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Volkswagen and an Aging Workforce:
The Demographic Changes of the German Population

Riley Paddock

ABSTRACT

The population of Germany is aging, resulting in blue-collar labour shortages across the country. In a
country known for car manufacturing, this has profound implications on the company that is arguably the
most recognized German company worldwide: Volkswagen. The Volkswagen factory in Wolfsburg,
Germany is faced with finding solutions for the demographic situation that is gripping the country so that
they can continue to produce vehicles at an efficient rate. As the production facility’s workforce continues
to age, due to a lack of young employable people, the factory managers have been forced to find
ergonomic solutions that make the work load easier on individuals whom can no longer work to the same
efficiency level of their younger days. Technological innovations have had to be implemented in the
factory so that production levels do not fall. Volkswagen is faced with finding a solution to a nationwide
problem, so that they can continue to produce vehicles when their workforce lowers beyond needed
capacity.

INTRODUCTION

Volkswagen (VW) is a company that has been tasked since day one with producing vehicles that are
affordable for people while not straying from the engineering pious expected from German products.
Interestingly, when translated into English, the word Volkswagen means “people’s automobile”. Founded
in 1937, the Volkswagen company was part of a project lead by the Deutsche Abreitsfront, which was
attempting to provide all people throughout Germany with an affordable automobile. While in power,
Adolf Hitler wanted to provide the German people with an affordable car that everyone could drive
(Bowler, 2015). As a result, the Volkswagen company was born and the automotive industry changed
forever. No longer were automobiles only a luxury item the rich in Germany could afford: cars became a
family oriented product. The automobile brand is intertwined in the history of the country it comes from
and has since become a household name around the globe.

The massive production capabilities of the Volkswagen Group are evident at the headquarters and
location of the original VW Factory in Wolfsburg, Germany. The four large smokestacks of the original
power plant still, to this day, reach towards the sky showing the power of the company, which began
during a dark time in German history. The factory is regarded as one of the largest worldwide, occupying
more than six square kilometers and boasting an output of approximately 815,000 vehicles in 2015
(Volkswagen AG, 2016). The Wolfsburg facility includes the company headquarters, the production
facility, and the Autostadt (a museum to the history of the company). By December 2015, the facility
employed 73,730 individuals in both white-collar and blue-collar jobs. Over fifty percent of the population
of Wolfsburg is employed by the Volkswagen group (Volkswagen AG, 2016). The production facility acts
as a city within the city, which only existed because of the factory, by holding medical clinics and
restaurants for the employees.
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Baby-Boomer Generation

A mass influx of childbirths occurred shortly after the Second World War. As a result, this “baby-boomer”
generation led to a major accumulation of individuals suddenly entering the workforce. This generation
is known to have worked the less than glamorous jobs, because of a great supply of workers available;
therefore, a major blue-collar workforce was possible (Taylor, Pilkington, Feist, Dal Grande & Hugo, 2014).
As a result, production facilities were able to massively expand and create technological innovations using
a workforce that could supply their needs. However, the social landscape has changed since the “baby-
boom” and the excess supply of workers willing to work in blue-collar positions has decreased to a supply
shortage. The new generation does not want to work assembly line jobs; this has a major impact on the
production capabilities of companies such as Volkswagen (Roberts, 2012). As the “baby-boomer”
generation has aged there has not been enough new generation replacement to sustain major production
facilities, a problem that is progressively growing worse. Especially in a country known for large scale
industrial factories.

The median age of employees at the Wolfsburg factory is continually increasing. This trend does not seem
to be slowing, as it is a country wide problem across Germany. Each year the average age increases as
current employees are growing older and new employees are not entering the workforce in large enough
numbers (Paddock, 2016b). Volkswagen has hit a demographic challenge and must develop solutions to
combat its aging workforce. The majority of jobs at the factory itself are blue-collar jobs held by
experienced employees who have worked for many years in the company. Such employees are aging and
replacement has proven increasingly challenging: the younger generation in Germany is not interested in
spending their life working along an assembly line (Paddock, 2016b). Rather, according to Roberts (2012),
there is an influx of university graduates looking for white-collar work in the new generation entering the
workforce, an area that VW does not have a shortage of workforce supply. Employee turnover from old
to young employees is not happening at a fast enough rate to keep up with the production demands of
such a large factory. Departments within the production facility must implement technological
innovations that will make the labour-intensive environment a feasible workplace for an aging workforce.
Over the course of the next 10 years, Volkswagen expects to lose a major portion of its workforce, on the
basis of retirement alone (Paddock, 2016b). The generation of people who made mass-production of cars
possible in Germany will cause its demise if there are not changes made to either keep them working
longer or changes in technology that make it possible to produce mass volume of specialized products
with a smaller workforce.

