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Economic development in Baden

Objective: This two-pager offers visitors a concise, analytical overview of Baden’s
development as an economic powerhouse. It focuses on structural upheavals,
international connections and their meaning for economic resilience.

Trends and upheavals

The economic history of Baden is marked by repeated and extensive structural
upheavals. These upheavals did not result in the city becoming less significant;
instead, they founded new forms of economic strength. Until the 19th century, Baden
was most famous as an international spa and bathing resort. Tourism and health-
related services shaped the local economy and lent the city a cosmopolitan air early
on.

The onset of industrialisation in the late 19th century triggered a fundamental
change. The arrival of the electrical engineering industry, particularly the foundation
of Brown, Boveri & Cie. (BBC), transformed Baden into an industrial city in the space
of a few decades. Production, engineering expertise and technological innovation
became the main pillars of the local economy. This transition marked a traditional
break in structure, whereby the existing economic functions were rapidly replaced
with new ones.

Industrialisation and international orientation

Baden’s specialisation in electrical engineering, turbines and mechanical
engineering provided it with early access to the international markets. Electricity was
one of the key technologies behind modernity, and demand for electricity grew
around the world. Baden companies manufactured for export from the beginning and
developed close ties with foreign customers, locations and experts. This strong
outward orientation characterised not only company strategies but also the social
and cultural fabric of the city.

At the same time, a dense industrial ecosystem was developing. Large companies
acted as anchors for supplier companies, training facilities and technical knowledge
networks. Baden became a location renowned for high productivity and
specialisation, whose economic dynamism extended far beyond the region.

Postwar period and globalisation

After the Second World War, industrial growth continued, now embedded in an
increasingly globalised economy. BBC — later ABB — became a multinational
conglomerate, while Baden gained in importance as a location for research,
development and corporate management. The international division of labour,
technological rationalisation and growing competition nonetheless gradually altered
the industrial base.

This change became clearly visible towards the end of the 20th century. Parts of
traditional industry saw employment and production volumes drop, and industrial
processes were relocated or fundamentally transformed. For Baden, this once again

Baden ist.



meant a break that called the existing economic model into question, whilst also
creating space for a repositioning.

Transformation of economic structures and spaces

One central attribute of more recent development is the active exploitation of the
area’s industrial past. Former manufacturing sites have been adapted to new uses
instead of being abandoned. This has created urban spaces for services,
knowledge-intensive activities, culture and innovation. Baden’s economic power
thereby shifted partially from industrial manufacturing to more heavily

knowledge- and service-oriented activities, without distancing itself entirely from its
industrial heritage.

This spatial and functional transformation stands as an example of a process of
structural adaptation that generates economic continuity not by retaining existing
potential, but by repurposing and reconnecting it.

Resilience as a historical model

In retrospect, resilience in Baden stems not so much from stable structures as from
perennial adaptability. Technological upheavals, changes in energy systems and
global market shifts have always worked as external shocks. The key has been to
work with these shocks and turn them into productive outcomes. International
networking, qualified human capital, industrial experience and institutional
cooperation are the fundamental requirements for this.

Although the strong export orientation did increase reliance on global economies, it
simultaneously provided access to markets, knowledge and impetus for innovation.
Resilience arose where openness was combined with local learning capacity and
strategic location policy.

Relevance to current debates on resilience

Baden offers an illuminating case study for modern discussions on economic
resilience. The city’s history shows that economic hardiness lies not in maintaining
existing structures but in the capacity for defined change. Path dependencies can
become strengths if they are complemented by diversification, knowledge transfer
and institutional flexibility.

Baden therefore stands as an example of an economic region whose identity
endures not in spite of repeated upheavals, but because of them. The combination
of international openness, technological expertise and active transformation
constitutes the foundation of its economic power even today.
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