ronment, different challenges have (re-)
emerged as a result, especially regard-
ing flexible use of living space, changed 
mobility behaviour, and the provision of 
public spaces for encounters. 

Separate, resp. quiet offices or 
work areas are difficult to install in many 
apartments at a later stage due to lack of 
space. It is often impossible to divide large 
rooms with little effort and to adjust them 
to changing uses. Commonly used spaces 
that are also temporarily suitable for paid 
work are rare in apartment buildings.

production” the previously strictly drawn 
boundaries between industrial sites and 
residential districts – and thus between 
the world of work and the life world – can 
be dissolved in a stepwise manner. Thus, 
it can be observed that manufacturing 
industries more frequently move from 
suburban isolation back to the urban, 
inner city context.

While at first, these were smaller 
craft trade companies and manufactories, 
it is now increasingly entire factories that 
can again become a good neighbour in 
the urban environment through forms of 
production that save place and have lower 
emissions. The manufacturing industries 
benefit from better access to urgently 
needed skilled workers, a connection to 
public transportation, and the opportu-
nity to network with cooperation part-
ners, such as institutions for research and 
development.347 

A prerequisite for urban produc-
tion is that it is suitable for the city, which 
is given “... when it treats spaces and 
resources economically, when it follows 
the key objective of the compact city with 
short distances, enables the maintenance 
of climate goals and does not oppose a 
social mixture and urban lifestyle as well 
as a European image of a city”. 348 With 
new concepts for logistics and traffic or 
closed biogeochemical cycles, conflicts 
of use can be avoided if, due to compa-
nies with low emissions moving into res-
idential districts, living quarters emerge 
that are again more mixed and long dis-
tances to work can be saved. As already 
described (see Chapter 4), however, not 
all socio-economic groups benefit from 
this development. Low-income groups 
feel the consequences of “re-urbaniza-
tion” because the rents in inner-city living 
quarters increase. Processes of displace-

347    Läpple (2020), p. 16.
348    Klanten & Schmitt (2020), p. 119 (our translation).
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storeys which is connected to several smaller 

and lower areas. There are no hallways and 

with the exception of bathrooms also no 

inner walls.

The lower areas are between 2.30 and 2.50 

metres high. They emerge due to the overlap 

of the respective neighbouring apartment 

and can thus theoretically belong to any of 

the units or be used commonly by both. That 

means, the determination of apartment lay-

outs when moving in can be changed at any 

time, new breakthroughs are possible every-

where. The architects say that the structure 

calls for reconsidering the common defini-

tion of community: the entire building can 

be opened since every room is connected 

to many others. They invite the inhabitants 

to continuously renegotiate the bounda-

ries between them and their neighbours, 

to give up a certain amount of privacy and 

withdrawal, and to dare the opening of new 

spaces for common interests and conviviality. 

These forms of living thus also stimulate a 

rethinking about regular housing.

Box 7a:  
Conversation about modular  
and common living units 349

A current project of reference in housing, 

which unconventionally deals with the issue 

of the “shared spaces” and aims to give 

space to a new model of living together, is 

the assembly house “Kufu 142” at the cor-

ner of Kurfürstenstraße and Frobenstraße in 

Berlin. It was conceptualized long before the 

pandemic and finally completed in 2022. It 

was built according to the plans of the office 

June14 by Johanna Meyer-Grohnrügge and 

Sam Chermayeff and is described as a “house 

for the future … , because, with its open rooms 

that can be interconnected in various way, it 

is prepared for a society whose needs and 

wishes regarding living are still unknown”.350 

The house consists of 20 apartments between 

64 and 140 square metres, four business units 

and a roof terrace that can be used commonly. 

It consists of six towers that overlap vertically 

and horizontally, whereby the stories inter-

lock like fingers. All apartments are oriented  

towards the street as well as a green inner court-

yard and open up to these with storey-high 

glass windows. In addition, all units have a  

50 square metre large room across two 

349    �The conversation was held with the architect 
Sam Chermayeff on September 29, 2022. 

350    Maak (2022) (our translation).
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There are indications that tradi-
tional work patterns of office and home 
dissolve and some functions change their 
location: as was experienced by many 
employees, quiet and concentrated work 
is better possible at home.351 A return to 
the office is especially perceived as posi-
tive because it is associated with social 
encounters, exchange, and common expe-
riences.352 New, post-pandemic office 
concepts therefore intentionally involve 
leisure time-oriented, seemingly private 
usages, such as wellness and sports oppor-
tunities or a common kitchen in which 
people can cook together.

The experiences with remote work 
showed companies and employees “for 
what one needs the company workplace 
and for what one does not”.353 Creative 
exchange is more difficult to achieve in 
video conferences than in personal meet-
ings. For this purpose, “real” and stimulat-
ing spaces are helpful in which planned or 
spontaneous meetings can take place and 
people can work together.354 According to 
different prognoses, in areas of activity 
where this is possible, remote work for 
around two days per week will become 
the norm.355 Thus, a balanced mixture of 
retreat and community between home and 
office could develop in the long term.

351    E. g., Ipsen et al. (2021).
352    Pfnür et al. (2022).
353    Ibid. (our translation).
354    Ibid.
355    �Reintjes (2022); Corona Datenplattform (2021);  

see also Box 7b, Expertengespräch SAP.

