
Chapter 6

THE LABOR ADMINISTRATION 
IN THE ECONOMIC MIRACLE

�

In the summer of 1945, after the Allies had defeated and occupied Germany, 
few Germans could be certain about their own, or their society’s, future. Th e 
country faced even bleaker prospects than those of 1918: this second world war 
had come home to Germany, turning cities to rubble and destroying infrastruc-
ture and industrial capital, as the fi rst one had not. Th e human losses—of killed 
and wounded soldiers and, for the fi rst time, targeted civilians—had been even 
greater than the carnage of 1914 to 1918. Millions of homeless people, displaced 
or expelled from central Europe, threatened to overwhelm available resources. 
Above all, Germany’s future status—its borders, its political constitution, and 
its economic system—lay, at least for the foreseeable future, in others’, in the 
Allies,’ hands. At the time, few could imagine what kind of Germany, what kind 
of economy and vocational system, would emerge in 10 or 20 years time.

Th e War’s Aftermath1

Amidst the ruins of postwar Germany, the reconstruction of a national Labor 
Administration and system of vocational training, like the future of much else 
in the defeated and occupied country, only could have seemed a distant and un-
certain prospect. In the event, the road to the establishment in 1952 of the new 
Labor Administration, the Bundesanstalt für Arbeitsvermittlung und Arbeitslosen-
versicherung, would be fi lled with delay, power struggles, and debate. And yet, in 
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retrospect, it is clear that no signifi cant opposition or alternative to a reconstitu-
tion ever presented itself.2 As had been the case since the 1920s, the support for 
a Labor Administration was broad among the nascent interest groups and the 
political parties. At the local and state levels, labor offi  ces resumed their activi-
ties as soon as they could. Th e reconstitution of the vocational training system, 
which also encountered delays and perhaps more serious challenges to employers’ 
power, though not to the system per se, followed a similar path: the local bodies, 
the individual companies, and chambers of industry, resumed—or, in fact, sim-
ply continued—earlier patterns; organizing nationally took longer. 

Even as the Allies assumed all political authority in conquered Germany, Ger-
man administration, particularly at the local level, continued to operate.3 How-
ever, the labor offi  ces now faced even more obstacles to eff ective service than 
they had in the waning years of the Th ird Reich, when conscription into the 
army of their own personnel, the regime’s interventions in the economy, and the 
breakdown of transportation and bomb attacks had disrupted work. Surprisingly, 
perhaps, the fact that most industrial production had ground to a halt was not 
itself directly responsible for the labor offi  ces’ problems:4 despite their produc-
tion problems, employers continued—as they had throughout the war—to seek 
a high number of apprentices. Rather, the labor offi  ces had to overcome many of 
the same obstacles that hampered industrial production (though not industrial 
training). A report of the vocational counselor in Bielefeld from August 1945 
described the constraints under which his offi  ce had to work and the necessity of 
continuing the simplifi ed forms of counseling and psychological testing he had 
developed in the last three years of the war:

In the current emergency condition of the local economy, it is hardly possible to con-

sider individual vocational interests, not to mention fi ne gradations in ability. Examination 

rooms are not available and cannot at present be set up. Extensive psychological exami-

nations would be premature given the large quantitative question of putting youths to 

work.… [G]iven the current transportation conditions the reestablishment of a supra-

district testing station appears at present completely impossible.5

Addressing the human costs of the war, which the Bielefeld report also men-
tioned, diverted many of the remaining resources from vocational counseling’s 
previously central purposes of advising and placing school-leavers. Adults, es-
pecially returning POWs, expellees, the war-wounded, and those compelled to 
change vocations or in need of further training, fl ooded the vocational counsel-
ing stations. In North Rhine-Westphalia in 1946/47, for example, such “older 
advice-seekers” made up nearly 60 percent of the offi  ces’ total caseload.6 

Despite their fi rms’ low output and the bleak prospects for improvement at 
least in the short-run, German employers sought to hire and train large num-
bers of school-leavers. In North Rhine-Westphalia in 1946/47 and 1947/48, for 
example, companies’ requests of the labor offi  ces for apprentices “exceeded con-
siderably” the number of available trainees. In the fi rst year, 159,000 candidates 
faced 177,000 openings; in 1947/48, the respective fi gures were 177,000 and 
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183,000.7 In the face of conditions detrimental to producing goods for sale, in 
particular the lack of a stable currency, fi rms turned their eff orts to restoring 
and enhancing their capital, in both its material and human forms.8 As they had 
under the perhaps equally, if diff erently, challenging conditions of wartime pro-
duction, German fi rms planned for a long-term future in which, they expected, 
a high-skilled workforce would be one of their greatest assets.

Compared to the concrete requirements and goals of the local and state labor 
offi  ces and of companies, the Weltanschauung of political parties and the popu-
lace played a much smaller role in the reconstitution of the workforce optimiza-
tion projects, at least in the fi rst years after the war ended. For the great majority 
of Germans, exhaustion and the practical, daily challenge of making do amidst 
the ruins and shortages precluded much political engagement or refl ection about 
the distant future.9 To the extent that the Allies permitted them, the early Ger-
man political decisions did not rely on a mass-basis, but instead on elites of Wei-
mar and even the late Kaiserreich.10

Supporters of the Labor Administration found in the postwar German out-
look reasons to be optimistic about their institution’s future, as well as loom-
ing challenges. For those Germans who could aff ord to think about more than 
simply making ends meet, print media, and in particular magazines, early on 
began a lively public debate about the nature and causes of the recent catastrophe 
(however defi ned) and the path to Germany’s recovery. Th ough the answers and 
prescriptions often varied, a persistently strong theme in these early years was the 
call for ethical renewal, both of the individual and of society as a whole. Individu-
als sought new or, more often, old sources of value and orientation. Th ey turned 
to religion, but also to work and vocation, which in addition to satisfying com-
pelling material needs also “could serve as a new life-philosophy.”11 Th e yearning 
for individual orientation to some higher purpose, which might include devo-
tion to work, fi tted well with aspects of the Labor Administration’s program of 
vocational counseling—such moral grounding had been at least one of the goals 
of many of the original proponents of vocational training and counseling in the 
Kaiserreich and Weimar Republic. However, at least in the discussion in the fi rst 
years after 1945, the emphasis had shifted away from the economic and toward 
the spiritual role of skilled work.

As for remaking society, a broad, if vague, consensus united many leftists and 
Christians who favored some form of socialism.12 Likewise, Germans from across 
the political spectrum held that the nation, if it ever were to emerge from its cur-
rent catastrophic state, must use and mobilize its human resources as eff ectively 
as possible. Even the “Ordoliberal” architects of West Germany’s “social market 
economy,” while fi rmly rejecting socialism, embraced the need for a Labor Ad-
ministration that would steer people into skilled work.13 Unlike the prior postwar 
period, however, after 1945 there were few explicit calls for Menschenökonomie, 
and certainly little of the earlier fervor.

Support for some form of socialism was congruent with a Labor Adminis-
tration run in the public’s interest. Of concern to offi  cials in the labor offi  ces, 
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however, were the criticisms of centralization and bureaucracy in general, which 
many Germans associated with Nazi rule and blamed for the destruction of hu-
mane (or religious) values.14 More particularly, the Labor Administration itself 
had become associated in many people’s minds with the open dirigisme of the 
Nazi period, just as the heavy hand of the labor offi  ces in World War I had earned 
them popular enmity.15 Th e pressures resulting from these attitudes on the part 
of the public, to emphasize the individual, almost ethical aspect of vocations and 
vocational counseling and to personalize the bureaucracy, would play some role 
in the coming years in eff orts to highlight vocational counseling’s connection to 
the individual. As it had in the past, Berufsberatung found itself torn between the 
means of “complete inclusion” and the desire to win the confi dence and coop-
eration of its actual and potential clients in order to achieve the goal of a highly 
skilled workforce. 

All in all, then, in the fi rst years after World War II, the Labor Administration 
could build on broad support for its general mission of controlling and improving 
the workforce, while some aspects of implementation remained more contested. 
Compared to the situation after 1918, the urgency of the labor force projects had 
faded somewhat—if only because the collapse now encompassed so many aspects 
of life and because occupied Germany’s fate rested to a much greater extent in 
others’ hands. However, the institutions of the human economies, scattered cri-
tiques notwithstanding, were much more fi rmly in place.

Soon after the end of the war, higher levels of the Labor Administration also 
were reconstituted. Between 1945 and 1948, Allied restrictions, German politi-
cal struggles, and simple practical considerations determined a heterogeneous 
sequence and pattern of reviving the bodies important to the workforce projects. 
However slowly the supra-local organizations arose, their reestablishment virtually 
went uncontested, refl ecting the broad support among relevant German circles 
as well as among the Allies. Only the British, whose new Labour government 
envisioned a more centralized Germany with strong elements of a planned econ-
omy, created zone-wide Offi  ces, including one for Labor, in addition to state 
ministries.16 As a result of this administrative decision, as well as the Rhineland’s 
traditionally leading role in vocational counseling and its central position in the 
economy of the incipient West German state, the British Central Offi  ce for La-
bor became the basis for the future West German Labor Administration. Th e 
delays in reestablishing a unifi ed national Labor Administration meant that—as 
so often in the past—state and local offi  ces, as well as the British Central Offi  ce, 
shaped the practices of the human economies and, especially in their dealings 
with local employers, assured a high degree of continuity. 

One of the few existing discontinuities, the lack of corporatist governing 
boards, spawned tensions within the incipient Labor Administration. In 1946 
and 1947, the attempts by some Social Democratic politicians and union leaders 
to gain decisive infl uence over the Labor Administration seemed, to key fi gures 
within the Central Labor Offi  ce of the British Zone, to pose a threat to its mis-
sion. Unhampered by any corporatist governing boards, the Social Democratic 
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Labor Ministers of such important Länder as North Rhine-Westphalia, Lower 
Saxony, and Schleswig-Holstein applied obviously political criteria in selecting 
the presidents of the state offi  ces.17 Indeed, the head of the Zonal Central Of-
fi ce objected that the North Rhine-Westphalia Labor Minister had called several 
meetings of Social-Democratic directors of local labor offi  ces in order to give 
them “political instructions.” If this were not stopped, the Zonal chief warned, 
other parties would do the same and the Labor Administration would be split into 
political camps.18 A related dispute arose over whether labor offi  ce fi gures could 
be active members of unions.19 While the head of the Zonal Offi  ce was willing 
to pay some attention to political affi  liation in hirings (“otherwise, strong attacks 
could be expected from the parties and unions”), it was the British Occupation 
authority that insisted most forcefully upon the strict neutrality of labor offi  ce 
members.20 Th us, without permanently alienating any party, the emerging Labor 
Administration in the British Zone began to reestablish important characteristics 
that had distinguished the Labor Administration in the Weimar period and that 
had not been violated fully even under the Nazis: a principle of relative non-
partisanship and support from across the political spectrum.21 A substantial con-
tinuity of personnel from the Weimar and Nazi periods strengthened the incipi-
ent Labor Administration’s dedication to the national cause of creating a high-
skilled workforce.22

Th e Central Offi  ce for Labor in the British Zone regarded itself, as we have 
mentioned, as the precursor to a restored nationwide Labor Administration, in 
which view it found the full support of the British.23 It swiftly took the initia-
tive in preparing and systematizing materials for vocational counseling, includ-
ing psychological testing. Th ese eff orts shed light on the thinking and motives 
within the Labor Administration during these tumultuous years. Th ey demon-
strate that, after some initial pathos-inspired, religiously colored idealism, more 
concrete goals, including—most pragmatically of all—the need to win the co-
operation of employers, reasserted themselves. In addition to this form of con-
tinuity, the Central Offi  ce’s eff orts to create uniform standards and methods for 
vocational counseling formed a direct bridge between the Reichsanstalt and the 
future Bundesanstalt, as those eff orts drew on the systematizing work of the late 
1930s and would provide the blueprint for the Bundesanstalt’s vocational coun-
seling and psychological service. 