Why not use Automation?

The idea of using robots to replace human labour has been greatly considered by Volkswagen, but
currently, in the Wolfsburg factory of the early 215t Century, this is not possible. The use of robotic
enhancements in every stage of production is not an efficient production capability that VW can
implement. During the 1970s, the VW factory in Wolfsburg was an almost completely automated
production line, using robots at almost every stage of producing VW products (Paddock, 2016a). During
that time, there was a belief that the use of machines would result in less human error and less money
being spent on employees. Limited employees were needed, as robots could be programmed to do the
same thing over and over again, without growing tired. However, the practice of using only robots is not
possible in the car manufacturing industry of today, rather the most economical mixture of robots and
humans is needed (Gorlach & Wessel, 2007). Back in the 1970s, much of the production process was
uniform and the use of robots was possible because there was not as much variety between vehicles as
there is today. Cars would all look identical, making it feasible to use robots that continuously completed
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the same motions with the same automotive components. It was, therefore, efficient on an assembly line
to use robots instead of human labour. The initial investment was higher, but the cost of maintenance
was much lower human capital labour costs. Today, however, car variety is too vast for the use of robots
that can only perform one task over and over again. Customers are able to choose between variations of
models and instruments within the vehicles, leading to differentiation on the assembly line instead of
uniformity. Costs, quality, and quantity must all be studied when determining the effective level of
automation along the assembly line of a vehicle manufacturing plant (Gorlach & Wessel, 2008). For
example, on any given day in Wolfsburg, thousands of Golf class cars will be produced at the VW factory.
Out of the thousands of cars, no more than two will be identical to one another (Paddock, 2016a). Each
vehicle must be specially crafted to meet all chosen requirements and the quantity of identical vehicles is
too low to warrant a high level of automation. Human capital is necessary to ensure the proper production
of a wide variety of models. Machines would not be able to differentiate on such a massive scale, leading
to an inefficient factory. In today’s vehicle marketplace, human labour is ultimately more cost-effective
for Volkswagen. The cost of producing and maintaining machines, that could handle the large scale
product variation, would be too high; ultimately, effecting the bottom line of the company. The use of
humans gives VW the ability to give customers options within their vehicles, leading to a happy and
sustainable customer base.

German Labour Law

Despite the necessity for variation along the assembly line, Volkswagen is still faced with a workforce that
is slowly not able to perform all tasks. As a result, automation will become necessary, and with advances
in robotic technology, it may soon be possible to use them under the circumstances of VW. However,
when determining future steps for an organization to take, it is critical to look at the labour law of the
country in which they operate. The Wolfsburg factory is located in Germany, a country with many
different laws and policies in regards to employment compared to Canada. In Germany, a company cannot
lay off workers because of work shortages or lack of new employable areas, rather they must find a fit for
employees within the organization so that they are able to continue working (Jung, 2001). In contrast,
North American employment practices involve moving factories to more efficient locations and leaving
thousands of individuals without employment, as is common practice in the Ontario automotive industry
(CBC, 2008). Volkswagen cannot do similar things in Germany because of the employee legal protections.
In addition, the two countries differ on the issue of forced retirement based on aging. The age of
retirement in Germany is 67 years-old and employees cannot be forced out of employment based on age
or lowered ability, caused by the aging process, any sooner (Jung, 2001). Volkswagen has no grounds to
terminate employment if someone could no longer preform a task within the VW factory that they once
could. Rather, it is the organization’s responsibility to find a new task that said employee could perform
and move them to the department.