 
7.2.2 Changes in the office worlds
The Corona pandemic has disrupted 
previous conventions and guidelines for 
workplaces by introducing the rule of 
keeping a distance of 1.5 metres to others. 
The number of participants in meetings in 
conference rooms had to be reduced, regu-
lar airing was recommended, but in many 
offices not possible due to mechanic air 
conditioning, narrow hallways and small 
elevators could only be used individually. 
Seating arrangements and office concepts 
are continuously discussed since narrow 
spaces remain places of discomfort even 
after the pandemic has ended. During the 
lockdowns, classic “cell”-like offices that 
can be used individually or interchangea-
bly and which were considered outdated 
in recent years, have proven to be much 
more suitable in times of crisis than open 
space solutions because people were able 
to continue to work in them after agreeing 
on a schedule.

At the beginning of the pandemic, 
it was assumed that less office space and 
thus fewer office buildings would be used 
in the future since some employees would 
remain in remote work after the end of 
the pandemic, at least for some days. Ini-
tial prognoses, according to which compa-
nies could save a significant proportion of 
space as a result – PWC named a value of 
up to 20 % in October 2020 – and a large 
real estate crisis could even emerge, were 
meanwhile discarded and replaced by 
much more moderate estimations. Many 
employees have returned permanently 
to the office for the majority of weekdays 
and also so-called flex-workers need a 
workplace if they come to the office spon-
taneously or for group discussions. This 
requires spatial buffers.
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to new forms of usage in a stepwise man-

ner. The objective is a flexible and modular 

design of the offices, which should be usable 

for different purposes. The declared goal is 

to offer “for every task a suitable room”. It 

is distinguished between four main activi-

ties: “concentration” (individual and focused 

work), “collaboration” (project work, creativ-

ity, workshops), “communication” (telephone 

conferences, meetings) and “community” 

(informal knowledge exchange, breaks). 

While the area of “concentration” in the 

past often took up around 75 % of the office 

spaces, demand for it will be significantly 

lower in the future. Correspondingly, the 

proportion of workplaces for “concentration” 

decreases, and the spatial need for “collabo-

ration” and “community” increases.

SAP expects a balance between office work 

and “remote work” in the future, whereby 

the office is supposed to continue to play an 

important role as a place of social encoun-

ters in the sense of a “modern campfire”. 

The goal is that the workplace is no longer 

perceived as an obligation but rather as a 

destination – as an attractive place where 

one likes to meet for personal exchange or 

to use office equipment suitable for creative 

work. The first of such “employee worlds of 

experience”, as SAP describes these loca-

tions, operate already in London, Zurich, and  

Sydney, soon also in Berlin.

Box 7b:  
Expert conversation on  

the future of office work  
after Corona at SAP356 

Since a majority of SAP employees had 

already been equipped with digital tools 

for mobile working before the pandemic, it 

was possible to very quickly shift the entire 

personnel to remote work at the beginning 

of the pandemic. 80 % would like to work 

flexibly also after the pandemic, as a survey 

in 2022 among SAP-employees revealed. 

Accordingly, SAP promises its employees in 

the framework of the global “pledge to flex” 

initiative a “hybrid work model for every role, 

every style of work along individual needs” 

– in line with local legislation and business 

requirements. The expanded flexibility affects 

three areas: “flex time”, “flex location”, and 

“flex workspace”. This means that employ-

ees can design their working hours and their 

workplace flexibly in agreement with their 

boss as long as it can be reconciled with their 

tasks and the customer and business require-

ments. The company provides opportunities 

for remote work which support the physical 

and mental health of the employees, such as, 

for example, advanced training on improved 

self-organization, mindfulness trainings, ergo-

nomics, and virtual fitness courses. According 

to our conversation partner, the social part-

ners welcome and support this approach – it 

is important that working from home does 

not become an obstacle to promotions.

In the sense of the “flex workspace”, the com-

pany adjusts the spatial design of the offices 

356	� This conversation was held on March 1, 2022 
with Dr. Christian Schmeichel, Chief Future of 
Work Officer, SAP SE.
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So far, co-working spaces mostly 
emerged in central, inner-city areas, often 
through using already existing spaces 
and buildings. Meanwhile, new buildings 
are also constructed for this purpose. If 
private or publicly operated co-working 
spaces are run with the corresponding 
intention and equipped with advanced 
opportunities for use (see Box 7c and rec-
ommendations for action), they can have 
a community-promoting effect beyond the 
mere purpose and become fixed as a “third 
workplace”. The operators of these places 
would then become community managers 
who contribute to networking, bring peo-
ple together and create communities. 

For large enterprises, thinking in 
decentralized structures could increase 
the significance of their own “third places”: 
instead of a headquarters to which all 
employees commute, worlds of work 
could be created, which are less repre-
sentative but communicative and nearer 
to home, rented, or even shared with other 
companies.359 According to a March 2022 
report by the Institute of Labor Economics 
(IZA) assigned by the Federal Ministry of 
Labour and Social Affairs, a public fund-
ing of co-working spaces can make sense 
particularly in rural areas to strengthen 
regional structures.360

