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This paper analyzes the transformation of East Germany’s R&D system in
the unification period after 1989. East Germany'’s transformation process
was more profound and rapid than those in the other formerly communist
countries: the difference lay in the fact that it moved alongside a complete
institutional model (the West German) which gave the process a clear
direction. This paper briefly describes the transformation at an institutional
level, but then focuses on a set of individual research organizations: the
institutes of the old DDR Academy of Sciences. A constrained-choice
model is used to explain the wide variety of transformation outcomes
(dissolution or preservation). This analysis shows that the Academy’s
institutes were threatened to varying degrees by the turbulent changes in
their environment; that various opportunities for strategic action were
open to them; that they used these opportunities in different ways; and
that these factors together can plausibly explain the outcomes of the
transformation.

An Academy in Transition: Organizational
Success and Failure in the Process of
German Unification

Hans-Georg Wolf

Among the processes of institutional change which have been
going on within the R&D systems of the formerly communist
states in Europe, East Germany’s transformation seems to have
been the most rapid and profound. This paper presents some
findings on this process of change, concentrating on the sub-sector
of publicly financed, extra-university research.! The specific
question it addresses is: how can one explain the results of the
transformation of East Germany’s research system on the level of
individual research organizations? What factors determined the
survival of some institutes and the dissolution of others? In
particular, this paper will try to evaluate the importance of
exogenous and endogenous factors in the transformation process:
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to what extent could the research organizations themselves,
confronted with extraordinarily far-reaching changes in their
environment, influence their own fate??

These questions are interesting, first, because they correspond
to a long-standing debate in organization theory about voluntaris-
tic (strategic choice) and deterministic (environmental selection)
explanations of organizational change.® Within this debate, little
attention has been paid to scientific institutes and the constraints
and opportunities for strategic action specific to this kind of
organization. And second, there is an empirical interest in answer-
ing these questions: although a considerable number of studies
have treated the transformation of East Germany’s R&D system,
most of these have focused on changes at the micro-level of
individual researchers, and in particular on the number of scien-
tific personnel employed,* while only a few have analyzed the
transformation at the level of individual research organizations.
Focusing on scientific organizations as corporate actors, this paper
addresses an important but somewhat neglected aspect of the
transformation. Adopting such an analytical perspective does not,
however, mean ignoring the importance of the individual level.
Certainly, it was individual actors within the institutes who tried to
cope with the transformation process. Still, the dynamics at the
organizational level deserve attention in their own right.

The analysis presented in this paper draws on the results of a
more comprehensive research project aimed at identifying the
decisive factors which explain the transformation of East German
research institutes during the unification period.®> This study was
based on qualitative and quantitative data collected by the author
between 1990 and 1994. Most importantly, the material prepared
by the institutes of the former DDR Academy of Sciences for
evaluation by the West German Science Council and the Council’s
recommendations, have been analyzed in detail. Moreover, 80
interviews with (former) employees of the institutes and other
important participants in the transformation process have been
conducted. In the main (final) section of this paper, a constrained-
choice model of organizational change will be used to answer the
research questions. Before that, a brief general characterization of
the transformation process will be given, and the paper’s analytical
framework presented.
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East Germany’s R&D Organizations in the Unification
Period

The transformation of East Germany’s R&D system differed from
the changes going on in the other post-communist states due to the
particular situation of the divided Germany, which allowed one
part of the country to access the political and institutional system
of the other. The R&D institutions in West Germany gave the
process a clear — albeit not uncontested — direction, and it was
predominantly West German actors who provided the adminis-
trative means necessary to organize a very fundamental rearrange-
ment in a very short time. The two political decisions most crucial
to the transformation of East Germany’s extra-university research
system were made in the summer of 1990, and were codified in the
Unification Treaty signed by both German states. Firstly, the
treaty made quite clear that the East German research institutions
were to be adapted to the institutions of research promotion of the
Western part: structural adaptation was to take place in East
Germany, not in the West. Secondly, the West German Science
Council was engaged to undertake a systematic evaluation of the
East German research institutions, and to decide upon their
further funding from public sources.

The Science Council (Wissenschaftsrat) — an advisory body
made up of political officials and of scientists from various fields —
had conducted evaluations of scientific institutes in West Germany
before. However, to decide on the future of 130 East German
research institutes was — in quality and quantity — an extraordi-
narily challenging task. To cope with it, the Council established an
Evaluation Committee and nine expert groups (the majority of
whose members came from West Germany, although professors
from East Germany and from abroad took part in each group).
The Council managed to complete the evaluation less than one
year after unification, in the summer of 1991.° The Council’s
recommendations laid the foundation for a new system of extra-
university research in East Germany, which for the most part was
established in 1991 and 1992. The bulk of the recommendations
was implemented, even though many details of the decisions
regarding newly-founded institutes deviated considerably from the
Science Council’s intentions.”

The most important institution of extra-university research in
the German Democratic Republic (DDR) was the Academy of
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Sciences (Akademie der Wissenschaften, abbreviated: AdW). In
1990, it comprised 60 autonomous research institutes, covering a
broad range of basic and applied research topics in both the
sciences and the humanities. When the unification went into effect
(on 3 October 1990), the AdW as a whole was dissolved. On the
basis of the Science Council’s recommendations, the institutes of
the academy were either dissolved or preserved. It is on the level
of these individual laboratories that I will focus in this paper. First,
I will show the surprisingly broad range of transformation out-
comes; then I will discuss how these different results came about.
In doing so, the fact that most of the Science Council’s recommen-
dations were implemented allows me to concentrate my analysis
on the evaluation outcomes, instead of the actual reconstruction of
research organizations.