Within months of the war’s end, the work of coordinating and preparing ma-
terials for vocational counseling had begun, fi rst at the state level, and then at the 
Central Offi  ce. In February 1946, Julius Scheuble, who was the head of voca-
tional counseling in the most important state of the British Zone, North Rhine, 
and would later become the fi rst president of the reconstituted Bundesanstalt, 
called the fi rst of several meetings to revive work at the state level.24

In July, the British established the Central Offi  ce for Labor in Lemgo, with 
Scheuble as its director. Citing the “especially diffi  cult task of vocational counsel-
ing at present,” Scheuble two months later organized the fi rst zone-wide confer-
ence on vocational counseling. As Scheuble explained later to his British superiors 
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(and presumably to those at the conference), the “most important task” of his 
agency’s vocational counseling unit was “the new formation of a skilled labor 
force calibrated to the needs of a peace-time economy.”25

 Even after the British Zone’s Central Offi  ce was absorbed into the new Bizonal 
Administration for Labor that summer and thereby lost jurisdiction over voca-
tional counseling,26 eff orts to systematize vocational counseling and psychological 
testing continued. Th e states, above all North Rhine-Westphalia, pursued both 
the Central Offi  ce’s project as well as their own work, which they had carried on 
in parallel to the Central Offi  ce’s. From early 1947, the North Rhine-Westphalia 
labor offi  ce had organized and encouraged training sessions for its vocational 
counselors and regional “working groups” to consider the future tasks and meth-
ods of vocational counseling.27 Th anks to the energetic activity of these sessions 
and working groups, North Rhine-Westphalia, which since Weimar had boasted 
easily the densest network of vocational counseling and psychological testing sta-
tions, further cemented its leading role in the nascent Labor Administration. 

Along with much continuity, the discussions in the working groups (and else-
where) in North Rhine-Westphalia also revealed some shifts in thinking about 
the purpose and future of vocational counseling. In the fi rst years after the end 
of hostilities, the leaders of the state labor offi  ces could be as profoundly shaken 
as anybody by the magnitude of events. Th e head of vocational counseling for 
North Rhine-Westphalia, Karl Pardun, opened the fi rst training session with pa-
thos-fi lled refl ections on the moral crisis of the times and the requisite character-
istics of the vocational counselor:

Th e power of trust and mutual respect, the power of awe and of love for all living things 

must grow in the soul of the vocational counselor … It is necessary to lead [the advice-

seeker] to responsibility, to behavior appropriate to his nature and to the courage to duty; 

[the counselor must] help the individual to be guided again into the correct, living relation 

to himself, to other men and to whatever new human order is created.28

With the passage of time, however, such high-minded goals gave way increas-
ingly to more pragmatic concerns, such as reestablishing ties to employers and 
securing vocational counseling’s role in the new political landscape of the Federal 
Republic. In Schleswig-Holstein, the leading vocational counselor convinced his 
superiors to approve such eff orts without reference to any “higher” values. Th e 
skewed relation between individual vocational wishes and real economic pros-
pects necessitated a selection of apprentices, he observed matter-of-factly.

In 1947 and 1948, the relevance of employers loomed ever larger in the discus-
sions among vocational counselors. “Th ere are no legal means to prevent compa-
nies from doing suitability-tests,” Pardun had to inform the vocational counselors 
of North Rhine-Westphalia. “Th ese eff orts of the fi rms can only be overcome by 
better performance [of the labor offi  ces].”29 Beyond achieving a high-skilled work-
force, which companies that tested candidates presumably were contributing to 
in any case, the vocational counselors now embraced Totalerfassung per se as a 
goal. Vocational counselors in the “Cologne Circle” raised the issue at their meet-
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ing in April 1948. “In all districts,” as the protocol of the meeting put it, “there is 
an increasing number of requests by economic organizations to have their young 
workers suitability-tested [by vocational counseling.] Attention must be paid that 
the monopoly position of the vocational counseling in this regard is preserved 
and that not every arbitrary institution performs suitability-tests.”30 Th e leading 
fi gures of the state vocational counseling offi  ce apparently concurred with the 
assessment at another counselors’ meeting that the percentage of suitability tests 
“must in future be increased ten-fold [from 2 percent to 20 percent] especially in 
light of the eff orts of the large companies to achieve self-suffi  ciency in the realm 
of performing suitability-tests.”31 By 1948, then, even before the rapid revival of 
the German economy and the establishment of a new political framework in the 
Federal Republic, vocational counseling was again grappling with the challenges 
that had long shaped its strategies: accommodating the wishes of employers in 
the interest of maintaining its own control of the selection and placement pro-
cess, and deciding whether Totalerfassung was a means to achieve a high-skilled 
workforce or, as it increasingly seemed to be, an end in itself.

Th e Vocational System within the Social Market Economy and 
Federal Republic: Totalerfassung Challenged and Maintained

In the years 1948 to 1952, the essential institutions of the labor force projects 
were restored (in West Germany) at the national level, including a central Labor 
Administration in the form of the Bundesanstalt für Arbeitsvermittlung und Arbeits-
losenversicherung. Th ey proved compatible—at least for several years—with the 
newly introduced “social market economy” and the Federal Republic’s political 
constitution. Th e Labor Administration again also overcame, for the time being, 
challenges to its goal of total control of the labor market.

Th e Bizone’s Economic Council and administrative offi  ces, established in June 
1947 and signifi cantly reformed in early 1948, were regarded, if still not offi  -
cially acknowledged, by Germans and the participating Allies as a forerunner of 
a future German government.32 In its two year existence, the Economic Council 
laid the groundwork for the economic system of West Germany, often without 
much fanfare and within the limits set by the Allies and by state prerogatives.33 
Th e institutions of the human economies also assumed clearer contours, though 
important decisions were put off  until after the founding of the new state.

As had been the case after World War I, support for an organization of the la-
bor market and for systematic vocational counseling (and training) reached across 
virtually all parties—in sharp contrast with the vitriolic debates about other eco-
nomic questions. Th e “basic tendency of the [Economic Council] to reestablish 
achievements of the Weimar Republic was especially pronounced in the fi eld of 
Labor Administration.”34 Th e Germans’ wishes, in fact, outstripped the Allies’ 
willingness to establish central bureaucracies: throughout early 1948, the Eco-
nomic Council pleaded for the establishment of a sixth Bizonal offi  ce—for “La-

This open access library edition is supported by Knowledge Unlatched. Not for resale.



190   |   Optimizing the German Workforce

bor and Social Aff airs”—only to be rebuff ed by the Allies on the grounds of 
limitations imposed by the Potsdam agreement. When an Administration for 
Labor fi nally was created by Allied fi at in August 1948, it bore responsibility, as 
had the Reichsanstalt, for job placement and unemployment payments. However, 
against German wishes, the Administration for Labor had no jurisdiction over 
vocational counseling, which remained in the hands of the states.35 Also, the 
fi nal status of the system of unemployment insurance, which had provided the 
fi nancial underpinnings of Reichsanstalt, remained, like the other kinds of social 
insurance, to be decided by the parliament of a new German state.36 Finally, 
the incipient ministries for economics and labor continued their struggle over 
responsibility for vocational training, a confl ict that only would be settled in 
1952, when the Economics Ministry reasserted its control. External forces and 
jurisdictional disputes continued to stymie German wishes for a unifi ed Labor 
Administration, which would include vocational counseling.

In June 1948, the nearly simultaneous introduction by the Allies of a new 
currency and the approval by the Economic Council of measures to set free the 
prices for most goods as well as wages marked a momentous turning point in Ger-
many’s postwar economic development. By ending state controls in these areas, 
which the Nazis had introduced in 1936 and which the Allies had continued 
since 1945, the liberalization of prices and wages appeared to spell the end to 
hopes for widespread planning in the economy, which in the fi rst years after the 
war had been in the ascendance. Th ey represented the triumph of a resurgent, 
though modifi ed, liberalism—Ordoliberalism.37 However—and this discrepancy 
has gone unnoticed in the scholarly literature—the liberalizations of mid 1948 
left untouched a core area of the German economy: aside from the lifting of wage 
controls, the labor market remained subject to “administration.” In part, as we 
shall see, this only partial liberalization derived from the fact that the Allies had 
insisted that decisions about the future of the German insurance systems, one of 
which, of course, supported the Labor Administration, be made by a newly con-
stituted German parliament. Yet the Allies’ injunction was not suffi  cient cause 
to block Erhard’s implementation of the liberalization measures even before the 
military authorities had given their approval.38

In part, even among the advocates of liberalization, there were many who 
believed it could be introduced only in stages. Th ey believed that elements of 
planning still would be necessary for some time to come. Th us, Erhard’s prede-
cessor as director of the Bizonal Economic Administration, Johannes Semmler, 
had acknowledged that, “we will quite certainly need a planned economy for [an-
other] twenty years—even we who reject the basic premise of a state-run planned 
economy.”39

Th e intellectual drafters of blueprints for the social market economy had only 
marginally and timidly included the labor market in their plans for reform.40 Th e 
Labor Administration’s goal of creating a high-skilled workforce fi tted perfectly 
with two fundamental changes the Ordoliberals made to pure laissez-faire policy: 
the state could intervene in the market if it did so in a “market-conforming” way, 
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i.e., for the sake of preparing people for the free market, and a successful capital-
ist system presupposed economically and psychologically independent partici-
pants.41 It is revealing of the special place of the labor market in the emerging 
economic order that during the very days when the Economic Council passed 
the measures liberalizing much of the German economy, it also voted to create 
an Administration for Labor.42 Th e breadth of support for this law—it was spon-
sored jointly by the Christian Democrats and Christian Social Union, the Social 
Democrats, the Liberals, and the Catholic Center, which together represented 47 
of the 52 delegates to the Economic Council—gave an indication of the German 
consensus in support of the Labor Administration. Even the proponents of a largely 
liberalized social market economy still drew the line in front of the labor market.

Th e promulgation a year later of the Basic Law establishing a Federal Ger-
man Republic changed little in terms of the Labor Administration and the other 
workforce optimization projects, at least in the short-term. Th e Basic Law did not 
prescribe a particular economic system for the Bundesrepublik, in eff ect leaving 
in place the decisions already taken by the Economic Council and Allies (So-
ziale Marktwirtschaft, currency reform) and allowing future parliaments to make 
changes (by a two-thirds majority).43 In accordance with German tradition, it left 
the determination of the “labor order” to the federal government,44 paving the 
way for the future reestablishment of a national Labor Agency. However, several 
articles of the Basic Law pertaining to basic individual rights—which the Parlia-
mentary Council had placed at the beginning of the document in response to 
the Nazi regime’s trampling of those rights—potentially had a bearing on the 
Labor Administration. Th e very fi rst words of the Federal Republic’s founding 
document—“Th e dignity of man is inviolable”—put down a claim, however ab-
stractly, on the basic orientation of the new state. Unlike in the Nazi period and 
to some extent even in the Weimar Republic,45 in the West German Federal Re -
public, the state was to serve the individual, and not vice versa. However, the im-
plications for specifi c realms of life of this general commitment remained as yet 
undetermined. In regard to the Labor Administration, the Federal Republic’s com-
mitment to the priority of the individual would have an impact only after several 
years, especially after Germany’s economic conditions had dramatically improved.