359    Cf. Müller (2021).
360    BMAS (2022b).

7.2.3 The third place: co-working
While the traditional functions of office at 
home and workplace undergo rearrange-
ment, a “third place” benefits.357 These 
outsourced workplaces can be parks, 
cafés, or public buildings with free internet 
access. As a commercial service, co-work-
ing in principle serves the desire for a third 
place, i. e., for an opportunity to work flex-
ibly outside of the office and the home – 
with proportionately usable technological 
infrastructure, perhaps even secretariat 
services or catering, ideally in the company 
of others from whom and with one learns 
and shares one’s knowledge. This principle 
is not new and has received a noticeable 
boost already before the Corona pandemic. 
According to the Bundesverband Cowork-
ing, the number of locations between 2018 
and 2020 has increased from around 300 
to around 1,200. A global, non-represent-
ative survey among providers of co-work-
ing spaces in December 2021 revealed 
that most companies (67 %) recorded a 
further increase of user numbers in the 
previous three months and expected even 
higher numbers for the following quarter. 
Nearly 50 % of the providers also viewed 
the growth of employees, spaces, and sales 
positively. 358 Originally conceptualized for 
solo-self-employed people, co-working 
spaces became attractive during the pan-
demic also for those employees who were 
not able to come to the office, did not have 
adequate workplaces at home, or did not 
want to work alone at home.

357    Cf. Müller (2021).
358    Deskmag (2022).
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As our conversation partner emphasizes, a 

successful co-working space is much more 

than rented spaces with desks and Wi-fi access 

but a contact and job forum and an expression 

of a personal style of work. While the idea of 

the “third place” increasingly gained impor-

tance during the Corona pandemic, the reve-

nue of the “betahaus” rather decreased in this 

period, one location even had to be closed. 

Some new customers for individual work-

places were added and companies acquired 

co-working tickets for employees who worked 

at home under tight conditions. However, 

due to the rules of distance-keeping, rentable 

space was lost so that a significant amount of 

revenues was missing. Revenues generated 

through events also discontinued. 

Co-working opportunities in part also emerged 

in rural regions. In Oderbruch, Brandenburg, 

for example, a project was installed in an old 

elementary school, which also contributed 

to bringing more life to the village. Usually, a 

large part of the population leaves the village 

in the morning to commute to work. Some of 

those who take advantage of this rural “third 

place” actually live in the city but converted 

their weekend houses into their permanent 

place of residence in the course of the pan-

demic. Even local farmers, who organize their 

organic cultivation digitally, take recourse to 

co-working offers. Co-working in rural regions, 

however, often faces the problem that a suf-

ficient internet connection is not everywhere 

available.

Box 7c:  
Expert conversation on the topic 

“third places” / co-working 361

The “betahaus” is a pioneering project for the 

idea of co-working in Germany, which origi-

nated in 2009 through an initiative by students 

in Berlin-Kreuzberg. The goal was to create an 

innovative and unconventional workplace for 

solo-self-employed people, knowledge work-

ers, and creative artists, which is characterized 

by openness, collaboration, and the willing-

ness to generate knowledge and share it with 

others. The project developed into a company 

with several locations, first in Germany, then 

in Europe.

The original offer consisted of moderately 

equipped office workplaces that could be 

booked via daily, part-time or full-time tickets, 

and a café that was to serve as a social meet-

ing place and was to contribute 50 % of the 

revenue. This division of space was, however, 

discarded so that the project would finance 

itself. So-called maker-areas with work-

shop-like character were added as were con-

ference and event spaces. With the develop-

ment of Berlin as a location for start-ups, also 

“incubator areas” were provided, which, in 

contrast to the actual “betahaus” spirit, were 

rather closed off from each other.

In the concept of the “betahaus”, the café has 

an essential social function: it is the creative 

core, promotes informal exchange and brings 

people together via events. With its street 

location, the café is easily accessible and can 

lead to unplanned encounters and therefore 

also to networking, creativity, and innovation. 

361	� This conversation was held with Tonia Walter, 
co-founder of the “betahaus” Berlin on April 5, 
2022.
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not, as this is associated with ecological 
dangers of soil sealing and increasing indi-
vidual mobility.

Whether the urban exodus of mobile 
employees will be permanent or whether 
the inner cities will be revived through 
new forms of work remains to be seen. 
Accordingly, little can be said about the 
development of the individual traffic in the 
inner cities. Due to the changed shopping 
behaviour during the pandemic, many 
department stores and small shops had to 
close down. There was a growing vacancy 
rate and the inner cities threatened to 
become deserted. At the same time, apart-
ments are urgently needed. Here, new 
approaches to repurposing are required 
to revive the inner cities, as are courage, 
and the willingness to take risks. A more 
flexible design, resp. quicker opportuni-
ties for changing construction plans could 
pave the way for other usages. Long-term 
vacancies should be made unattractive for 
owners and investors through higher tax-
ation.

7.3.2 �Residential quarters and public space
Under the influence of the pandemic, the 
public space, especially any type of green 
space, has received enormous upgrading. 
It became a place of social encounters and 
not least of paid work. Moreover, the own 
neighbourhood and the short distances to 
things of daily need have gained in impor-
tance. It became very apparent which 
areas were already quite well positioned 
and where urgent action was necessary to 
ensure just and balanced access to appro-
priate opportunities within the cities. This 
is especially true for dense urban quarters. 
They urgently require free spaces, green 
zones, and parks that can be accessed eas-
ily by foot and serve as a balance, alterna-
tive, and extension of working from home 
and as a desperately needed recreation 
area.