There are great implications present based on the labour law surrounding the removal of aging
employees. The removal of employees and replacement with highly technical robots in not possible for
some time. Since employees cannot be forced out of their jobs, the return to automation in certain
departments where it is possible and effective will not be a realistic option for VW for quite some time.
Volkswagen must prepare for gradual reduction of staff caused by retirement and uncover the areas
where automation is possible within the facility. Long-term planning is necessary for successful
manoeuvre through labour laws.
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Transfer to Logistics

Since there are laws dictating what can and cannot be done in regards to aging employees, the common
practice within large manufacturing facilities is to move employees to logistics: an area deemed as easier
work (Paddock, 2016b). The concept of logistical work being easier on the body is, however, a flawed idea
across most of the production world. Currently, at the Volkswagen factory in Wolfsburg it is common to
move aging employees, who can no longer work on the production line, into the Logistics department.
The Logistics department has suffered from the misconception that logistical work is easier on the body
than assembly line production work, leading to a decrease in efficiency. While there is less repetitive
motion in logistics, therefore, leading to less strain on one particular area of the body, logistical work
within an automobile manufacturing facility is not easy work. Employees working in logistics at the VW
factory in Wolfsburg are on a strict timeline, as every part that is stored within their department must
reach its destination on the assembly line at the precise time it is needed (Paddock, 2016b). This is not
easy work as massive carts, weighing approximately 50 kilograms when empty, must be moved within the
factory and filled with parts. Figure 1 is an example of a smaller cart used within the department; carts
are often double or triple the size of the one depicted (Paddock, 2016a). Pushing these carts up and down
isles of automotive components will cause strain on any individual, let alone an aging one. Therefore,
because the department requires physical labour, the concept of moving aging employees to logistics is
not sustainable and will not solve the problem Volkswagen is facing.

The logistics department is currently working to produce a plan that will project the areas of the
department that must change now, areas that must change soon, and areas that can change in the future
in regards to accommodating an aging work force (Paddock, 2016b). This plan will complement
Volkswagen’s current plans, which are used around the assembly process to rate the ergonomic level of
areas in the facility to determine where changes must be made. Employee aging has become a company-
wide issue and Volkswagen is taking many steps to ensure the success of the company in spite of problems
that will affect the company for many more years.

The Benefits of an Older Workforce

While there are problems that come from a workforce aging, there are major benefits that a successful
firm will recognize and leverage. Older employees have more experience in the working world and
because of these years of experience working in the professional world, Volkswagen has a workforce that
knows what it takes to be successful. In the working world it is imperative to have a knowledgeable
workforce; only then will success be possible. Since Volkswagen has an older workforce, there is a vast
amount of knowledge that the company must leverage from employees. The knowledge-based theory of
the firm, as described by Spender (1996), lays out knowledge as the vital strategic asset for the success of
a firm. He argues that knowledge is the most strategic asset leading to the success of an organization.
Therefore, because Volkswagen has such a knowledgeable workforce, the company has the opportunity
to gain a competitive advantage in the automotive sector, because of their knowledge development
capabilities. While most of the workers within the vehicle-manufacturing factory are blue-collar workers,
there is still a great opportunity for the passing of knowledge around the complex of the company. And
because the years of experience of employees, this knowledge has can benefit the company greatly by
leading to new knowledge creation. Knowledge can be described as what is learned through experience
and what is learned through theoretical understanding (Spender, 1996). In the case of Volkswagen, there
is a vast amount of knowledge in the first category: knowledge based on experience. Every aging worker
at VW has knowledge that leads to the success of the car manufacturing process. This means that there
is a great opportunity for Volkswagen to leverage this knowledge to make the company better. The aging
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employees cannot be seen as a burden, rather, they are an opportunity for the company. The vast
knowledge of these employees can be leveraged for the success of the organization, making the company
more competitive over time.

Over time, employee knowledge at VW has increased. This is a result of knowledge increasing over time
within the dynamic setting of a firm, through the sharing and developing of information across employees
(Spender, 1996). At Volkswagen, employee knowledge has increased and therefore the knowledge of the
company as a whole has increased. Over time, the knowledge of the company has become a strategic
asset that is imperative for the successful operations of the company. Volkswagen must work to protect
their current aging knowledgeable workforce and keep them employed in positions that will benefit the
company. Older employees are often seen as burdens to a company, yet, to be successful, a company
cannot look at older employees as burdens but as strategic assets. Since knowledge is a strategic asset,
and older employees hold knowledge, these employees are therefore a strategic asset. Physical
limitations of an older employee lower their ability to be productive in matters of strength and physicality,
but their knowledge has proven vital to the success of the company. Thus, action must be taken to keep
the knowledge within the company.