Th e abstract pledge to uphold the dignity of the individual both undergirded 
and expressed itself in the more specifi c “basic rights” of the Grundgesetz.46 One 
of these—the “freedom of choice of a vocation” contained in Article 12—ap-
peared likely, in conjunction with a change of Allied statute, to have an immedi-
ate, signifi cant eff ect on the Labor Administration. We turn, therefore, to the 
challenge Article 12 and the ending of a legal basis for compelling school-leavers 
to report to the labor offi  ces posed to the Labor Administration’s goal of “total 
control” of the labor market. By overcoming this challenge, at least for the time 
being, the Labor Administration was able to maintain its original program of 
Totalerfassung well into the 1950s.

By early 1949, several months after Erhard’s liberalizations and as the Parlia-
mentary Council deliberated, the leaders of the Labor Administration recognized 
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that “the foundations of vocational counseling were buckling.” Some kind of “re-
orientation” was necessary.47 Th ey were casting an anxious eye on the anticipated 
end of vocational counseling’s legal mandate compelling school-leavers to report 
to the labor offi  ces. Th e mandate had been introduced by the Nazis in 1938. Af-
ter the defeat of Germany, the Allied Control Commission’s Order Nr. 3, issued 
on 17 January 1946,48 had extended those controls into the postwar period for 
the simple sake of maintaining order. Faced with the likelihood that the framers 
of the German constitution would seek to guarantee individual freedoms in the 
labor sphere as part of the overall commitment of the new Republic to individual 
rights, the vocational counselor Pardun sketched out vocational counseling’s op-
tions and prospects. “Th e question now is whether the external means (require-
ment to register, etc.) should be defended or not. Th e core issue is freedom or 
compulsion.” Pardun elucidated the two options: “Liberalism off ers the free play 
of forces. It demands therefore only an informational role for vocational counsel-
ing. Others start from the idea of government steering [of labor forces], in order 
to harmonize the interests of the individual with those of the collectivity. For 
this, purely mechanical means (for example, [new] legal determinations) would 
be necessary.” In fact, however, Pardun appeared to advocate yet another option: 
“Th e third way would be that of individual counseling, personal responsibility [of 
the counselor], and social welfare. Th at would be the genuine commitment [of 
the counselor], that would be trust in one’s own work and the trust of the em-
ployers. If vocational counseling must take this path, then it is important that it 
start off  down this road even today.”49 With the end of the Labor Administration’s 
legal mandate—the “external means”—for Totalerfassung looming, a leading vo-
cational counselor advocated strengthening what he might have dubbed “internal 
means”: appealing to school-leavers through a more personalized service.

Four months later, after the Basic Law had, as expected, established freedom 
of vocational choice, leading vocational counselors from throughout the Federal 
Republic convened to consider the implications for the Labor Administration. 
Th e position they settled on incorporated elements from all three of Pardun’s 
options. Article 12 of the Basic Law, they acknowledged, “clearly and with direct 
legal eff ect” guaranteed the freedom of the worker in his choice of vocation, 
workplace, and training station. “All administrative limitations of this freedom 
cease.” However, the obligations imposed by the 1946 Allied Order upon em-
ployers to register all openings and obtain permission for new hirings were, for 
the time being, still in force.

Th e consequences the counselors drew suggested that, in the view of the Labor 
Administration, the goal remained largely the same as it always had been—steer-
ing as many people as possible into skilled work and control of the labor market. 
Th e means and emphases, however, might have to be adapted to the new cir-
cumstances. Th e sole responsibility of the Labor Administration for vocational 
counseling and apprenticeship placement,50 the assembled noted, continued un-
aff ected by Article 12. Above and beyond its monopoly status, the Labor Admin-
istration intended to maintain its access to all fi rst time job seekers, though it now 
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dropped the word Total, which aroused unwelcome associations. “Th e planned 
Erfassung of the advice seekers, especially the school-leavers, remains an important 
task of vocational counseling, even if the legal means ([the 1938 law and the Allied 
Control Commission’s Order Nr. 3]) should be abolished.” Th e main instrument 
of Erfassung would be an institution that even before the introduction of legal 
compulsion in 1938 had been the lynchpin of the Labor Administration’s eff orts 
to achieve total inclusion: “this task,” the summary of the meeting continued, “will 
have to be solved above all in closest cooperation with the school.”

In its dealings with the advice-seeker, the counselors agreed, the Labor Admin-
istration would have to make some, albeit minor, modifi cations. Th ey insisted 
that vocational counseling always, in fact, had respected the freedom of voca-
tional choice. Generally, “for the goals and essential methods of vocational coun-
seling, which in principle already have built on the idea [contained in] Article 12, 
no fundamental changes result.” However, the counselors did acknowledge the 
advantages of Pardun’s “third way.” Th ey agreed that:

in carrying out its economic and social tasks, vocational counseling will once again have 

to place clearly in the foreground the social purpose of care for the vocational fate of the 

advice and help-seeking people. Th is eff ort must be clearly expressed in the methods of vo-

cational counseling as well: they must apply reserve in emphasizing administrative powers 

and primarily rely on means of pedagogical infl uencing of the vocation-seekers and of the 

parents or guardians, as well as on the sincere cooperation with all agencies engaged and 

interested in the same questions.

Th e counselors specifi ed what the shift in emphasis from administrative pressure 
toward “infl uence” would entail in more practical terms: “Vocational informa-
tion, individual counseling, suitability-testing, and subsequent vocational care 
must therefore be constantly deepened and expanded.”51 By expanding and im-
proving such services, the Labor Administration would tend more—or be seen to 
tend more—to the individual now placed at the center of the new state’s political 
order. At the same time, and in fact by precisely these means, vocational counselors 
hoped still to be able, now by less obviously authoritarian methods, to continue to 
fulfi ll the goal of steering all school-leavers into appropriate skilled jobs.

After the Basic Law annulled the previous compulsory powers of the Labor 
Administration, good relations with the schools and, to a lesser degree, improve-
ments in vocational counseling’s services focusing on the individual became the 
means of the Labor Administration’s Totalerfassung. From the 1920s and espe-
cially after the 1930 agreement between the Ministries of Labor and the Interior, 
the schools had played a critical role in “delivering” students to the labor offi  ces: 
they had supplied the latter with “student cards” containing personal information 
and evaluations of every single pupil, teachers had accompanied entire classes to 
the labor offi  ce, or vocational counselors had come to the schools. Now, in the 
absence of a legal mandate, the Labor Administration would rely even more on 
such forms of cooperation to reach all school-leavers. Th us, state and local labor 
offi  ces negotiated with the corresponding school authorities in order to reaffi  rm 
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or update the agreements made two decades earlier. In North Rhine-Westphalia, 
the state labor offi  ce and Ministry of Education reached agreement in August 
1949, with the latter reminding all school authorities of the validity of the 1930 
guidelines and invoking “the importance of cooperation between school and 
vocational counseling.”52 Shortly before this agreement, the head of vocational 
counseling in North Rhine-Westphalia explained to his counselors the signifi -
cance of reaffi  rming the guidelines on cooperation: “Th e requirement according 
to the Order of 1 March 1938 for school-leavers to register and to use [vocational 
counseling] may in future no longer be in eff ect. Th rough the guidelines on 
the cooperation between school and vocational counseling, the Erfassung of the 
school-leavers appears secured.”53

Th e new circumstances also had inspired vocational counseling to seek new 
means of addressing the individual counsel-seeker and “infl uencing” his choices. 
Over the next two years, a committee of state offi  ce representatives, often in con-
sultation with members of the Federal Ministry of Labor,54 would prepare the ma -
terials of the future psychological service of the Bundesanstalt. From early on, it 
was agreed that the future Federal Labor Agency should have a central psychologi-
cal unit.55 Th e work in the late 1930s on national standards for psychological 
testing, culminating in a series of standardized tests, already had established the 
precedent of concerted action on a national level. After the war, fi rst the Central 
Offi  ce in Lemgo and then the North Rhine-Westphalia state offi  ce had resumed 
this work, in both cases with the aspiration to achieve national standards for vo-
cational psychology. In light of the threat to Totalerfassung and the resulting im-
perative of gaining the cooperation of school-leavers with the help of more indi-
vidualized counseling (while continuing, of course, to serve employers), the leading 
vocational counselors could agree on the utility of a central psychological service.

Reestablishing a National Labor Administration

All of these negotiations were predicated on the restoration of a national Labor 
Administration, which, in one form or another, all political parties in the Eco-
nomic Council, the Parliamentary Council, and then the fi rst German Bundestag 
favored.56 In early 1950, the Free Trade Union (DGB) and the employers’ asso-
ciations had issued a joint proclamation containing their common vision for the 
Bundesanstalt.57 Joint control of the labor market, imposed on the employers by 
the socialist ascendance in the immediate aftermath of World War I, was some-
thing industry’s leaders, who stood to gain from the corporatist arrangement, had 
in the meantime learned to like.

After wrangling over re-opened issues, such as the balance of power in the 
Bundesanstalt between the two social partners, on the one hand, and the public 
authorities on the other, which doomed the government’s fi rst bill to create a 
Bundesanstalt in 1951, a compromise was reached the following year.58 In March 
1952, a Bundesanstalt für Arbeitsvermittlung und Arbeitslosenversicherung came 
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into existence, which, in virtually all respects, resembled the original Reichsanstalt 
(that is, in its incarnation until 1934, when the Nazis ended the self-administra-
tion by unions and employers). Like its predecessor, the Bundesanstalt would 
consist of a headquarters, state, and local offi  ces; at each level, representatives of 
unions, employers, and public authorities would have an equal say on the gov-
erning boards. Finally, the federal Labor Ministry would have the right to ap-
prove the Bundesanstalt’s overall budget. Bundesanstalt headquarters would be in 
Nuremberg; its fi rst president would be Julius Scheuble, the former head of the 
British Zone’s Central Labor Offi  ce.

In other ways, as well, the Bundesanstalt represented continuity. As the 1952 
law pertained only to organizational matters, but did not revise the 1927 law on 
job placement and unemployment insurance, the latter remained, for the time 
being, in eff ect. Th e Ministry of Labor and, later, the Bundesanstalt itself began 
to deliberate over the draft of an update to the 1927 law on job placement and 
unemployment insurance—at fi rst, in parallel with the negotiations over reestab-
lishing a Labor Agency, and then after the Bundesanstalt had come into exis-
tence.59 Until the 1927 law was updated, its guidelines on vocational counseling 
still would apply. Th ese accorded as much importance to a macro-economically 
sound distribution of workers as to the interests of the individual. In any case, as 
we have seen, legal determinations often were not decisive when it came to the 
practices of vocational counseling.

