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25 years of successful transformation and decentralisation:  
the “Netzwerk Gesunde Kinder” of Brandenburg  ̶  a case study  

State Secretary Thomas Kralinski 

 

The institutional, economic and social turmoil experi-

enced by East Germany in the post-1989/90 period is 

now a thing of the past. Nevertheless, all welfare states 

must be developed to meet the changed circumstanc-

es of the 21st century whilst at the same time retaining the support of the public. The 

federal state of Brandenburg has chosen to adopt a proactive and preventive approach 

to welfare and social policy that seeks to avert future problems. The “Netzwerk Gesunde 

Kinder” (Healthy Child Network) programme is an example of how such an approach can 

deliver positive results. 

In the years after the peaceful revolution of 1989 and the GDR’s accession to the Federal Republic of Ger-

many in 1990, East Germany had to cope with three simultaneous transformations: the transformation of 

virtually all of its political institutions and processes; the complete transformation of its economy; and a 

profound social transformation. In all three instances, “trust” has proved to be a key factor.* In times of up-

heaval, far-reaching transformation processes can only succeed once people start to trust still unfamiliar 

institutions and processes.  

Research has shown that, in such circumstances, it is especially important for people to be given the op-

portunity to participate. This creates a feeling of self-efficacy which in turn enables social cohesion and 

supports the positive development of society as a whole. At the same time, the East German experience 

demonstrates that while it is important to build a modern democracy, public administration, legal system 

and economy, it is equally important for people to receive concrete practical support to help them cope 

with their own specific and often very difficult circumstances. This gives them a sense of direction and 

builds trust − two fundamental requirements of any liberal system.  

In light of this, one particular social and health care programme in the East German state of Brandenburg 

can be seen to have achieved especially positive results over the past ten years. It is a programme aimed at 

providing young families with comprehensive support tailored to their specific needs. Trained, volunteer 

mentors, whose work is coordinated by professionals, support women and their families during pregnancy, 

after the birth of the baby and throughout the child’s first three years. While this regional programme is 

delivered by civil society, it is supported and funded by the state government of Brandenburg. It is known 

as the “Netzwerk Gesunde Kinder Brandenburg” (Brandenburg Healthy Child Network) and comprises 19 

local networks spanning 39 locations within the state.** The programme has four key characteristics:  

                                                        
*  See for example, Robert D. Putnam, Making Democracy Work, Princeton: Princeton University Press 1994 and Francis 

Fukuyama, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity, New York: Free Press 1996. 
**  Further details about Brandenburg’s “Netzwerk Gesunde Kinder” are available in German at http://www.netzwerk-

gesunde-kinder.de, http://www.mbjs.brandenburg.de/sixcms/detail.php/bb1.c.390845.de and 
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- The “Netzwerk Gesunde Kinder” is an example of a proactive and preventive social policy that invests in 

society. Its goal is to promote upward social mobility rather than simply waiting for problems to occur 

and then employing reactive social welfare measures to mitigate their consequences. It is, of course, 

important, and arguably essential, to dispose of reactive social welfare policies that provide insurance 

against social risks such as sickness, unemployment, accidents and old age. However, it is much better 

for avoidable problems never to occur in the first place. Accordingly, one of the network’s key indica-

tors of success is the fact that vaccination and preventive medical check-ups rates are significantly 

higher for the children whose parents opted into the programme than for those whose parents did not.  

- Families benefit from the innovative, unbureaucratic, interdisciplinary approach taken by the “Netzwerk 

Gesunde Kinder” to coordinating various professions, institutions and administrative levels. It encom-

passes, for example, paediatricians, midwives, day nurseries and youth and social services depart-

ments. If children and their families are to derive maximum benefit from the scheme, everyone con-

tributing to its positive outcomes must work together across different offices and departments.  

- The core pillar of the “Netzwerk Gesunde Kinder”, indeed the secret of its success, is the intense civic 

engagement of its large team of volunteer mentors (currently numbering around 1,300) who provide 

families with support and advice. The fact that the mentors are themselves members of the local 

community not only allows the programme to deliver a low-threshold service, but enables them to 

convince people that it can be trusted. The approach is neatly summed up by the well-known African 

proverb “it takes a whole village to raise a child”.  

- Finally, the “Netzwerk Gesunde Kinder” adopts a universalistic approach. In other words, it is deliber-

ately not an instrument geared exclusively towards supporting the most deprived and disadvantaged 

families living in situations of particular hardship. On the contrary, it is equally available to all social 

groups and acts to promote social cohesion. Consequently, no social stigma is attached to using the 

service. Indeed, its goal, over time, is for it to increasingly become the norm for all young families to 

join their local network.  

