
From recording task portfolios to ge-
nerating assessments and signing re-
ference letters – the HR department of 
the media group uses SAP integrated 
software by EASY SOFTWARE AG for 
these processes. The overall process 
is based on standard SAP functions, 
and runs in the SAP back end as a web 
solution, as well as in the Manager 
Self Service of the SAP HR portal.

Creating reference letters is certain-
ly not a favourite activity in most HR 
departments. Often, there are simply 
more  urgent things to take care of, 
meaning employees sometimes have 
to wait a while on their references. Un-
til recently, this was the case at Axel 
Springer SE as well. To change things 
up, the media group installed an SAP 
integrated process by EASY SOFT-
WARE AG for reference letter genera-
tion. It effectively supports managers 
and the HR department in generating 
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Fast and Legally Secure
Axel Springer SE installs electronic process for generating reference letters more quickly

reference letters. Employees receive 
legally secure and high-quality infor-
mation using the system.

The HR departments at the Hamburg 
and Berlin locations of Axel Springer 
SE manage around 5,000 employees 
and prepare an average of 500 refe-
rence letters every year. This used 
to be done by hand using a variety of 
communication methods, which me-
ant the process took quite some time.

“We need a balance between stan-
dardisation and customisation” said 
Ulrike Ruhrmann, Team Leader of 
HR administration in the person-
nel  department of Axel Springer SE, 
“every employee wants a customised 
reference. However, in the HR team 
we also have to be faster and more 
 efficient, which is why we want to 
 support the reference letter process 
by adding software”.
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Axel Spring handled this dichotomy in 
two ways: an electronic process for 
initiating and processing reference re-
quests, and by providing pre-written 
text modules that can be modified and 
used again and again. They used the 
product EASY PCM Process2Design by 
EASY SOFTWARE.

Browser-Based Application 
The technical challenge in this 
 pro ject was that employees work with 
 different operating systems within the 
group. Therefore, the project requi-
red a  browser-based application that 
runs on all operating systems whi-
le at the same time being integrated 
into SAP for data import and export. 
It also  needed to be expandable, since 
 complex organisational structures like 
the ones at Axel Springer can make it 
difficult to roll out a standardised ap-
plication, as Ulrike Fuhrmann knows. 
EASY SOFTWARE AG scored points 
in all of these areas, which is why we 
were chosen for the job.

Involving the Worker’s Council
The system isn’t yet in use throughout 
the entire group, but rather was tested 
first in the group‘s subsidiaries Media 
Impact GmbH & Co. KG and Bild Digi-
tal GmbH & Co. KG for three months. 
The goal was to then discuss the bene-

fits of the solution with the entire Wor-
ker’s Council over the course of 2013. 
Employee representatives are always 
interested in technical changes in the 
HR department. Is a standardised re-
ference letter creation process truly in 
the interest of employees, and how can 
they benefit from it? The entire prepa-
ration and roll-out phase was marked 
by close collaboration with the general 
and group workers’ councils. 
 
Security in Formulation 
through Text Modules
It took a whole year for the group to go 
from formulating a list of requirements 
to writing a call for tenders, selecting 
a product, technical design, and then 
final implementation. Before the first 
reference letter workflow could begin, 
the HR department had to first create 
a foundation by generating text modu-
les they drafted with EASY PCM Pro-
cess2Design to save in the SAP system. 
This was a major project that requi-
red a large amount of customisation; 
Axel Springer decided to categorise 
 modules under eleven topics, and used 
a rating system ranging from very good 
to sufficient. Classic HR topics were co-
vered, such as professional knowledge, 
continued education, perception, jud-
gement and thinking ability, motivation, 
etc. First, the HR department drafted 

About the  
Company
Even one of the largest media companies 

in Europe got its start in a garage. Axel 

 Springer founded his publishing house in 

Hamburg in 1946; for the first year, the edi-

torial department worked above a ware-

house for tea and spices, often going with-

out electricity and writing on borrowed 

type writers. With the creation of the HAM-

BURGER ABENDBLATT, the founding of 

HÖRZU and BILD, and the early acquisition 

of DIE WELT, Axel Springer laid the ground-

work for the success of the company. By 

consistently expanding its international 

presence, and becoming more efficient 

through digitisation, today Axel Springer 

SE is not only a market leader in German 

print journalism, but also has subsidiary 

companies, joint ventures, and licenses in 

44 countries. Axel Springer SE generates 

more than a third of its revenue through 

international business and using digital me-

dia. Even today, digital media channels are 

responsible for over a third of the group‘s re-

venues, more than any other business unit.