An innovation of the 1952 law and the Bundesanstalt was the creation of a 
psychological service within vocational counseling. Its origins lay in the delib-
erations over the role of the Labor Administration under the changing circum-
stances of the postwar period that we traced above. While its supporters clearly 
hoped it would be an eff ective instrument for coordinating and improving vo-
cational counseling’s use of psychology on a national scale, their hopes would be 
disappointed for nearly a decade. Rather, vocational psychology would continue 
to be applied in a highly decentralized manner and remain intimately tied to 
the interests of local employers, as had been the case from the start of the Labor 
Administration. Before we turn to the state of vocational counseling in the years 
1953 to 1955, we must characterize briefl y the postwar course of the other side 
of the workforce projects: the system of vocational training, where the story also 
largely was one of continuity.

Th e Institutions of Vocational Training

Perhaps even more than in the case of the Labor Administration, the reconstitu-
tion of a nationally standardized system of training high-skilled workers enjoyed 
virtually unanimous support. In the fi rst years after the war, the administrative 
division of the country into occupation zones, Allied restrictions on forming 
business associations, and the general problems of communication and organiza-
tion limited eff orts in this direction. Still, as we have seen, individual companies 
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responded to the lack of an eff ective market before the currency reform by in-
vesting in worker training in preparation for the future. Helping to coordinate 
company eff orts were the Chambers of Industry and Commerce, which long 
had played the key role at the local and regional levels of the vocational system, 
displayed considerable continuity across the divide of 1945, and proved excep-
tionally eff ective in the fi rst postwar years.60 As restrictions were lifted, employers’ 
associations formed bizonal, and later national, organizations to work on voca-
tional training. In the summer and fall of 1947, various Chambers of Industry 
and Commerce formed the Offi  ce for Industrial Vocational Training (Arbeitsstelle 
für gewerbliche Berufserziehung) and a corresponding Offi  ce for Commercial Vo-
cational Training (Arbeitsstelle für kaufmännische Berufserziehung). Both contin-
ued the work of DATSCH to standardize vocational materials. 

In May 1951, at the prodding of the Federal Economics Ministry, all of these 
groups, as well as the Association of German Industry (BDI), the German Trade 
Unions Congress (DGB), and several ministries, agreed that “an urgent need exists 
to establish a central institute for vocational training.”61 In November, the various 
institutes merged into the Offi  ce for Business Vocational Training (Arbeitsstelle für 
betriebliche Berufsausbildung), which the other major employers’ organizations—
the Bundesverband der deutschen Industrie and the Bundesvereinigung deutscher Ar-
beitgeberverbände—joined in 1953.62 Th ey thereby established a unifi ed organi-
zation concerned with developing standards and materials for vocational training 
and certifi cation, similar to the Working Committee on Vocational Training (Ar-
beitsausschuss für Berufsausbildung) in the second half of the 1920s and DATSCH 
and the Reichsinstitut für Berufsausbildung in the 1930s and war years.

German employers’ associations not only reestablished a central institute dedi-
cated to the standardized vocational system, but they also urged the retention of 
a system of Totalerfassung of all school-leavers. In mid 1949, the Chambers of In-
dustry and Commerce in all three zones “demanded obligatory use of vocational 
counseling—[even] with a basic freedom of vocational choice.”63 For their part, 
the employers’ associations reached an agreement with the Federal Ministry of 
Labor in early 1950 to report all open positions to the labor offi  ces, even after the 
legal compulsion to do so had lapsed.64 As had been the case since the beginning 
of the Labor Administration, however, the commitments of the central employ-
ers’ associations would not in practice fully bind local employers—who still had 
to be wooed by the local labor offi  ces.

Th e Practice of Vocational Counseling 
in the Bundesanstalt, 1953–1955

Th e following snapshot of the practice of vocational counseling in the fi rst half of 
the 1950s captures a scene not very diff erent from that in the mid 1930s or even 
mid 1920s. It shows that, despite the founding of the Bundesanstalt and of a psy-
chological service within its vocational counseling wing and despite the several 
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changes of political system, important aspects of the human economies remained 
much the same as they had been at their fi rst institutionalization.

Faced with the end of the legal mandate for Totalerfassung, as we have seen, 
leading vocational counselors pinned their hopes for maintaining a nearly “total 
inclusion” on two other instruments: above all, on the already well-established 
connections of the labor offi  ces to the schools, but also on a more individualized 
vocational counseling system, including improved vocational psychology. In fact, 
cooperation between labor offi  ces and schools worked very well throughout the 
fi rst half of the 1950s (and later). As they had since the 1920s, the labor offi  ces 
utilized the schools in a number of ways, varying from place to place, in order “to 
secure the Erfassung” of nearly all school-leavers. For most labor offi  ces, “school 
cards” sent directly from the schools to the labor offi  ces provided the latter with 
basic data on every school-leaver. On the basis of these “seamless documents,”65 
the offi  ces could invite all students for visits. Often, they did not have to rely on 
such invitations, because schools assured the labor offi  ces a much more system-
atic kind of access. Classes were sent en masse to vocational counseling, or the 
counselors came to the schools.66 As a result, in the early 1950s, nearly 95 percent 
of all school-leavers still visited vocational counseling.67

As had been the case from the very beginning of the Labor Administration and 
comprehensive vocational counseling and under every political regime and legal 
framework, the local labor offi  ces cared intensely about earning the trust—and the 
apprenticeship openings—of local employers. Hence, regardless of headquarters’ 
(often halfhearted) injunctions to the contrary, the practice of vocational coun-
seling and psychology at the local level largely was oriented toward the wishes of 
local employers. In violation of the central offi  ce’s policies, local offi  ces often tested 
directly for an employer, including testing apprenticeship candidates he already 
had selected. Indicative of the intimate relations between vocational counselors 
and employers, these exams frequently were conducted on company premises.68

Th e purpose and practices of the Labor Administration in 1955 would have 
been quite familiar to an observer in 1935: the Totalerfassung of nearly all school-
leavers, who were to be matched to appropriate skilled jobs, and the local offi  ces’ 
dependence on close ties to employers. Yet, the parallels also would have been 
deceiving; for, under the surface, the ground upon which the Labor Administra-
tion rested was shifting. Th e unparalleled economic growth of the 1950s and 
early 1960s was already undermining the economic, social, and cultural bases of 
Totalerfassung.

A Silent Social Revolution

As people and as Germans, the leaders of the Labor Administration, like millions 
of their countrymen, no doubt rejoiced in the unparalleled economic growth that 
began in the early 1950s. Between 1950 and 1960, real GDP grew annually by 
an astonishing 8.2 percent.69 Th e rate of unemployment fell steadily, with only a 
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brief setback in the “downturn” of 1957/58,70 from 10 percent in 1950 to 1 per-
cent a decade later.71 After four decades with little economic growth or politi-
cal calm, the Bundesrepublik’s combination of democratic stability and incipient 
prosperity hardly could fail to impress the men of the Labor Administration. In 
no small measure, it had been the Labor Administration, along with the Prussian 
and Reich economics ministries and the employers’ organizations, which had laid 
the groundwork for the Wirtschaftswunder—by helping to create the “German 
skills machine,” which was based on steering a high proportion of the population 
into skilled work, in the decades after World War I. Th e creators and backers of 
the optimization programs rightly could claim some credit for what they saw 
unfolding around them in the West Germany of the 1950s.

Yet by the mid 1950s, many in the Labor Administration were worrying that 
the economic dynamism unleashed in the Economic Miracle could pose a serious 
challenge to their agency’s role in the labor market. Th ey were concerned about 
both mounting public criticism of the Labor Administration and employers’ and 
job seekers’ increasingly independent behavior in the ever-tighter labor market.

By the second half of the 1950s, German attitudes toward authority were begin-
ning to change, if still only slowly.72 A “skeptical generation” of youths took the 
lead, looking askance at their elders’ acceptance of authority fi gures and the state 
apparatus.73 Th e press gave voice to this increasingly assertive German public. As 
early as 1954, with the unemployment rate dropping steadily, leading fi gures of the 
Labor Administration uneasily registered journalistic and other critiques of their 
work.74 A report from a vocational counselor in Munich, which circulated widely 
within headquarters, argued that even in a vocational counseling offi  ce regarded as 
among the best, “the voices from public and private circles that negatively criticize 
it—without being especially ill-willed toward vocational counseling—are numer-
ous.” Th e counselor herself concurred with the critiques, citing the size of the of-
fi ce, its emphasis on quantity over quality, and its bureaucratic sluggishness.75 Of 
course, these were precisely the charges that had been leveled at the labor offi  ces 
since their inception. But now toleration of this kind of authority was dwindling. 
“In a changed and changing world,” another counselor acknowledged, vocational 
counseling “must present another face than it did during its early days.”76

Th ere were other signs as well that the Labor Administration cared increasingly 
about its public “face.” An ongoing discussion between the central offi  ce and the 
largest Landesarbeitsamt, in North Rhine-Westphalia, over the proper role of par-
ents in the counseling meetings confi rmed the growing weight of public opinion. 
Th e representatives from North Rhine-Westphalia reproached headquarters for 
maintaining “an out-of-date steering standpoint [i.e., in which vocational coun-
seling strongly infl uenced vocational choices].” Th eir explication of the charge 
was revealing of the ultimate source of their worries: “If such comments [i.e., those 
of headquarters in favor of steering] became known to the public, one could ex-
pect the sharpest protests.”77 Th e main concern of the counselors from North 
Rhine-Westphalia, then, was not about the practice itself, but about the public’s 
reaction. Out of the same concerns, high offi  cials now vigilantly kept an eye out 
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for any negative reports in the press.78 At the September 1955 meeting of the ad-
ministrative board, the President of the Bundesanstalt, Julius Scheuble, reported 
his concern that the public had the “false perception” that due to the declining 
unemployment rate, the importance of the Labor Administration as a whole also 
was reduced. Given the undiminished and still central functions of vocational 
counseling and job placement, Scheuble suggested, the Bundesanstalt might have 
to make its case more eff ectively to the public.79

Th e Labor Administration’s worries in the mid 1950s were not limited to the 
growing public perceptions of it as a coercive, bureaucratic, and increasingly su-
perfl uous agency. Th e surfeit of work opportunities was changing the behavior 
of the Bundesanstalt’s main constituencies—job seekers and, above all, employ-
ers—as well. Employers were seeking ever more workers; moreover, because of 
the decline in the birthrate during the war years, the number of youths entering 
the job-market would decline between 1953 and 1960 by 30 percent.80

Table 6.1 Th e Number of School-Graduates, 1950–1960

1950:

Grade School (Volksschule), age 14 638,000

Middle School (Mittelschule), age 16 14,000

High School (Gymnasium), age 18–19 30,000

 Total:  682,000
1951:

Grade School  672,000

Middle School  16,000

High School  28,000

 Total:  716,000
1952:

Grade School  635,000

Middle School  20,000

High School  25,000

 Total:  680,000
1953:

Grade School  700,000

Middle School  28,000

High School  20,000

 Total: 748,000
1954:

Grade School  773,000

Middle School  32,000

High School  25,000

 Total:  830,000
1955:

Grade School  700,000

Middle School  32,000

High School  25,000

 Total: 757,000

Sources: Statistisches Bundesamt. Statistisches Jahrbuch für die Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 1950–1960 

(Stuttgart, 1952–1962).