The purpose of these four key characteristics is, of course, to enable the “Netzwerk Gesunde Kinder” to 

address a very specific challenge in terms of social, family, health-care and education policy − to provide 

timely support and advice and give every child in every family the best possible start and opportunities in 

life. At the same time, however, these same key features (preventive investment in society, interdiscipli-

narity, voluntary service and a universalistic approach) can also be seen in a wider sense as one response to 

the failures of the welfare state both in theory and practice in many parts of the world today. In many cas-

es, the welfare state only intervenes once a problem has occurred rather than taking action to prevent 

problems in the first place.  

How can the Welfare State Survive? 

Brandenburg’s “Netzwerk Gesunde Kinder” programme should clearly not merely be seen as a practice-

oriented strategy for solving practical problems. More fundamentally, it should be considered in the con-

text of current debates about how the welfare state needs to change if it is to be sustainable in the 21st cen-

tury. 

A modern welfare state must always seek to “remain abreast of the times” (Willy Brandt). It should facili-

tate economic modernisation and social harmony. It should invest in human capital and reduce poverty 

and dependency through the redistribution of wealth. It should provide better opportunities and upward 

social mobility for as many people as possible. The more successful modern welfare states are at meeting 

these challenges, the more they will help to ensure that the vast majority of the population has the self-

confidence, education and self-reliance to stand on its own two feet.  

                                                                                                                                                                             

https://www.parlamentsdokumentation.brandenburg.de/starweb/LBB/ELVIS/parladoku/w6/drs/ab_3200/3272.p
df 
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The Great Transformation and its Repercussions 

East Germany has been forced to confront a particularly challenging situation. In West Germany, the mar-

ket economy enjoyed decades of stable and successful growth after the Second World War because all key 

actors recognised that only a social market economy had any chance of retaining sufficiently widespread 

public support over the longer term. On the other hand, East Germany, which only became part of the 

Federal Republic in 1990, cannot look back on a similar welfare state success story. As a result, during the 

post-1989/90 transformation years, many people were concerned about a neglect of the social dimension 

of the social market economy. 

This had the potential to significantly undermine the legitimacy of Germany’s parliamentary democracy. 

The mass long-term unemployment, deindustrialisation, uncertainty, loss of status and lack of prospects of 

the years following German reunification did indeed prove to be a huge test of the effectiveness of the 

German welfare state.  

Germany’s welfare state (in its capacity as a social insurance state) has undoubtedly passed this test in 

terms of its ability to provide income replacement benefits to compensate for earnings lost through un-

employment. However, as a reactive welfare state that focused on providing financial compensation for 

social problems, it proved less successful at addressing the lasting impacts of devastating structural prob-

lems on local communities and families. A deep-seated collective feeling took hold among large parts of 

East German society that they would be left behind  ̶  economically, socially and culturally. Fundamentally, 

a permanent sense of social downgrading such as this strips individuals and their communities of confi-

dence and optimism about the future. When people live under such circumstances, they can also fall prey 

to unhealthy lifestyles, aggression, despondency and psychosocial impoverishment and even become to-

tally resigned to their fate. 

The economic situation in Brandenburg, after the sometimes dramatic difficulties that accompanied the 

transformation of the 1990s (which persisted until around 2005), has now improved significantly. Unem-

ployment has more than halved and dependency on income replacement benefits has fallen sharply. 

Some parts of the state now effectively enjoy full employment. Even school leavers with no more than 

average qualifications are now finding jobs and being taken on as apprentices. Nevertheless, not all of the 

long-term damage caused by the social wounds opened up during the post-1989/90 transformation era 

has fully healed. The goal of building not only an economically successful society but one that is also worth 

living in precisely because it is united, compassionate and liberal-minded remains an ongoing challenge for 

our democracy in much in Brandenburg as in the rest of East Germany. Consequently, measures and initia-

tives that strengthen social cohesion within the state and improve opportunities for future generations are 

as necessary and important now as they ever have been. The “Netzwerk Gesunde Kinder” programme pro-

vides an illustration of one particularly successful approach to achieving this goal.   

State Secretary Thomas Kralinski 

State Secretary Thomas Kralinski has been Head of the State Chancellery of Brandenburg since August 
2016. Previously, he had been Plenipotentiary of Brandenburg to the Federation and the Media since 2014 
and Commissioner for International Affairs since March 2015. 

 

 

 

 



 4 © European Academy Berlin 
 

 
© European Academy Berlin, August 2016 
This paper reflects the opinion of the author.  

Contact 

European Academy Berlin 
46/48 Bismarckallee  
14193 Berlin, Germany  
+49 30 895951 0 
eab@eab-berlin.eu 
http://www.eab-berlin.eu 

 