Other arguments speak for co-work-
ing: additional and improved, also publicly 
funded co-working offers could provide 
employees, who live in confined condi-
tions at home, with quiet and technically 
well-equipped workplaces. Employees 
who can afford it and who want to be able 
to decide themselves as to how and how 
much they work could be encouraged to 
give up classic employee relationships and 
work independently. A stronger dovetail-
ing of co-working with companies could 
entail mutual synergies. If companies take 
advantage of large spaces in co-working 
spaces, they could co-finance afforda-
ble individual workplaces; in return, 
innovative forms of work and a creative 
start-up spirit could be brought into the  
companies.

7.3 �Urban and residential develop-
ment for the activity-oriented 
society

7.3.1 City and countryside 
Urban development policy currently 
almost exclusively focuses on the inner 
cities or inner-city residential buildings. 
The model of a polycentric urban develop-
ment could help in focusing more on the 
inner-city peripheries as well as regional 
ties and infrastructures. Particularly dur-
ing the pandemic, it became apparent that 
the contrast between city and countryside 
as well as classic models of inner city, 
periphery and hinterland miss the reality 
of the complex spatial interconnections. 

Currently, a new appreciation of 
rural spaces as opportunities for retreat 
can be observed, connected with a mas-
sively increased demand for a freestand-
ing single-family home with a garden. 
This appreciation of rural spaces is to be 
viewed as positive, whereas the further 
construction of single-family houses is 
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Barcelona with its so-called super-
blocks provides a groundbreaking exam-
ple of the socio-ecological transforma-
tion of a city in the sense of a sustainable 
activity-oriented society. In this context, 
nine housing blocks were re-organized so 
that inner streets were completely freed 
from traffic and converted into spaces 
of neighbourhood and social encoun-
ters. Sustainability assessments clearly 
show that this reorganization has posi-
tively influenced the local economy, pub-
lic health, and social cohesion, while at 
the same time, the consumption of fossil 
fuels, carbon-dioxide emissions and air 
pollution could be reduced.362 The ideal 
of the “15-minute city”, to which Paris is 
committed, is to be viewed similarly posi-
tive. It stands for a city of short distances 
in which inhabitants can reach workplaces, 
apartments, schools, shops, and leisure 
time opportunities in the shortest amount 
of time – with the bicycle as the main 
means of transportation. Correspondingly, 
many of the inner-city traffic axes could 
be deconstructed without large protests. 
In Hamburg and Berlin, too, there are 
approaches towards a transformation of 
traffic by deconstructing streets in neigh-
bourhoods. Here, however, also the poten-
tial for social conflict of transforming cities 
is apparent, as banning motorized traffic 
and creating green areas can accelerate 
local dynamics of gentrification. 

362    Zimmermann & Zimmermann (2020).	

7.3.3 �City of quarters: a sustainable  
urban life form

The reorganization of a functionally 
separated city into a city of functionally 
mixed neighbourhoods has at least two 
important advantages: in the sense of 
the activity-oriented society (“Tätigkeits-
gesellschaft”), it makes it easier to con-
nect paid work and other activities with 
each other. Moreover, it also supports 
the urgently needed transformation of 
our cities to climate neutral systems. A 
defossilization of our urban societies can 
only be achieved through fundamental 
transformations in mobility, energy, and 
construction. The example of many Euro-
pean cities like Barcelona or Copenhagen 
already shows that a consequent disman-
tling of the automobile-friendly city and 
fossil infrastructures makes sense ecolog-
ically and socially and is future-oriented. 
Sealed logistic spaces as well as polluted 
and noisy roadways can be transformed 
into a city of short distances, public spaces 
and new as well as mixed types of living, 
working and activity in general, which 
offer a significantly higher quality of life. 
As a consequence, it is difficult to imagine 
expert discourses and public debates on 
the socio-ecological transformation of 
European cities without referring to con-
cepts such as “automobile-free neigh-
bourhoods”, “superblocks” or “15-minute 
cities”.
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spectrum of objectives: “The goal is to create a healthy, 

greener, fairer and safer public space that promotes 

social relations and the local economy”.363 The urban 

re-development not only enables a better quality of life 

but also fosters a stronger mixture of usage of the resi-

dential areas (living, working, and leisure time) and cli-

mate adaptation through the ecosystem services associ-

ated with unsealing and greening of soils. Science-based 

sustainability assessments also confirm that urban re- 

development has a positive effect on local economy, 

public health, and social cohesion and contributes to 

reducing consumption of fossil fuels, carbon-dioxide 

emissions, and air pollution.364 The concept of re-develop-

ment proves to be robust and able to change with regard 

to the integration of new objectives. Currently an expan-

sion of the programme through measures of housing 

policy is discussed to counter problems of gentrification 

within the traffic-restricted, and thus upgraded, areas.