At Volkswagen, it is imperative that the knowledge of the older employees is held onto long enough that
it can transfer to the much smaller younger workforce. Since the number of employees will drastically
decrease over the next years, the transfer of knowledge must take place so that a younger generation will
be able to carry out the tasks that make the company the success it is today. This means that technology
must be created to keep an aging workforce happy and healthy within the workplace long enough for the
transfer of knowledge between generations of workers. Only once the transfer of knowledge takes place
will the next generation of VW employees be in a strong enough state that will allow for the success of
the company in the future.

Volkswagen is currently in the place where if their strategic asset is not protected, in the form of employee
protection, they will not have a good chance at being successful. The aging employees are vital to the
success of the car manufacturing giant’s Wolfsburg factory. The company has recognized this and is taking
major steps to ensure that the successful past that the company has been building for decades does not
deteriorate.

Role of Leadership at Volkswagen

Leaders within the firm have the role of creating a corporate culture or team atmosphere that is conducive
to the effective transfer of knowledge. It is the role of the leader to create an organizational system that
flows and moves with the needs of employees to create a culture that employees fit into and work
productively in (Martin-de-Castro & Montoro-Sanchez, 2013). Within the context of Volkswagen, this
means that it is management’s job to ensure that an aging workforce has the necessary technology at
their disposal so that tasks can be done efficiently. The role of the leader is to show employees that
becoming integrated in the routines of the organization will better spread the wealth of knowledge that
they collectively have and thus benefit the collective organization. This is evident within VW as a
leadership style has been implemented allowing the opportunity for teams to get together and discuss
not only problems, but also successes. What works and what does not work are equally important to
Volkswagen and using leaders to convey this message is what makes the factory in Wolfsburg successful.
Daily, within the logistics department alone, meetings take place between teams and their leaders and
those leaders and the other leaders. These meeting are often short and are focused on getting the entire
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department up to speed. The meetings have led to the successful passing of knowledge from lower
employees, who are extremely knowledgeable, to management, who need the expert knowledge of the
front line employees in able to make strategic decisions (Paddock, 2016b). The expert knowledge of the
aging employees who work on the front-line of the production facility is being passed along successfully
so that the company can be made more productive. These daily meetings create a bond within each team
and further between teams. Each person is on the same page and knows what must be done for the
department to be successful. The creation of this culture has led to a cohesive unit that works together
to solve problems, no matter the job title of employees (Paddock, 2016b). A team exists and this means
that the employees have a better chance to be successful.

When a leader is able to promote trust, and a sense of belonging within the firm, the firm has a better
chance to be successful. Employees will be motivated to share their knowledge to the group for the
betterment of the organization (Martin-de-Castro & Montoro-Sanchez, 2013). A competitive advantage
can arise within a firm with a strong cohesive culture, because all employees are working on the same
page to spread already developed knowledge and create new knowledge as a group. Leaders must
recognize that creating a team atmosphere is imperative to the transfer of large amounts of knowledge
and without a strong culture within the firm, there would be no chance of turning individual knowledge
into collective knowledge. It is the role of leaders within VW to find the information they need to make
the company better, and this is only possible if the facility is improved so that aging workers are able to
continue working and thus benefiting the company with their years of experience and knowledge.

Importance of Ergonomic Solutions

Since Volkswagen has made a commitment to providing specialized automobiles to its customers, the
company has had to make the manufacturing workplace safe and ergonomic for the necessary human
employees. Because the use of manual labour is a necessity at the Volkswagen factory in Wolfsburg, focus
has had to be placed on ergonomically improving each work place (Volkswagen Aktiengesellschaft, 2015).
When workstations are not designed and positioned in a way that is carefully constructed to make the
movements of the workforce ergonomic, injuries occur. There is a strong correlation between workplace
injuries and repetitive motion. Since an assembly line forces employees to constantly be making the same
movements over and over again, it is important for the company to focus on limiting the areas in which
injuries can occur (Paddock, 2016a). Workplace injuries cost the company money in the form of injury
compensation and missing workforce. For a company to be successful in the long run, taking care of
employees is a necessity.