1956:

Grade School  620,000

Middle School  46,000

High School  29,000

 Total: 695,000
1957:

Grade School  541,000

Middle School  49,000

High School  37,000

 Total: 627,000
1958:

Grade School  507,000

Middle School  51,000

High School  41,000

 Total: 599,000
1959:

Grade School  444,000

Middle School  57,000

High School  48,000

 Total:  549,000
1960:

Grade School  390,000

Middle School  57,000

High School  52,000

 Total: 499,000
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As a result of the impending labor shortages, in 1955, the Federal government 
concluded an agreement with Italy about importing workers.81 As the Landesar-
beitsamt in North Rhine-Westphalia reported in June 1955, there was “no longer 
any unemployment to speak of … Combing of the unemployed has already mo-
bilized the usable forces.”82

Th e combination of a booming economy and declining numbers of school-
leavers created a seller’s market for labor. Th e new conditions galvanized the labor 
market parties to view their prospects in a diff erent light, a shift that occurred 
rather suddenly, in 1955, when all sides appear to have realized that they were now 
operating under changed economic circumstances.83 Workers generally sought 
new and better positions with increasing frequency. In July, the President of the 
Bundesanstalt reported his concerns that “in recent months turn-over has in-
creased rapidly.”84 “As a result of the favorable development of the labor market,” 
he suggested several months later, “supplying workers [to fi rms] has become a par -
ticular problem of the Bundesanstalt.”85 Firms complained about “poaching.” Th e 
good news reached school students and their parents as well, inspiring in many 
a widespread exuberance or, in the Labor Administration’s eyes, carelessness. 
“Among youths and parents,” the head of vocational counseling in North Rhine-
Westphalia and soon for all of West Germany, Karl Pardun, warned in early 
1956,

there has taken hold a short-circuited acceptance of the off ered “position” without deeper, 

more mature vocational considerations; an unsteady jumping to further job off ers; [and, 

somewhat contradictorily,] a selectively provisional application to several fi rms. [But one 

also observes] one-sided vocational wish-formation in the direction of the usual “fashion-

able vocations;” an even greater striving for the large companies; here and there as well a 

relaxing of the willingness to study in the fi nal year, due to the generally-known impression 

that employers need [all of ] the school-leavers and will hire them regardless.86

Th e attitudes manifested by the young exemplifi ed the “silent social revolu-
tion”87 in the wake of the economic miracle. Like many adults around them, the 
school-leavers were increasingly demonstrating “an enormously increased con-
centration on personal advancement and material improvements in their living 
standards.”88 Hitherto unknown opportunities for individual choice and self-
defi nition were eroding old habits—of deference to tradition, authority, and fam-
ily; of acquiescence in one’s place in established social milieus; and of concern for 
security above all. Germans’ outlooks in 1950 and in 1960 appeared to lie worlds 
apart.89

Of even greater concern to the leadership of vocational counseling than new 
ambitions of young job seekers, however, was the behavior of the people whom 
the labor offi  ces had all along spent the most energy wooing—the employers. 
“Between fi rms,” the head of vocational counseling in North Rhine-Westphalia re-
ported in early 1956, “a sharp competition for young workers has suddenly arisen, 
which seems to have abandoned the previously customary forms and consider-
ations … What is remarkable about it are the ever advancing eff orts to preempt 
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each other in gaining new workers.”90 At roughly the same time, the president of 
the same state offi  ce had characterized fi rms’ behavior in striking, clinical terms: 
“Th e shrinking number of school-leavers has led in some economic circles to a 
certain psychosis, which expresses itself in premature off ers of apprenticeships and 
frenzied advertising measures, particularly in newspaper notices.”91 Vocational 
counseling in the spring of 1956 would be “quite burdened,” the president warned, 
“by the attempts of fi rms and public employers to gain access to the schools … and 
to select their apprentices quite early.”92 In addition to newspaper ads, the desper-
ate fi rms employed all means of personal contacts to school directors and teachers 
and even held out additional perquisites to appeal to graduating students.93 In the 
Labor Administration’s eyes, such activities only produced “unease, uncertainty, 
disturbances, and disruptions of the work in the fi nal [school] year.”94

Above and beyond the eff ects on the school-leavers, the ever more desper-
ate search by companies for apprentices threatened vocational counseling more 
existentially. As the head of vocational counseling in North Rhine-Westphalia re-
ported, due to companies’ competition over school-leavers, “the vocational coun-
seling centers are being … impatiently pressured or bypassed.”95 Th e proportion 
of each year’s graduates entering skilled or semi-skilled apprenticeships continued 
to climb, from 46 percent in 1950 to 55 percent a decade later, and 64 percent in 
1966,96 while the Labor Administration’s numbers moved in the opposite direc-
tion. Th e proportion of school-leavers visiting the vocational counseling offi  ces 
was dropping, in fact, only slowly: from 95 percent in the early 1950s to 84 
percent in 1963.97 But the Labor Administration saw the writing on the wall: To-
talerfassung—the lynchpin of administered vocational counseling—was eroding. 
It was possible to foresee a day when vocational counseling would be irrelevant. 
Prompted by such trends and by academic studies such as Helmut Schelsky’s 
Working Youth, Yesterday and Today,98 which cast doubt on the eff ectiveness of the 
labor offi  ces in infl uencing vocational choices, a member of the Bundesanstalt’s 
Administrative Board even dared to raise the question of in which form and to 
what extent the agency in the future would be able to conduct job placements 
and vocational counseling.99

In the face of such challenges to the Totalerfassung of all school-leavers—and 
hence, as many saw it, to the Labor Administration itself, at least in its current in-
carnation—the Bundesanstalt responded defensively at fi rst. Above all, it sought 
to protect what long had been its prime channel of complete inclusion and, since 
the end of legal compulsion in 1949/1951, had become absolutely irreplaceable—
the labor offi  ces’ connections to the schools. In early 1955, the Bundesanstalt’s 
headquarters inquired of its state offi  ces whether they had agreements with the 
state ministries of education pertaining to fi rms’ “recruiting” in schools. When it 
turned out that only the LAA of Schleswig-Holstein had reached an understand-
ing with the education ministry banning independent activity by employers in 
the schools, headquarters disseminated the text of that state’s agreement to the 
other state offi  ces and “recommend[ed]—if it has not occurred already—that a 
similar agreement be reached” in each state.100
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Th e Labor Administration’s Reluctant Response to a Changing Society

In the face of employers’ seemingly insatiable need for workers, the multiple 
channels for recruiting, and school authorities’ diff erent sets of interests, how-
ever, such administrative measures as banning company recruiting proved to be 
diffi  cult to enforce,101 if and when they were enacted at the state level. Eff orts to 
stem the tide would continue for years, but the challenge posed to Totalerfassung 
by the dynamic economy and the ambitions it had awakened also produced a 
fundamental reassessment of the Labor Administration’s role, although only after 
bitter battles lasting several years. Th at the unprecedented growth of the German 
economy after 1950 and its social and psychological concomitants were the ulti-
mate (though not sole) causes of the end of Totalerfassung and the transformation 
of the Labor Administration becomes clearer if we compare a political challenge 
to Totalerfassung in the fi rst half of the 1950s with one in the years after 1955.

We saw earlier how the Labor Administration’s legal means to compel indi-
viduals and companies to report to the agency disappeared after 1949 and 1951, 
respectively, and how the Bundesanstalt still was able to maintain Totalerfassung 
by other means. Yet the new constitutional freedoms and the emerging demo-
cratic culture of the Federal Republic did embolden some, even within the Labor 
Administration’s governing boards, to advocate that the Bundesanstalt abandon its 
comprehensive goals and compulsory practices. An eff ort to update the original 
1927 law on job placement and unemployment insurance, both for the concrete 
purpose of regularizing the treatment of war-wounded and, more generally, for 
the sake of making the Bundesanstalt more “modern,” provided the opportunity 
to reconsider the ethos and aims of the Labor Administration. Truly committed 
reformers, however, were hardly numerous or vociferous. Th e Ministry of Labor’s 
drafts of a new law in 1951/1952 deviated little from the Weimar model: it em-
phasized the macro-economic role of the Bundesanstalt, saying “the vocational 
choice is, above and beyond the individual’s fate, for the economy and society 
of decisive importance … Th anks to the provision of suitable and suffi  ciently 
numerous young workers, the economy shall be enabled to perform its tasks.”102 
In fact, it was the Bundesanstalt’s governing board, composed equally of union, 
employer, and government representatives, which appeared to cast doubt on the 
Labor Administration’s larger role and compulsory tactics. Th e board’s review 
criticized the draft law for “putting the economy before people,” for containing 
phrases, such as “according to plan,” which “sounded like a centrally administered 
economy” and might be the basis for a system of labor deployment.103 Th ese 
critiques, however, must be understood in light of the role they almost certainly 
were meant to play in another struggle going on at the time over the Labor Ad-
ministration.104 Th e underlying concern of the unions and employers was not the 
excessive scope of the Labor Administration’s powers, but who controlled them. 
Between 1950 and 1952, it will be recalled, the central government, the states, 
as well as the unions and employers engaged in fi erce negotiations over the orga-
nization of the Bundesanstalt. One of the most contentious issues was the infl u-
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ence of the federal government over the Bundesanstalt, an infl uence that both the 
unions and employers feared might grow. When the unionists and employers 
on the governing board criticized the “labor market political” spirit of the draft 
law, they did so out of fear that any legal reinforcement of such public functions 
would strengthen further the government’s role in the Labor Administration to 
their own detriment. For this reason, the board rejected the draft’s language on 
“labor market politics.”105 Th e Free Trade Union’s Walter Henkelmann drew the 
connection even more clearly, when he qualifi ed the unions’ support for “a far-
reaching role of the Labor Administration in the labor market and a monopoly 
for it in job placement and vocational counseling.” In connection with the law 
re establishing the Bundesanstalt, he warned against language under which “the 
public authorities could possibly derive from [this responsibility] a right of co-
administration over the Bundesanstalt.”106 A further piece of evidence that in the 
early 1950s neither the unions nor the employers objected to Totalerfassung and a 
de facto—though not de jure—role of the Bundesanstalt in coordinating the labor 
market was that, after the revision of the Labor Administration law was shelved 
for the time being, all sides appeared to be content to work within the original 
1927 law. In the early 1950s, a challenge to Totalerfassung and the compulsory 
sides of the Labor Administration—one mounted mainly for tactical reasons—
faded after only a brief existence.

By the mid 1950s, on the other hand, the economic and social environment 
dramatically had begun to change. In the now booming economy, companies’ 
ever more desperate pursuit of school-leavers was eroding the de facto infl uence 
of the labor offi  ces and gradually was altering perceptions about the relationship 
of the individual to authority. In this new atmosphere, a challenge to the tradi-
tional goals and methods of the Labor Administration could have quite diff erent 
eff ects. 