In the long term, up to 503 superblocks are supposed 

to be built. 60 % of the streets previously used by auto-

mobiles would become free for other purposes as a 

result. A study of the Barcelona Institute for Global 

Health (BCNecologia Barcelona) under the leadership of  

Salvador Rueda365 shows which positive effects the 

implementation would have: accordingly, the life expec-

tancy of the inhabitants would increase by almost 200 

days. The reduction of exhaust gases would lead to less 

noise and fewer heat islands – and could prevent almost 

300 early deaths per year. According to the study, pri-

vate usage of automobiles could decrease from 1.19 

million rides per week to 230,000. The emission of nitro-

gen dioxide would be reduced from currently 47 micro-

grams per cubic metre air to 36 micrograms – and thus 

fall below the reference value of 40 micrograms of the 

World Health Organization.366  

363    �Quotation of the official project website of the city 
administration: https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/
superilles/en/

364    Zimmermann & Zimmermann (2020).
365    Rueda (2019).	
366    �https://www.barcelona.de/de/barcelona-superblocks.html

Box 7d:  
Barcelona’s “superblocks” as an example 
of a sustainable urban re-development 

In 2016, the municipal administration of Barcelona 

passed a concept for sustainable mobility to counter-

act the high volume of traffic in the inner city and its 

associated air pollution. At the core was the “Superilles 

programme 2016 – 2019” in which the city council iden-

tified several districts in the historic Cérda Plan area for 

a reduction of traffic. The idea was to reorganize nine of 

the characteristic square housing blocks and to summa-

rize them to a 400 by 400 metre large “super island”. The 

streets within the super island were to be mostly free of 

traffic and turned into neighbourhood spaces. The pro-

gramme was first tested in 2017 in the Poblenou quar-

ter in the district of Sant Marti, a former industrial area 

that was thus less densely populated. The pilot project 

was initially met with resistance by business people and 

those dependent on automobiles and received mixed 

reactions from residents. One feared disadvantages as a 

result of the restricted through traffic, one-way streets, 

and speed limits to 10 kilometres per hour or lack of 

parking spaces. Thanks to a transparent, participatory 

procedure local conflicts could be solved creatively. The 

feared dying of businesses did not occur and the pilot 

project was a success. In 2018, the project was awarded 

the European Prize for Urban Public Space. International 

media also celebrated the project as a breakthrough 

and under the name “superblocks” it became one of the 

most important projects of reference in the European 

discussion on the transformation of traffic.

Thanks to the uniform inner-city grid in Barcelona, the 

experiences collected in Poblenou could be used in the 

planning, participation, and implementation of meas-

ures for the entire city. The superblocks quickly became 

the (still today) most important model for an integrated 

sustainable urban re-development. Aside from the 

original intention of reordering mobility and conquer-

ing air pollution, there is meanwhile a much broader 

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/superilles/en/
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/superilles/en/
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All these developments offer new 
and special opportunities for a solidary, 
sustainable, and healthy activity-oriented 
society inspired by the common good. 
This and a culture of sharing should be 
promoted and appreciated.

7.5 Recommendations for action 

7.5.1 Flexible solutions in construction 
•	 In private apartments, suitable space 

for work activities needs to be pro-
vided, for example, through solu-
tions in construction for more flexible 
apartment layouts, more spaces in 
apartment buildings that can be used 
commonly or for work; 

•	 Office worlds of work have to be built 
socially and ecologically sustaina-
ble, be flexibly usable and adjustable 
to change between remote work and 
in-presence work or varying work vol-
ume;

•	 Office worlds of work need to pro-
vide space for informal working, 
breaks, recreation, and interpersonal 
exchange (e.g., via outside areas such 
as balconies, loggias, and green roof 
gardens); 

•	 Office worlds of work have to preserve 
and promote health, for example, 
through less sitting, more movement, 
and changing situations of work, a 
healthy work climate through natu-
ral air circulation or high quality air  
filters.

7.4 �Multifunctional spaces and  
a new culture of sharing

In the cities and in architecture, the 
boundaries between hitherto clearly sep-
arated spheres and activities become 
blurry – and thus reflect the work in the 
activity-oriented society. This “merging” 
concerns activities at home and in the 
office, in public and private spaces, inside 
and outside, as well as at private or shared 
locations. New zones of overlap have 
emerged that can promote encounters 
and exchange, the quality of which and 
positive impact on wellbeing and health 
has to be ensured. 

In this context, “sharing” receives 
a new meaning, both literally and figura-
tively. What has frequently developed out 
of necessity – a workplace in the office is 
often not only reserved for one person alone 
but used interchangeably; the number of 
several users of flexibly shared co-working 
spaces increases; business meetings are 
held on park benches; a living room table 
in part becomes a desk for work – can 
become a new guiding motive. For this, 
new concepts for hybrid, common usages, 
for a “shared” public space, divided build-
ings, rooftop gardens, spaces, furniture 
and many more, are required. This sharing 
also makes reconciliation of different types 
of activities easier – be they paid work, vol-
untary work, or care work – in the activity- 
oriented society. Co-working spaces then 
are located within walking or bicycle dis-
tance, offices are built in a more flexible 
manner and possess an interior design that 
enables different seating, standing, and 
mobility positions, new forms of common 
catering in community rooms emerge. 
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•	 In residential quarters, diverse and 
easily accessible spaces or zones for 
social encounters and exchange should 
be provided that (other than conven-
tional parks) are furnished with seat-
ing areas and tables so that, aside from 
recreation, also working and teaching 
is possible in fresh air;

•	 In residential quarters, hybrid out-
side areas such as balconies, loggias, 
and green rooftop gardens for infor-
mal working, breaks, and recreation 
should be promoted;

•	 In residential quarters, access to 
healthy, reasonably priced nutrition 
(e. g., in market halls) and exercise, 
e. g. through bicycle fast lanes and an 
infrastructure for pedestrians should 
be promoted.