Volkswagen has an aging workforce, which means that there had to be steps taken to ensure that
workplace injuries do not take place. It is unfortunately easier for an older employee to get injured than
a younger one and this means that the Wolfsburg factory is in danger of losing valuable human resources
to injury if the right steps are not taken when improving the workplace and specifically the ergonomics of
the workplace (Volkswagen Group, 2015, June 17). Each change that Volkswagen makes to ensure
ergonomic standards are improved do more than just fix the problem for an aging workforce: the benefits
reach the younger generation of workers as well. Younger employees can put less strain on their bodies
in their youth, translating to fewer injuries that will affect their working capabilities when they are older.
Each beneficial change will help the older generation of workers today and of tomorrow. While the aging
process is not going to slow down at the Wolfsburg VW factory, the rate of injuries will and thus workers
will be able to carry out tasks longer and the company will be able to meet each goal that is set. It is the
responsibility of the management to invest in developing new technologies to make the factory work
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place a better environment so that workers can feel safe and thus succeed in their daily tasks without
added risk of repetitive motion injuries. Dr. Horst Neumann, board member for Human Resources,
Volkswagen Aktiengesellschaft is quoted as saying.

Every ergonomic improvement is an investment in the health and performance of our workforce.
At the same time, each improvement enhances quality and productivity. That is why Volkswagen
sets great store by good ergonomic working conditions. That includes both individual
improvements at the workplace as well as ergonomic shift models. We also foster teamwork and
individual commitment to preventive healthcare, training and fitness

(Volkswagen Aktiengesellschaft, 2015).

Factory Improvements at Volkswagen

The Volkswagen Factory in Wolfsburg is constructed of many large concrete buildings. A reminder of the
history of the German company. These buildings are very old and hold historical significance to the
company, while also providing economic benefits in the form of functional buildings. However, the floor
material is not conducive to an ergonomic workplace. The hard concrete that runs the length of the
building is not a material that is comfortable to be standing or moving along for extended periods of time
(Paddock, 2016a). Thus, the flooring material can result in injuries to individuals who are forced to stand
all shift long. To combat this problem, Volkswagen has installed raised wooden floors along the assembly
line, as seen in Figure 2, for workers to walk along. Wood flooring offers a level of cushion for workers
and is better to walk along than concrete. The more ergonomic platform reduces the chance for injuries
to muscle joints due to excessive pounding and strain. To improve this system further, VW introduced the
concept of having slow moving areas installed within the raised flooring, providing workers with a
platform where they can stand still and work on vehicles as they move down the assembly line (Figure 3).
This means that the body can stay in one proper position and there is not any over stretching or sudden
movements that can result in injuries due to forced multitasking of moving while assembling the vehicle.
Rather the worker just has to move to the beginning of their work area once one vehicle is done and they
can start on the next vehicle. Tilting of vehicles to make them easier to work on for employees is another
improvement done for the assembly line. As shown in Figure 4, rather than unnatural bending and
moving, in ways that will put the body in non-ergonomic positions, the vehicle does all the moving and
employees can focus solely on getting their job done properly. The chance for muscle strain diminishes
greatly when the body is able to stay in natural positions (Paddock, 2016a).

Volkswagen has recognized that older employees need special changes that make hard jobs possible.
Manipulators, as Volkswagen refers to the technologies implemented to make the work of employees less
strenuous have been implemented around the factory (Volkswagen Group, 2015, November 27). Each
place where an essential production activity poses a threat to personal safety and health is a place where
manipulators can be implemented (Volkswagen Group, 2015, June 10). The use of robots along with
humans has become quite common as robots are able to move much heavier components, while humans
are able to make sure that each process is being done properly. Human and robot interaction allows for
the health and safety of employees to be increased while productivity increases as well (Volkswagen
Group, 2015, August 20). Work can be done and there isn’t a risk of injury based on being in a non-
ergonomic position. It is necessary to implement technology to make the workplace efficient despite
changes in demographics.
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Risk of Technological Introductions