Th e challenge came in January 1956, when the so-called Federal Deputy for 
Economic Effi  ciency in the Bureaucracy presented his report on the Bundesanstalt. 
Th e latter’s own administrative board had requested the evaluation of the Anstalt’s 
effi  ciency two years earlier, almost certainly without any idea of what the even-
tual repercussions would be. Th e Deputy’s report found the Labor Administra-
tion wanting in several ways and made corresponding recommendations without 
drawing any sweeping conclusions: overall, it found that the Bundesanstalt had 
too many employees, especially too many who were not on the “front lines.” As 
a result, he recommended a 25 percent cut in their number. Furthermore, its 
employees were not well enough educated or trained and they were too special-
ized; in numerous respects, the Bundesanstalt was overly centralized. Th e Deputy 
recommended, among other things, that non-profi t placement agencies be given 
more responsibilities.107

If one were to judge simply on the basis of these admittedly painful, but by no 
means fatal, suggestions for reform, the response from within the Bundesanstalt 
might have seemed hard to explain. Among vocational counselors in Schleswig-
Holstein, the head of the Bundesanstalt’s psychological service reported, rumors 
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about the still restricted report “cast an atmosphere of depression” over a training 
session. Th e counselors “feared for the fate of vocational counseling and hence for 
the future of their own careers.”108 In a similar vein, the presidents of the state of-
fi ces reported that the Deputy’s analysis had “spread considerable unease among 
the employees of the Bundesanstalt.” Many, they feared, might migrate to other 
bureaucracies.109 Th e import of the Deputy’s critiques disrupted relations at even 
higher levels: President Scheuble’s reaction at a meeting of the administrative 
board was so ferocious that it touched off  a “crisis of trust,” from which Scheuble 
never fully would recover.110 None of these responses would seem proportionate 
to the suggestions in the Deputy’s report, if one did not know of the pessimism 
already gathering within the Labor Administration by the mid 1950s.

Th e Bundesanstalt’s governing boards111 appeared to recognize that the Dep-
uty’s report provided the occasion for a more fundamental reassessment of their 
agency’s mission and practices, and they took the initiative in expanding the re -
evaluation beyond the report’s scope. According to the consensus in the execu-
tive board, the Deputy’s report “created a whole new situation.”112 In addition to 
“administrative-technical” reforms—the board regretted that President Scheuble’s 
fi rst response had not proposed even any of these—“more fundamental consider-
ations” would be necessary. Th e response to the Deputy’s report by no means could 
be limited simply to administrative-technical and administrative-organizational 
measures; “rather, the Bundesanstalt faces signifi cant administrative-political de-
cisions.”113 As the presidents of the Landesarbeitsämter correctly perceived, “the 
main question that is principally being discussed is the total cost of the Bundes-
anstalt today.” Th is they linked, however skeptically, to the new conditions in the 
economy: “Th e argument that each can fi nd his own job is partly correct.”114

Th e nature of the transformative “administrative-political decisions” the gov-
erning boards envisaged became clear as early as the fi rst meeting of a joint re-
form commission of the two bodies, established to formulate the Bundesanstalt’s 
response to the Deputy’s report, which convened on 26 July 1956. Th e commis-
sion members unanimously condemned the aim and methods of Totalerfassung:

Th e procedure so far of schematically registering all school-leavers through the school-cards 

was unanimously rejected by the commission members. Th e fi lling out of the school cards 

in school without knowledge of the parents, the teacher evaluation [of the pupil], and 

the evaluation of the school-doctor as part of this Erfassung were judged to be unaccept-

able, especially as the so-called evaluations for inexplicable reasons are kept secret from the 

school-leavers and their parents or guardians. Th e use of the discipline of the school for 

the Erfassung of the school-leavers is not the right way to arrive at a vocational counseling 

based on trust.

In consequence, at its fi rst meeting, the commission was able to agree on a 
radical revision of vocational counseling’s mission: “Th e individual counseling of 
the school-leavers must occur on a voluntary basis with the participation of the 
parents. Th e practice until now of the schematic Erfassung of all school-leavers 
through the use of the school-card must be immediately ended.” Instead, the Bun-
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desanstalt’s vocational counseling should “in future concentrate more on its core 
task[:] the best possible counseling of the individual youth and of the fi rms.”115

Before we examine the contentious and drawn-out battle that ensued over the 
reform commission’s radical proposal to end Totalerfassung—which by no means 
occurred “immediately”—we briefl y turn to the positions and motivations of the 
four relevant groups with a say in shaping Bundesanstalt policy: the employers, 
the unions, the Bundesanstalt leadership itself, and the federal government. Why 
did these interests now support a radical revision of a policy that they long had 
supported, or at least tolerated—if, in fact, they now did support the revision?

Th e unions were the most decisive advocates of a new ethos of vocational 
counseling. Yet, even among them, the end of Totalerfassung was not a univer-
sal goal. Th e unions had supported the Labor Administration’s policies into the 
early 1950s. Even in 1956, in the deliberations of the Free Trade Union (DGB) 
in preparation for the reform commission meetings, some members had ex-
pressed support for maintaining Totalerfassung. Yet they represented by now only 
a minority.116 It would be wrong to succumb to the temptation to characterize 
the majority who were in favor of reforming the Bundesanstalt as the long-term 
supporters of the rights of individual job seekers. In the annual reports and at 
the Congresses of the DGB and such powerful unions as IG Metall from the 
late 1940s and early 1950s, such concerns were largely absent.117 Rather, one 
should view the unions’ new commitment to the individual worker in light of 
the unions’ own anxieties and reform eff orts. By the mid 1950s, the more af-
fl uent lifestyles and the opportunities for individual advancement provided by 
the Wirtschaftswunder seemed likely to undermine former class solidarity and 
eventually to “deproletarianize” the German working class.118 Across the decade, 
the unionized share of the workforce declined signifi cantly.119 A path-breaking 
study of the “worker’s picture of society” by the sociologists Heinrich Popitz and 
Hans Paul Bahrdt revealed a working class that felt as distant from its union 
bosses as from the capitalists.120 Beginning in the second half of the 1950s, such 
potential threats to the unions’ strength inspired a host of measures designed to 
gauge workers’ attitudes and to win their hearts for the unions.121 Th e union sup-
port for an end to Totalerfassung and for a more individual-centered vocational 
counseling itself resulted, then, from the societal changes unleashed in Germany’s 
unprecedented economic growth in the 1950s. 

Th e employers’ position was even more complicated. Since the mid 1920s, the 
employers’ organizations had been staunch backers of the Labor Administration’s 
Totalerfassung, which they saw as a necessary complement to the vocational train-
ing system they were supporting; if the latter off ered a mechanism of providing 
a collective good (a skilled workforce), Totalerfassung promised to be a neutral, 
non-competitive means of distributing those talents. After World War II, the 
employers’ organizations had insisted on the restoration of comprehensive vo-
cational counseling. As late as December 1955, seemingly with at least some 
advance knowledge of what the next month would bring, the German Industry 
and Trade Federation (DIHT) had implored the President of the Bundesanstalt to 
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maintain, and even expand, comprehensive vocational counseling, despite the ac-
tions of the DIHT’s individual members. “It would be fateful,” according to the 
DIHT, “if, in a time in which the shortage of youths increasingly endangers clear 
thinking in the companies, the objective instrument of vocational counseling 
no longer fully came to bear, because the vocational counselors suff ered in their 
eff ectiveness due to [personnel] cutbacks.”122 Even this comment, however, ac-
knowledged a problem for the employers’ organizations in their defense of com-
prehensive vocational counseling: in the overheating economy of the mid 1950s, 
individual employers, by their scramble to fi nd workers by whatever means nec-
essary, were undermining the collective agreement.

After January 1956, the employers’ organizations had to acknowledge the new 
circumstances, at least partially. In the face of mounting public critiques of the La-
bor Administration, which drew attention to the confl ict between such methods 
as Totalerfassung and the liberal rights and spirit of the new state, the employers’ 
representatives to the Bundesanstalt’s reform commission joined the unanimous 
call for truly voluntary use of vocational counseling. In May 1956, as the discus-
sion within the Bundesanstalt about its future policy was just commencing, the 
DIHT representative urged vocational counseling to consider a reorientation of 
its eff orts that would allow it still to play a macro-economic role while acknowl-
edging the dynamism of the economy and the new individualist ethos.

Generally, vocational counseling would have to become more aware of its counseling func-

tion—alongside that of placement—not only vis-à-vis the youth but also the fi rm. In the 

coming years, the apprenticeship placement will inevitably recede, since the contractual 

partners [i.e., worker and employer] will to some extent fi nd each other without the help 

of apprenticeship placement. Th e job of vocational counseling will then in many cases be 

restricted to counseling the contractual partners. Th is counseling function is the primary 

and main task of vocational counseling—in other countries, usually the only role. Th e 

labor offi  ces see their role often too one-sidedly in terms of placement. 

Th e DIHT representative added a veiled threat: one “would have to seek an-
other solution, if the public vocational counseling did not fulfi ll its function as a 
counseling institution.”123

But the DIHT position advocating a simultaneous intensifi cation of counsel-
ing and relaxation of the Bundesanstalt’s administrative hold over young job-
seekers was apparently not the only view among the employers’ groups. Th ough 
none of the employer representatives to the reform commission explicitly advo-
cated the retention of Totalerfassung—a position that by this point was politi-
cally untenable—the drawn-out debates over the details of a reformed vocational 
counseling suggested that at least one camp among the employers believed it 
could delay change, perhaps indefi nitely. After the seemingly smooth and deci-
sive discussion at the fi rst meeting of the reform commission, subsequent negoti-
ations over the details of a new vocational counseling policy bogged down. As the 
unions saw it, the employers were split over the advisability or necessity of truly 
far-reaching reforms. Th ose opposed, the union negotiators feared, hoped to use 
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delaying tactics in order to save the school-card, and hence Totalerfassung.124 Th e 
divisions among the employers were refl ected in an impassioned, but also some-
what ambiguous, public appeal issued in September 1956:

[Th e employers’ Working Committee on Vocational Training] pointed out with great em-

phasis that attempts that aim to reduce the eff ectiveness of the German vocational coun-

seling are at present especially disadvantageous for the young workers as well as for the 

employers. Th erefore they must be countered with all strength. Th e increasing scarcity of 

youths makes a careful counseling of the youths more necessary than ever.125 

After looking at the unions and the employers, we come to the third interest 
group. Th e leadership of the Labor Administration and its vocational counselors, 
who would be aff ected most immediately and personally by a transformation of 
the Bundesanstalt, approached the issue initially with a mixture of subtle resis-
tance, innovative speculation, and resignation. Th e fi rst meeting of the leading 
vocational counselors called to discuss the Deputy’s report refl ected these am-
bivalent reactions, suff used by a general consternation. Th e head of vocational 
counseling in the Bundesanstalt, Valentin Siebrecht, established a framework for 
the discussion by acknowledging what no one any longer dared deny: that on the 
basis of the Deputy’s report, a “new orientation was appropriate” and that free-
dom of vocational choice was a fundamentally guaranteed right.126 Despite these 
avowals, Siebrecht’s and others’ comments suggested the limits to vocational 
counselors’ readiness at this time to abandon the role they had played (or aspired 
to play) for more than three decades. “Fundamental considerations of the limits 
of the tasks of vocational counseling,” Siebrecht argued, “must start [from the 
postulate] that the vocational integration of youths is a social-political task. Both 
the youths and the economy are dependent on vocational counseling; therefore it 
must be suggested to them that they should use [vocational counseling].”