7.5.2 �“Third places”, resp. co-working areas
•	 The number of “third places”, resp. 

co-working areas should grow in gen-
eral, particularly in rural regions. 
These workplaces should be close to 
home and connected to public trans-
portation; in the future, they should be 
mandated in newly constructed living 
quarters per “workplace key” 367 and, 
in inner cities, preferably be located in 
vacant buildings in order to reactivate 
these;

•	 “Third places”, resp. co-working areas 
should not only be operated in the 
private sector but also (co-)operated 
municipally, publicly funded, and 
declared as tenants worth protecting 
if they have a community-promoting 
function and come under pressure; 
they should, if possible, be combined 
with public usages and developed into 
neighbourhood centres that are easily 
accessible for all interested parties.

7.5.3 �Functionally mixed neighbourhoods
•	 In an activity-oriented society urban 

and residential planning should be 
conducted in a way that promotes the 
common good and solidary, healthy 
working through decentralized, public 
service close to home – in the sense 
of a polycentric urban development, 
resp. a “15-minute city”;

•	 In residential quarters, a high density 
of formal and informal opportunities 
such as co-working centres, office 
hubs or societal workspaces for flexi-
ble activities should be provided;

367    Cf. Müller (2021).
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We oriented ourselves along the 
image of the activity-oriented society 
described at the beginning. In the 21st 
century, it is timely and necessary to no 
longer narrow down work to paid work 
but to also recognize non-market-related 
activities as work. Accordingly, the con-
cept of work is to be understood much 
broader, and the spectrum of associated 
activities is to be expanded, even if they 
only indirectly prepare the monetary 
income or go beyond it. Activities that 
have hitherto hardly or not received any 
appreciation thus gain a higher recogni-
tion in politics, economy and society. In 
the design of new forms of employment, 
the role of other activities in the life of the 
working population is considered. For this 
purpose, transitions between the different 
forms of employment and activities as well 
as criteria for their assessment are to be 
newly developed. 

Overall, it is about a holistic pic-
ture of work: from the perspective of the 
dependent employees, we see an employ-
ment biography in which a productive 
relationship between paid work and other 
activities is sought for. In this context, 
a co-existence of different productive 
activities independent of age and gen-
der (e. g., paid work and continuing and 
advanced education or family care work) 
could replace the relatively stiff sequence 
of vocational education, paid work and 
retirement. This age-integrated life course 
could also contribute to better promoting 
the potentials of older people without 
which the demographic change cannot 

There is no blueprint for the path to a just 
and sustainable activity-oriented society 
(“Tätigkeitsgesellschaft”) that can face 
the enormous challenges of our time. The 
individual developments are too contra-
dictory and the consequences of external 
interventions can often not be assessed. At 
the same time, the current crises require 
an economy that is oriented towards the 
common good in which collective goods 
and natural resources are protected to 
preserve the livelihoods for all. Therefore, 
a “carry on” is increasingly unrealistic and 
it would be irresponsible to not want to 
work towards change.

The world of work is currently 
undergoing a structural transformation –  
that is the starting point of the present 
position paper. What counts as work? 
Who decides about what counts as work? 
Whereby should the use for the individual 
and for society be measured? The debates 
of the last years about such questions, also 
and in particular during the pandemic, 
show that the public in Germany is strug-
gling with regard to a new understanding 
of work and its role in society. Corre-
sponding discourses can be understood as 
search movements with open results.

In this position paper, the interdis-
ciplinary research group therefore aimed 
to identify relevant developments and to 
formulate recommendations that can sup-
port the common quest for answers in pol-
itics, economy, and society.

8 � Towards an activity-oriented society:  

five fields of action 



958  Towards an activity-oriented society: five fields of action 

In addition to such a life course- 
oriented design of working time, a reli-
able care and nursing infrastructure is 
also important. For this, it is necessary 
to expand all-day offers in day-care cen-
tres and schools and to guarantee all-day 
supervision for children in all age groups 
until school entry. This, however, also 
includes the expansion of outpatient and 
inpatient care institutions and services for 
chronically ill or disabled people. 

8.2 �Adapting organizational forms 
of paid work to digital change

A re- and new assessment of human work 
first of all requires a change in attitude, 
which can only be successful if the organi-
zational forms of paid work are adapted to 
digital change. 

For this purpose, regulations have 
to be adopted in the area of new forms of 
work, for example, in dealing with oppor-
tunities and risks of digitally assisted work. 
It is already clear that the design of digital 
assistance- and decision-making systems 
suitable for humans offers opportunities 
for relief but also entails risks, for exam-
ple, in the area of data protection. Using 
technological innovations for the benefit 
of the activity-oriented society moreover 
requires setting clear company rules for 
working hours, availability and perfor-
mance control in remote work, as well as 
newly defined employment relationships 
in platform work. Finding concrete and 
context-sensitive solutions to these ques-
tions requires that employees have a say, 
both within existing structures of corpo-
rate co-determination as well as – in par-
ticular for platform work – in formats that 
are to be newly developed. 

be overcome. From the perspective of the 
employers, we observe a new look at the 
added value that can be measured in the 
treatment of all those involved and thus 
takes account in a timely manner of what 
are the basics of good business manage-
ment in a social market economy. 

These aforementioned considera-
tions can be summarized in five impera-
tives for action that sketch out initial con-
tours of an activity-oriented society.