Volkswagen has recognized that there is a major need for improving technology if the aging workforce is
to be effectively and efficiently used to produce vehicles in Wolfsburg. The introduction of the
technological advances along the assembly line have been widely accepted and appreciated by employees
at Volkswagen; however, when introducing technology to an older generation there are risks that it won’t
be accepted. Volkswagen’s logistics department has introduced the use of Google Glass for the use in
picking parts for the production process (Volkswagen AG, 2015). The idea behind the introduction of the
technology is that employees can use this technology to scan barcodes and reduce picking errors while
carrying less papers and scanners, as is seen in Figure 5. The technology essentially frees the hands of
logistics department workers so that they can do their job faster and more efficiently. The technology has
been accepted and appreciated by the younger generation of workers at the factory who like to see new
technology implemented. However, the older generation has taken more time to accept the technology,
preferring to do things the way they have always been done (Paddock, 2016b). When dealing with an
older work force, it is essential that the workers and management both see technological advances as a
productive addition to the workplace. There cannot be a disconnect between management and the
employees on the front-line. While this technology has since been widely introduced and accepted at the
Wolfsburg facility, Volkswagen is in a position where they are forced to work with the aging workforce to
find solutions to problems that not only work, but also do not alienate the workforce and cause them to
become frustrated. Technology can be a good addition for making a workplace friendlier for an aging
employee. The implementation of the right technological device has the ability to make the job of an
employee better and leave them more satisfied with their productivity levels. But, there is a fine line
between making a problem better or making it worse based solely on the introduction of a new
technology. Management must work with employees to determine which technology is beneficial and
which technology is not.

CONCLUSION

Volkswagen is faced with major obstacles in its future at the Wolfsburg factory. The workforce is not
getting any younger and will become a major problem for production moving forward. Aging, experienced
long-term employees are extremely valuable to Volkswagen, but the manufacturing facility is faced with
the fact that changes will have to be made in the future. As the number of employees decrease over the
next years, the management at VW will rely on the introduction of new technology that will make the
factory run smoothly and productively so that they can continue to be the leader of car production in
Wolfsburg that they are today. Volkswagen changes the way car manufacturing takes place, and in a
country such as Germany, where the workforce is not growing younger, technological innovations are a
must.

The company recognizes the importance of its currently aging workforce, knowing that each aging
employee hold a vast wealth of knowledge that is critical for the successful operation of the production
facility. Knowledge increases with time and is valuable for companies when it is spread throughout the
corporation through a collective community. Volkswagen has taken steps to ensure that the knowledge
of each worker in the facility can be passed throughout the company so that the facility in Wolfsburg can
be successful. Employee knowledge is key for the future success of the organization. While the company
transitions to an older and smaller workforce, each individual is forced to work for the betterment of the
organization. Employees will move on, but it is Volkswagen’s management’s responsibility to work with
aging experts to find solutions to problems that will leave the company in a state to succeed. Every
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technological improvement that Volkswagen has and will implement is a direct result of working with
employees to make the factory a safer and more productive work place.

Volkswagen is a symbol of Germany that employees are proud to be a part of, as reflected through their
vast knowledge, loyalty and commitment to the company. Volkswagen was founded during a dark time
but has proven it can succeed through difficult circumstances and rise to the top. Through its support to
the aging workforce, implementation of technology and transfer of knowledge to the upcoming
generation of workers, Volkswagen will be able to sustainably continue to succeed for many years to
come.
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APPENDIX

Figure 1: Small component cart

roduction_logistics.html)
Figure 2: wooden flooring T2 o N N
along assembly line O\ g

(http://onlineathens.com/sites/default/files/imagecache/full/Germany%20Volkswagen_Mor
a.jpg)

91



92

Figure 3: Moving floors along

assembly line
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Figure 4: Rotated vehicles

Figure 5: Google Glass
introduced in logistics

(http://www.digitaltrends.com/wearables/vw-makes-high-tech-specs-standard-issue-for-
logistics-staff/)




	paddock_riley_bcomrp_2016_COVER.pdf
	paddock_riley_bcomrp_2016.pdf