Th e means of such “suggestion” was not an explicit topic at this fi rst meet-
ing of leading vocational counselors. For the Governing Boards’ reform commis-
sion only would make Erfassung through the schools the central issue a month 
later. But the counselors did acknowledge that persuasion and appeal through the 
quality of their own work now would play much greater roles,127 thus returning 
to ideas prominent in vocational counseling circles shortly before the founding of 
the Bundesanstalt, when Totalerfassung had seemed to be in imminent jeopardy. 
Still, over the course of the following years, the Labor Administration itself would 
prove to be a persistent brake on rapid reform, even as it accepted certain realities 
of the democratic and increasingly affl  uent state—and developed a new raison 
d’etre for itself.

Th e fourth group, the federal ministries whose representatives sat on the Bun de-
sanstalt’s governing boards, remained largely in the background during the debates 
of these years. As occasional interventions suggested—such as when the Ministry 
of Labor in 1959 fought to maintain the confi dentiality of the teacher evaluations, 
which by this point had become the fi nal sticking point of reform128—the gov-
ernment tended to favor retaining aspects of the Bundesanstalt’s macro-economic 
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steering role. In a time of growing public criticism of the Labor Administration’s 
bureaucratic nature, compulsory methods, and apparent superfl uity,129 however, 
the government hardly dared to advocate openly for its traditional role.130

Indeed, it seems clear that all of the parties, no matter how much some of them 
may have hoped to preserve Totalerfassung, recognized that by the late 1950s, 
West German society—West Germans—were in the midst of rapid economic 
and social change, which made a simple perpetuation of the old Labor Adminis-
tration impossible. Otherwise, it would be hard to explain why the Bundesanstalt’s 
governing boards took the occasion of the Deputy’s report in 1956 to initiate 
their own reform process, which went well beyond the administrative reforms 
suggested by the Deputy. It would be preferable, they may have thought, to be at 
the forefront of changes that would come one way or another. It was, then, not 
the Deputy’s report alone, but the combination of its critiques with the changes 
in German society brought about by the Wirtschaftswunder that had “created a 
whole new situation” for the Labor Administration. Th is perception also would 
explain why the resistance to change had to take more subtle forms. Despite the 
resounding call “immediately” to end Totalerfassung, which the fi rst meeting of 
the commission of the governing boards had sounded, its offi  cial dismantling 
took several years and occurred in stages.

Relinquishing Totalerfassung

Negotiations over the details of new binding guidelines for vocational counseling 
gave the opponents of reform an opportunity to regroup and challenge the initial 
apparent consensus in favor of immediate, sweeping change. Below the seemingly 
glacial pace they were able to impose on the reform process, however, the key issue 
of the Labor Administration’s relations to the schools proved amenable to quicker 
change. It fi nally resolved itself into separate questions, making piecemeal reform 
easier. And generally, the drift was away from Totalerfassung and toward greater 
concentration on the individual counsel-seeker.

Despite fi erce rear-guard resistance from within vocational counseling and the 
governing boards, in February 1958, more than two years after the Bundesanstalt 
had begun its reform deliberations, Nuremberg ordered an important innovation 
in the relations between the labor offi  ce, the school, and the school-leaver. All 
labor offi  ces were now to send the families of school-leavers a “parental letter,” 
which would explain the importance of the choice of vocation, the voluntary na-
ture of vocational counseling, the help that the labor offi  ce could off er, and, fi nally, 
the procedures for gathering information about the student.131 Furthermore, the 
schools were to send the school-card to the parents, who could decide whether 
to fi ll it out so that the school could pass it on to the labor offi  ce.132 With these 
steps, which the Bundesanstalt acknowledged were necessary “to win the parents 
for the use of vocational counseling and apprenticeship placement,” the Labor 
Administration signifi cantly loosened its grip on its means of Totalerfassung.
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Th e Bundesanstalt’s “positive experiences”133 after the promulgation of the 
policy of more fully including parents no doubt eased the transition and relieved 
some of the Bundesanstalt’s worries. Even when a third party—parents—had to 
be included in the channel from the schools to the labor offi  ces, the latter’s access 
to the students did not suff er and may even have improved thanks to the parents’ 
interest. In the short-run, the apparent success of this transition to a more open 
style encouraged the Bundesanstalt to imagine that the change in policy might be 
less painful than expected. By early 1959, even some members of the governing 
boards were coming to think that the Labor Administration could at the same 
time be more modern, democratic, and responsive to the wishes of its clients and 
still maintain a de facto comprehensive role in the labor market. Th ey hoped 
that “in practice, to the greatest possible extent, individual counseling should be 
utilized, the school involved, and the individual expressive value of [the school’s] 
comments upheld [i.e., their confi dentiality maintained].” Such practical suc-
cess, it was thought, would be compatible with the voluntary nature of visits to 
vocational counseling and the parents’ right to decide, which would be “secured 
in principle.”134

After the Bundesanstalt had compromised on the routing of the school-card, 
seemingly without detrimental eff ect on its practical success, the debate focused 
increasingly on the second aspect of the schools’ role in “delivering” their students, 
the confi dentiality of teachers’ evaluations. Th ough state ministries of education 
blocked new guidelines, the leadership of the Bundesanstalt, which originally had 
been most committed to the old model, by now recognized that the survival of 
vocational counseling depended on gaining the public’s, and especially parents’ 
and school-leavers’, trust. To this end, it no longer sought unhindered access to 
the school-leavers through the schools. By 1960, under the impression of a se-
ries of legal rulings establishing the individual’s rights vis-à-vis the Bundesanstalt, 
it even had accepted that “ultimately the right of guardians to see [the school 
evaluations] cannot be denied.”135 Finally, in August 1961, the new guidelines on 
individual vocational counseling, which emphasized the voluntary nature of the 
service, the participation of parents, and the non-confi dentiality of the teacher 
evaluations, were promulgated.136 By its own channels, West Germany’s increas-
ingly democratic and litigious culture was making bureaucratic control on the 
scale of the Labor Administration’s Totalerfassung ever less viable.

Weaning itself from the program of Totalerfassung had not come easily to the 
Bundesanstalt. Th e dynamic times of 1950s West Germany—both economically 
and socially/politically—however, made some transition unavoidable, a need that 
the leaders of the Labor Administration grudgingly recognized. A number of 
fac tors eased the transition considerably, including prominently the belief that 
the Bundesanstalt simply might modify its means of interacting with its clients, 
while still maintaining—“in practice”—a comprehensive, or nearly comprehen-
sive, role in the labor market. Over time, however, this hope would prove eva-
nescent. From the late 1950s, the proportion of school-leavers who visited the 
labor offi  ces would drop, even if only slowly. While in 1952 the labor offi  ces had 
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attracted nearly 95 percent of all school-leavers137—as high a percentage as in the 
late 1930s, when such visits were compulsory—by 1963, the fi gure had sunk to 
84 percent.138

Th e slow decline of the degree of Erfassung was not the only measure of the 
Bundesanstalt’s loosening hold on the German school-leavers. Th e widening gap 
between counseling and apprenticeship placement revealed another aspect of the 
fading of Totalerfassung: the percentage of youths obtaining their apprenticeships 
through the labor offi  ces dropped even faster than the proportion seeking advice. 
As we shall see in the next section, youths increasingly consulted with the labor 
offi  ce, but no longer relied on it for a position.139 Slowly, but inevitably, the La-
bor Administration was losing its grip on the young job seekers. As we show in 
the following section, however, the administrative end and then slow fading out 
of Totalerfassung by no means meant that the Labor Administration now lacked a 
role in the still vibrant economy and democratic polity of the 1960s.

Th e Labor Administration Transformed: the New Clients

Th e emergence of a new role and style for the Labor Administration, like the 
ending of Totalerfassung, took time. For more than a decade, the two processes 
overlapped and conditioned each other. As with the passing of the Labor Adminis-
tration’s traditional methods, the birth of a new purpose and ethos occurred at fi rst 
not as systematic reform, but almost unnoticed, in response to social shifts; only 
later did the renewal of the Labor Administration become a conscious program. 
Th e underlying condition that eroded Totalerfassung, the unprecedented wealth of 
Germany in the 1950s and 1960s, also greatly smoothed the transition of the La-
bor Administration to new tasks, for the Bundesanstalt’s own overfl owing coff ers140 
in these years allowed it the freedom to develop new roles and capabilities.

A major trend, from the early 1950s on, was the growing importance for the 
Bundesanstalt’s vocational counseling of so-called “diffi  cult cases.” Th ese included 
adults who had lost their jobs in declining industries and needed retraining, war-
wounded, other rehabilitation cases, and the physically or psychologically handi-
capped. As a proxy of the development in vocational counseling as a whole, one 
may look at the fi gures of the psychological service, where the proportion of 
handicapped clients alone rose from a mere 2 percent of all cases in 1950 to nearly 
20 percent by the mid 1960s (and would continue to rise thereafter).141 Several 
factors, whose signifi cance shifted over time, contributed to the rising number 
of “diffi  cult cases.” Th e human costs of the last war continued to burden West 
Germany well into peacetime, as often physically and otherwise crippled POWs 
returned from the Soviet Union throughout the early 1950s. Th e 1953 Law on 
the Severely War Damaged made their reintegration into the workforce, if at all 
possible, a central goal; the vocational counseling of the Bundesanstalt, which had 
fought other welfare providers for a stake in such reintegration eff orts,142 would 
play a role in deciding whether, and how, the person could be (re)trained.
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Other laws of the now rapidly expanding German welfare state also channeled 
ever-greater numbers of “diffi  cult cases” to the vocational counseling offi  ces. In 
1956, the revised Law on Job Placement and Unemployment Insurance expressly 
aimed to help handicapped people more generally assume jobs—which the Bun-
desanstalt executive board correctly perceived would “bring the Bundesanstalt a 
considerable additional burden.”143 Subsequently, the 1961 Federal Welfare Law 
expanded the range of handicaps qualifying for support and established a legal 
right to support. On top of the workers in need of rehabilitation and a subse-
quent change of vocations,144 whose number had “increased rapidly in the previ-
ous year,” the Bundesanstalt expected the new Welfare law to “expand the task 
area of caring for physically handicapped youths.”145

Th e expansion of welfare programs for the handicapped and for rehabilitating 
workers resulted in part simply from the generous humanitarian impulses of a 
public and political parties in whose eyes the booming economy and overfl owing 
public treasury made fi nancial restraint seem less compelling.146 Especially in the 
second half of the 1950s, however, when the shortage of workers was becoming 
most acute, the eff orts to integrate the handicapped and others also, and perhaps 
more importantly, followed from economic considerations. Firms desperate for 
workers now were willing to hire people they might have rejected earlier. As early 
as December 1954, the Bundesanstalt had initiated nationwide “inspection mea-
sures” for the purpose of uncovering any usable workers among the small numbers 
of long-term unemployed. In his instructions, which focused exclusively on the 
value of these workers to employers and the economy generally, the Bundesanstalt 
President had instructed his offi  ces “actively and generously” to use all available 
means in the fi elds of vocational educational and retraining measures.147 In a 
sign of the shifting priorities, the pacesetting state of North Rhine-Westphalia, in 
1958, instructed its psychological service to give priority to evaluating the handi-
capped.148 During the second half of the 1950s,149 until the more rapid infl ux of 
foreign workers began slightly to alleviate the worker shortage around 1960, the 
Bundesanstalt’s eff orts to place the “diffi  cult cases” in work had macro-economic, 
as well as welfare humanitarian, roots. In this period of transition in the Bunde -
sanstalt, the congruence of traditional economic and new humanitarian purposes—
and, in this case, the reliance of both upon individualized counseling150—may 
well have facilitated the broader shift in the Labor Administration’s approach, 
from Totalerfassung and steering to selective counseling and helping. 