8.1 �Adapting employment biogra-
phies to demographic change

A higher flexibility in the relation between 
paid work and other forms of activities in 
the life course is necessary for the tran-
sition into an activity-oriented society. 
Especially due to demographic change, 
there need to be more room for unpaid 
work and better and more flexible oppor-
tunities of (at least partly) paid work in 
certain stages of life, for example, in old 
age. Concrete measures for a more flexible 
life-course-oriented design of work are, 
among others, to expand the possibility 
of sabbatical months or years as well as 
replacing the mandatory retirement age 
by a retirement window in which people 
can choose their entry into retirement 
themselves. 

Moreover, a re-entry into the 
labour market in later adulthood should 
be made easier if this is desired by indi-
viduals. In this context, a stigmatization 
of allegedly “unproductive” older people, 
who from a certain age on cannot or do 
not want to be available for the labour 
market anymore, has to be avoided. A 
future-oriented and activity-oriented 
design of work also includes supporting 
the re-entry into paid work after other 
phases of activity. 
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literacy”, individual responsibility and 
value orientation, could be useful. The aim 
is to raise citizens who develop as a per-
sonality and who can apply their knowl-
edge and skills for a viable and productive 
society in harmony with nature, both in 
the context of their paid work as well as in 
other forms of activity.

In view of the transformation of work 
and demographic change, continuing edu-
cation needs to be moved more to the cen-
tre as well. Aside from personal adaptation 
this involves also adapting to technological 
developments, which includes opportuni-
ties of a second or third vocational educa-
tion for a new job. A “period reserved for 
education” (Bildungszeit) could provide 
incentives to explore new areas of activ-
ity in adulthood, to improve one’s own 
employability and thus shape one’s own 
employment biography with more self- 
determination. Framework conditions 
could be designed as an “insurance of con-
tinuing education” (Weiterbildungsver-
sicherung). Another approach would be the 
expansion of the consulting services of the 
Federal Employment Agency and its coop-
erating partners, including easily accessible 
consulting services for supported continu-
ing education.

8.4 �Reducing gender-related  
inequalities in the distribution 
of paid work and care work

If work is narrowed down to classic paid 
work only, the idea of an activity-oriented 
society cannot be realized. Its full poten-
tial remains unused. Therefore, the dif-
ferent forms of human work should be 
recognized as productive activity as well 
as promoted comprehensively and delib-
erately. 

This could especially be achieved 
by reducing inequalities in the distribu-

8.3 �Orienting education,  
vocational and continuing  
education stronger towards  
the grand challenges

In Germany, more needs to be done for 
education in all its forms. The performance 
level of children is low, in particular when 
they come from socially precarious fami-
lies and from families in which no German 
is spoken. The divergence of educational 
outcomes according to place of origin is 
significant. This has repercussions on the 
participation of children, economic devel-
opment as well as societal cohesion. The 
entire education system of a society and 
the level of education of its population 
determine which forms of work prevail in 
the short-, medium- and long term and 
which results can be achieved.

Early childhood education needs 
to be expanded. The earlier educational 
measures are applied in the life course, 
the larger the expected gain, measured 
according to the level of achieved per-
formances and the reduction of inequal-
ities. We need more day-care centres for 
children, ones that involve educational 
opportunities at an earlier age, we need 
target-oriented support for our very young 
children, especially when they grow up 
in difficult circumstances. The “Start
chancenprogramm” (early childhood edu-
cational opportunities programme) for 
pupils of elementary schools needs to be 
expanded and orientated to those schools 
and children that require help. A half-
hearted programme with widespread dis-
tribution would only increase inequality 
and leave potentials unused.

Successfully dealing with new 
insecurities and uncertainties moreover 
requires further developing the (pre-)
school curriculum. In this context, a 
stronger orientation to the OECD Future 
Skills, especially with respect to “digital 
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socio-politically. Here, “time accounts” 
for voluntary work (as part of the flexibi-
lization of employment biographies) and 
an organizationally easier leave from paid 
work for a “voluntary work time” (in addi-
tion to “parental time” and “care time”) 
could be considered. Another option 
would be extensive tax advantages for vol-
untary work. Opportunities for counter- 
financing would result from the reform of 
tax splitting among married couples, the 
financial incentives for Mini-jobs or the 
cost-free co-insurance of spouses in statu- 
tory health insurance.

8.5 �Adapting spatial and construc-
tional framework conditions

The current crises radically put into ques-
tion existing solutions with regard to work 
places as well as their infrastructures and 
follow-up costs. Due to the permanent 
introduction of mobile / remote work for 
part of the employed population, espe-
cially in the form of remote work, new, 
flexible and health-promoting construc-
tional concepts are necessary in the pri-
vate and professional field of activity. This 
ranges from flexible layouts to labour and 
health protection. The office of the future 
needs to be designed in a socially and 
ecologically sustainable manner, and it 
also needs to involve the exteriors more 
strongly.