Numbers

Employees working in Berlin and Hamburg: 

around 5,000 Final and intermediate let-

ters  of reference per year: around 500
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“Every employee wants a customised 
reference.” However, in the HR team 
we also have to be faster and more 
efficient, which is why we wanted to 
standardise the reference process as 
much as possible. We handle the job 
with EASY PCM Process2Design”.
Ulrike Fuhrmann, Team Leader of HR 
Administration at Axel Springer Perso-
nalservice GmbH

texts for commercial clerks, planning 
to create texts for editors next. There 
are six text modules for each topic and 
rating, both for final and intermediate 
letters of reference. Some job descrip-
tions were already available in the sys-
tem; these could then be supplemented 
or edited, with some new descriptions 
being created.

All of these texts are now stored in the 
SAP back end system, and are acces-
sed using PCM Process2Design for the 
reference creation process. For mana-
gers and employees in the HR depart-
ment, this means they no longer have to 
create new texts every time they want 
to write a reference. Instead, they can 
refer back to standardised modules. To 
ensure references don‘t start sounding 
too rigid, reference creators can add 
anything they like to standard texts or 
expand them, then save their new ver-
sions as text templates. This means 
that the company is able to continue 
increasing the level of customisation in 
its references despite standardisation.  
 
HR Department Employees and 
Managers Initiate Processes
This means reference letters can be 
created with just the push of a but-
ton. This is how the process works in 
practice: Every line manager can initi-
ate the creation of an intermediate re-
ference for an employee assigned un-
der them in the Manager Self Service 

area of the SAP HR portal. In general, 
this process is triggered when the em-
ployee requests such a reference. HR 
clerks can do the same thing, although 
they use the Business Workplace in the 
SAP back end system instead of the HR 
portal. Unlike managers, they can ini-
tiate processes for all employees and 
also initiate final reference letters, 
which generally follow an employee‘s 
decision to leave the company.

During the first step in the workflow, 
the employee‘s master data is trans-
ferred from SAP HCM. Then, the sys-
tem  automatically suggests a manager 
to the reference letter recipient from 
the organisational management sys-
tem. This manager then handles the 
assessment and signs the final refe-
rence. The initiator writes an intro-
duction; the  manager saves or adds 
to the job description, and then asses-
ses the employee based on the eleven 
 topics and using the ratings provided 
by selecting the right text module from 
the six  available.

Once this is done, the manager gene-
rates a reference preview as the basis 
for their discussion with the emplo-
yee. Employees can then submit any 
 requests for changes based on it. Fi-
nally, the HR department is respon-
sible for fine tuning and any necessary 
changes. The electronic workflow re-
minds the HR employee responsible 
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if the process is delayed. If any invol-
ved party has the reference letter for 
more than seven days, they automati-
cally receive a reminder. “Using EASY 
software, we always have an overview 
of which reference creation processes 
are  currently under way, and what their 
status is”, explains Ulrike Fuhrmann. 
The HR department has reserved the 
right to edit the layouts of references 
after the manager completes the as-
sessment process. This allows them 
to fine tune between the selected text 
modules, as well as work in older in-
termediate references after the fact. 
These are only available after the in-
troduction of SAP HCM in 2008; the  
HR department employee has to add 
any earlier information from the con-
tractual data manually from the em-
ployee history.

After fine tuning, the HR department 
employee gives the reference to the 
manager for a signature, as well as to 

the responsible HR Business Partner, 
who functions as an interface between 
the specific department and service 
areas of the HR department. This is 
where the only media shift takes pla-
ce within the entire process, as refe-
rence letters are still signed by hand. 
The  signature concludes the reference 
workflow, and the employee receives 
their reference. The HR department 
saves the workflow for another three 
months, in case any changes or ques-
tions come up, then deletes the refe-
rence in accordance with data privacy 
requirements. Only a PDF of the final 
reference remains in the employee‘s 
electronic personnel file.

The days when employees had to deal 
with long waits for their references 
are now over for the two pilot depart-
ments. Piece by piece, the group plans 
to  expand the workflow for other areas, 
all while maintaining close collaborati-
on with the Worker’s Council.
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