As early as 1956, even as many still defended the traditional encompassing role 
of the Labor Administration, others had a better sense of where the institution’s 
future might lie. At the fi rst meeting of LAA presidents called to discuss the Dep-
uty’s critiques of the Bundesanstalt, the main offi  ce’s comments, though still only 
about job placement, and not yet about vocational counseling, suggested a pos-
sible new role in a dynamic economy: actively helping those who, for whatever 
reason, could not succeed in the affl  uent society. Th e idea that each now could 
fi nd his own work was “in part correct,” the offi  cial acknowledged. However, 
“there are many who are simply not capable of this, as they cannot connect to the 
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labor market ... Th e initiating and active task of job placement is not recognized 
in the [Deputy’s] report.”151 In the future, the offi  cial’s comments suggested, the 
Bundesanstalt increasingly would fi nd its purpose in helping these less-capable 
individuals, which almost certainly would require long-term contact and care.

Th e steadily growing importance throughout the 1950s and early 1960s of 
helping those the Economic Miracle left behind was not the only source of a new 
role for vocational counseling (and the Labor Administration more generally). Th e 
emerging demands of the more successful themselves would provide, especially 
after about 1960, abundant new tasks as well. As we have seen, the Bundesanstalt 
was pleasantly surprised that rerouting the school-card and including parents 
more did not reduce participation levels. Th e prospects for individuals opened up 
by the booming economy—something that neither this generation’s parents or 
grandparents had known—did in fact increase the desire for personalized advice. 
As scholars have noted, the nascent optimism of Germans in the mid and late 
1950s was mixed with lingering insecurity born of decades of turmoil.152 School-
leavers’ attitudes evolved, as they increasingly believed in the permanence of the 
good economic times. If an early reaction still had been the hasty scramble for 
the fi rst best position, by the beginning of the second half of the decade, students 
and their parents were taking the trouble to examine their options more closely. 
“Th e tensions between supply and demand for young workers,” the Bundesanstalt 
reported in 1956, “strengthened in the youths, who have become more refl ective, 
their parents, and guardians the demand for comprehensive, objective informa-
tion on the individual vocations, their work conditions, suitability demands, and 
the developmental possibilities.”153 Th e following year’s report noted that the 
youths and parents’ demand for “objective instruction and thorough personal 
consultation through the public vocational counseling has risen.”154

By the late 1950s and especially in the 1960s, after a decade or more of growth 
largely had erased doubts about its permanence, the burning issue on many peo-
ple’s minds was Aufstieg—getting ahead. As early as 1958/59, the Bundesanstalt 
reported that “the incredibly large supply of apprenticeships has aroused … many 
unrealizable wishes and hopes and has led to an even stronger shifting of vo-
cational-wishes … As a result of the favorable economic development and the 
eff orts surrounding the alternative educational path,155 interest in information 
about possibilities of vocational advancement has grown even more.”156 By the 
early 1960s, the desire for Aufstieg had become an omnipresent theme of reports 
from local, state, and federal vocational counseling.157 Th e Bundesanstalt no lon-
ger regarded the phenomenon as a disturbance of its proper tasks—as it still had 
in the late 1950s—but as a welcome new fi eld of activity. For this interest in 
personal advancement, which the dynamic economy of the 1950s and 1960s had 
engendered, and the accompanying thirst for guidance largely were responsible 
for the fact that the proportion of school-leavers visiting the labor offi  ces declined 
only slowly after the end of Totalerfassung. Perhaps of still greater importance by 
now, the Labor Administration perceived a close connection between helping in-
dividuals and its own image among a mobilized, increasingly demanding public, 
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which, by the early 1960s, the Bundesanstalt was very eager to please. Th is new 
dependence emerged, for example, at a November 1961 meeting of leading vo-
cational counselors, where the leadership described criticisms made by the public 
and the Bundesanstalt’s response. Among other steps, “a signifi cant task in this 
connection is the job- and vocational promotion of both those limited to voca-
tional rehabilitation and those willing to advance.… It belongs to the tasks of a 
modern job placement to inform the public systematically about such facts and 
connections—managing public relations.”158 

As with the signifi cant expansion of programs for the disabled, the Bunde-
sanstalt’s cultivation of its new role in addressing individuals’ interest in upward-
mobility benefi ted from the ample resources now at its own and the government’s 
disposal. Individual Aufstieg was becoming a public concern. In his 1957 proc-
lamation inaugurating the new government, Chancellor Adenauer for the fi rst 
time had emphasized the necessity for the economy of promoting the vocational 
supplementary training of adults, especially for small and mid-sized fi rms, as well 
as the social-political signifi cance of the vocational advancement of the individ-
ual adult worker.159 Th e funding for the government’s Program for the Advance-
ment of the Dependent Middle Classes not only grew rapidly, but also mirrored 
the ever-more prominent role of the individual: at its inception in 1959, the 
program channeled its funds to training centers; in 1962, the grants and loans 
began to be given directly to individuals. As the Bundesanstalt explained it, “the 
guiding thought of the advancement program is, from now on, to place every 
ambitious worker in a position to achieve the vocational supplemental training 
that matches his abilities.”160 In 1965, the Federal Government enshrined in law 
the individual’s right to counsel and aid in his eff orts at vocational advancement, 
for which the Bundesanstalt was to be responsible.

Th e care of those left behind by the economic miracle and services for the 
great numbers of individuals made ambitious by the same growth helped to com-
pensate for the loss of the Labor Administration’s program of Totalerfassung and 
distribution. Even before the Bundesanstalt consciously identifi ed and cultivated 
the new tasks as the core of its new raison d’etre (from around 1960), they had 
begun to reshape vocational counseling. In addition to developing such concrete 
new fi elds of operation (which could counter the claims that the Labor Adminis-
tration was authoritarian or superfl uous), the Bundesanstalt also responded to the 
public criticisms of it as an ineff ective bureaucracy. 

Th e Labor Administration Transformed: Effi  ciency and Scientifi cness

Like its services for new clients, the Bundesanstalt’s eff orts to become and to seem 
more effi  cient and more “scientifi c” emerged fi rst somewhat haphazardly and 
only after around 1960 as a conscious program of reform. It was certainly no ac-
cident that in the late 1950s, just as the Bundesanstalt was subjected to persistent 
critiques from the public and press for being too concerned with quantitative 
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criteria, it launched several ambitious projects designed to improve the quality of 
its counseling, as the vocational counselors in the late 1940s had recommended.

In 1957, the Bundesanstalt commissioned the University of Würzburg’s psy-
chological institute to evaluate its psychological tests.161 Two years later, it began 
a massive and ultimately unsuccessful project to assess scientifi cally the psycho-
logical requirements of a single, model vocation: the typesetter.162

Up to the end of the decade, the projects to improve vocational counseling’s 
methods had been isolated endeavors, and they had lacked the full backing of the 
governing boards.163 Between 1959 and 1964, fi nally, eff orts to put vocational 
counseling’s methods on a more scientifi c basis, to make counseling—and the 
Bundesanstalt generally—more effi  cient and eff ective, gradually coalesced into a 
program of reform meant to adapt the Labor Administration to a newly dynamic 
society.

By 1959, at the latest, the leadership of the Bundesanstalt recognized the se-
riousness of their predicament, as well as what they perceived to be the only 
potentially suitable response. At a meeting on the “psychological training of job 
placement personnel,” the vice-president of the Bundesanstalt and head of job 
placement and vocational counseling described the situation in dire terms.

It is to be feared that the personnel of the Bundesanstalt are not fully aware of the situation 

[i.e., the implications of full-employment]. Job seekers must come to the labor offi  ce and 

leave it with the impression that they are being treated well and correctly. For that, trust 

is necessary. Th ere is the danger of a “bureaucractic relation” of the unemployed or job 

seeker to the Bundesanstalt.… To the extent that unemployment declines, it will become 

an existential matter for job placement that we achieve a better relationship of trust with 

the public. 

Th e psychological training of personnel, which was intended both to give 
them a greater knowledge of vocations and jobs and to improve their interactions 
with the clients, should contribute to such trust. In April 1961, vocational coun-
seling implemented “Guidelines for the Selection, Acceptance, and Training of 
Vocational Counselors,” both raising the entry-level requirements and improving 
and standardizing training.164 Th e governing boards also were coming to see the 
potential importance for the Bundesanstalt’s relations to the public, and hence for 
its future, of improved, more scientifi c methods and organization.165 In February 
1961, the Administrative Board’s Committee on Youth Questions had decided to 
“discuss fundamental questions pertaining to vocational counseling on a contin-
ual basis.” In October, the Committee endorsed the ongoing research in Tübin-
gen into “psychological vocational knowledge” and even took the unusual step of 
encouraging the Bundesanstalt leadership to increase its request for funding.166 In 
November, vocational counseling presented the Committee with a detailed and 
ambitious plan of current eff orts to improve the quality of its work.167

In the following years, headquarters and the governing boards approved fur-
ther measures to improve and even expand vocational counseling. By 1963, the 
central administration and the governing boards, the head of vocational coun-
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seling could report with satisfaction, were “considering a gradual expansion of 
vocational counseling.”168

Th e chief benefi ciary of the eff ort to improve vocational counseling was its 
psychological service. In 1962, the executive committee began to consider a 
long-term expansion of the service.169 Members of vocational counseling and the 
psychological service cultivated ties to the unions and employers’ organizations 
for the purpose of gaining approval for an eff ort to put psychological testing on 
a more “scientifi c” basis and to expand the service.170 Already in 1961 and 1962, 
the psychological service had established two working groups to consider “gen-
eral and fundamental questions” and diagnostic procedures of the psychological 
service.171 In July 1966, the working groups were put on a more permanent foot-
ing, when the governing boards approved the establishment of the psychological 
service’s own unit for “developmental and fundamental work.”172 For the fi rst 
time, its headquarters achieved centralized control of its fi eld offi  ces.173 And the 
psychological service grew prodigiously. If the number of psychologists already 
had grown from 85 in 1957 to 106 in 1963,174 a decade later the number had 
almost tripled to nearly 300.175 Th e Bundesanstalt’s psychological service was now, 
after that of the US armed forces, the second largest in the world.

Germany’s strategic security and, especially, its spectacular economic growth 
in the 1950s and into the 1960s had undermined fundamental preconditions of 
one half of the German human economies, as they had arisen after World War 
I. While the vocational training system continued more or less as before, the 
dynamic conditions of the Wirtschaftswunder eroded the Labor Administration’s 
system of complete inclusion, which seemed to an increasingly assertive public 
and press inappropriate for a free society and superfl uous as well. All the same, 
as the traditional role of the Labor Administration became ever less tenable, new 
tasks presented themselves. Over time, the Bundesanstalt learned to accept its role 
as a service agency for the less fortunate of the economic miracle, as well as for 
the many individuals newly interested in personal advancement. An important 
part of the Bundesanstalt’s makeover was its eff ort to improve its eff ectiveness and 
to become—or at least to cultivate an image of being—more scientifi c, which it 
hoped would enhance its credibility among what was now its most important 
audience—the German people. 
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