In the activity-oriented society, 
remote work, office and “third places” 
form an innovative triad for those profes-
sions whose workplace is not determined 
by the task as such. Here, the idea of the 
economy oriented towards the common 
good is particularly powerful: “third 
places” and co-working spaces should not 
only be operated by private enterprises 
but also by the municipalities and should 
be publicly funded wherever they have a 
function that benefits the community. In 

tion of paid work and care work, by sig-
nificantly increasing the work productivity 
of women and simultaneously recognizing 
different forms of care work as produc-
tive activities. Here it is recommended to 
change the tax and transfer system so that 
it promotes a more balanced relationship 
of classic paid work and care work as an 
unpaid activity and to set financial incen-
tives for a more equal distribution of paid 
work and care work among both parents. 
A lot of elements of the tax and transfer 
system benefit the unequal distribution 
of care work and paid work between men 
and women, which is why these federal 
instruments do not meet the standards 
of an activity-oriented society. Important 
starting points here would be to expand 
the so-called partner months (Partner-
monate) in parental benefits (Elterngeld), 
to reform tax splitting among married 
couples to a “Realsplitting” with a low 
amount to be transferred and to abolish 
so-called Mini-jobs. More financial means 
for the care sector should be made avail-
able, infrastructures in care and nursing 
should be expanded, personnel should be 
increased, and the attractiveness of the 
profession should be improved. More- 
over, the status of live-in care workers 
from abroad needs to be improved so that 
these already existing forms of paid care 
work can experience a stronger societal 
recognition.

Other measures that should be 
developed in the future include a “family 
working time”, benefit replacement rates 
for certain care and support activities and 
their recognition for retirement as well as 
flexible work models that, among other 
things, make it easier for older women to 
reconcile a longer employment with care 
work within the family.

Furthermore, unpaid and low-
paid work in the informal area should be 
taken more strongly into consideration 
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marized under the heading “New Work”. 
Another approach to integrate non- 
market-related activities in the context 
of paid work is the offer by many compa-
nies to become engaged in voluntary work 
during working hours (e. g., “Social Day”, 
“Voluntary Days”, relief efforts).

Taking all these aspects and factors 
into account, however, especially health 
(at work) needs to be newly conceptual-
ized and shaped, based on evidence. There 
is still need for scientific research and 
practical recommendations for action on 
the health effects that are associated with 
the change of work and the transforma-
tion processes.

It is clear that a transition to an 
activity-oriented society would also have 
positive effects on the health of the peo-
ple because by upgrading non-market- 
related activities, the principle of the mar-
ket would not simply be transferred to 
other forms of human activities. Rather, 
it is about an acknowledged co-existence 
and, in the best case, a productive togeth-
erness. The measures recommended here 
would support tendencies that are appar-
ent in the current structural change of 
work anyway. They thus do not aim at a 
turning point or reversal. They stand for 
additional creativity, courage and con-
sequence in dealing with the great crises 
of our time, for a stronger orientation 
towards the common good. The proposed 
changes of the world of work would also 
not necessarily lead to a decrease in pro-
ductivity.368 On the contrary: a life course-
friendly design and health-friendly forms 
of paid work could contribute to reduc-
ing educational poverty, and preventing 
an increase of working time for women 
as well as massive early retirements, 
which can be observed in some areas. 

368    OECD (2011); Prognos (2022).

that case, they should be declared “ten-
ants worth protecting”, if possible com-
bined with public usages and developed 
into neighbourhood centres, and easily 
accessible for all interested parties. Corre-
sponding planning and construction reg-
ulations could thus strengthen the sense 
of community and solidary, healthy work 
in an activity-oriented society. They could 
ease the transitions between paid work 
and other forms of activities significantly 
– even more: they become their indispen-
sable prerequisite.

***

The sketched-out suggestions 
regarding five fields of action are meant 
to exemplarily show how the change 
towards an activity-oriented society can 
be achieved. A new structure of the world 
of work can also contribute to overcoming 
the current crises and grand challenges 
of our time. The individual suggestions 
are thought of as a contribution for an 
urgently necessary discussion, which 
already takes place regarding some points, 
including corresponding legislation pro-
cedures. Further research is necessary, 
however, on the financing possibilities 
of many of the mentioned recommenda-
tions for action, which also discusses the 
socio-economic distribution effects of the 
recommendations.

Already, different efforts towards 
an activity-oriented world of work can 
be observed in corporate practice. These 
range from new models on duration, situ-
ation and locality of paid work to the pro-
motion of social activities of employees 
and continuing education in the broadest 
sense. Steps towards the activity-oriented 
society can be felt most clearly where com-
panies orient business models to the com-
mon good and adjust the content of work 
and work processes accordingly. An exam-
ple are the approaches that can be sum-
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This, in turn, would benefit productivity 
but requires at the same time a broader 
knowledge on what should count as pro-
ductive. Because: being productive means 
being effective – in a form that needs to 
be developed for the activity-oriented 
society. Becoming active and remaining 
active then mean greater individual and 
collective effectiveness, in the sense of 
Ralf Dahrendorf’s concept of a “life as 
activity”, in which freedom and common 
good promote each other.

In sum: work in the activity- 
oriented society is conducive to personal-
ity and agreeable with the common good. 
With the contours of the activity-oriented 
society, new perspectives open up for com-
panies how to conceive their transforma-
tion efforts from the view of human work 
and how human strengths can be made 
productive. Despite all tensions, herein 
lies the key for innovation and added 
value. For the dependent employees, the 
perspective of the “activity-oriented soci-
ety” can open up new opportunities for 
a purposeful design of their work life in 
which their performance is viewed and 
appreciated in a comprehensive manner. 
Also, dead ends in (employment) biogra-
phies can be avoided in this way. For soci-
ety as a whole, the transition to an activity- 
oriented society could be a step on the 
pathway to securing its own survival and 
viability.
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