To give an impression of the different transformation outcomes,
let us look briefly at the case examples of two institutes, both
members of the chemistry department of the AdW, both medium-
sized and both located in Saxony. At the end of 1991, as a result of
the evaluation, Institute 1 had almost entirely disappeared. The
institute was dissolved, and only about 20 of its original 107
scientists were re-engaged at a state-financed research institution.
Most of the former employees had to make do with temporary
jobs, or became unemployed. Interviewees from the institute gave
a bitter assessment of the institute’s transformation. In their view,
the institute itself had had no control whatsoever over its fate.

The transformation of Institute 2 ended completely differently.
It was converted into a new extra-university laboratory jointly
financed by the federal state and the Land of Saxony. Almost all
the approximately 100 scientists of Institute 2 were taken over by
the new institute. Interviewees from the institute commented
positively on the transformation. They even expressed their hope
that the new institute, by hiring new employees, might help to
improve the situation in the local labour market.

Approximately 10% of the AdW’s 60 institutes were to be
completely dissolved, like Institute 1; no significant share of their
personnel was recommended for future funding (see Table 1).
About 35% were to be converted into newly-founded laboratories,
like Institute 2; they were to receive further funding as auton-
omous organizations. A further 47% were to be broken down into
smaller units; to a varying degree, these subunits were to continue
to receive public funds. Finally, 9% of the institutes were to be
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TABLE 1
Evaluation Outcomes® for the Institutes of the AdW

Organizational Fate  Complete  Disinte- Integration Conversion Total®
- Dissolution gration

Percentage of
Personnel Taken |
Over or Kept On

% of all AdW institutes (n=60)

Less than one third 10 3 2 3 18
One third to two

thirds 0 37 5 20 62
More than two thirds 0 7 2 12 21
Total 10 47 9 35 100

Notes: “ In this table and the four following, ‘evaluation outcomes’ refers to the
recommendations given by the Science Council in 1991: see Wissenschafts-
rat, Stellungnahmen ze den auferuniversitiren Forschungseinrichtungen in
den neuen Lindern und in Berlin — Allgemeiner Teil: Charakteristika der
Forschungssituation in der ehemaligen DDR und kiinftige Entwick-
lungsmég-lichkeiten einzelner Fachgebeite (Koln: Selbstverlag, 1992).

® Because of rounding errors, the totals do not add up to 100.

completely integrated into existing West German research insti-
tutes.

The recommendations varied not only with regard to the
dissolution or preservation of the institutes, but also with regard to
the share of employees that were to be kept on in their institutes,
or to be taken over by other research institutions. According to a
rough estimation — many of the Science Council’s recommen-
dations are not detailed enough to allow for a more precise
interpretation — in 18% of the institutes, less than one third of the
employees were to be retained. Not surprisingly, this category
includes all the completely dissolved institutes. But the same low
percentage of retained personnel can also be found in two of the
disintegrated, one of the integrated and two of the converted
institutes. In the majority (62%) of the institutes, a more generous
percentage of personnel was to be kept on: one fifth of the
institutes managed to retain more than two-thirds of their person-
nel. Most of the cases in this category are converted institutes, but
the group also includes four institutes which were to be split into
smaller units, and one institute which was to be integrated into
another research institution.
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Obviously, the fate of an organization often diverged from the
aggregated fate of its personnel. Some institutes were ‘successful’
as organizations — they survived as organizational units — while
most of their employees lost their positions. Some other institutes
completely lost their organizational integrity and were split up into
various subunits. These subunits, however, were integrated into
existing or newly-founded larger research organizations, and most
of the institute’s employees could continue their work. If both
measures of the transformation outcome are considered, a very
differentiated picture of what happened to the AdW institutes has
to be drawn.

In the following attempt to identify the decisive factors in the
process considered here, the transformation of the single institutes
of the AdW will be analyzed using a focal organization approach.®
To cope with the complexity of the process, a constrained-choice
model will be used,” according to which the outcome of the
transformation of an institute is determined by the interplay of
four closely-related factors: the extent to which the environmental
change posed an existential threat to an institute; opportunities for
adaptive action by the institute; factors constraining its capacity to
adapt; and the actual coping behaviour of the institute (see Figure
1 for a schematic representation of these interrelated factors). I do
not claim that this analytical framework and the following discus-
sion take into account each and every relevant aspect of the
transformation process. I do hope, however, that the most
important factors are included.

Crucial Factors of the Transformation

Threatening Changes in the General Environment and
Task Environment

German unification entailed a very fundamental change in the
general environment of all East German research institutes.
Within a very short-time, both the legal framework for publicly-
financed research and the governmental agencies controlling this
sector were completely replaced. However, while there was a
threatening change in the general environment of all institutes, the
extent to which the task environment of the individual institutes
also changed in a threatening way varied significantly.'® For many
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FIGURE 1
A Model of Crucial Factors in Organizational Transformation
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institutes, the threat specific to the narrower organizational
environment appeared almost insuperable but, in others, it was
almost harmless.

First, the environment of those institutes specializing in basic
research changed in a different way from the environment of those
in applied research. Different criteria were crucial to the evalu-
ation of each category. In both categories, a certain minimum level
of scientific quality was conditio sine qua non for a positive
recommendation. What varied, however, was the importance of
the (potential) usefulness of research. The usefulness of basic
research is always uncertain and difficult to assess. Therefore it is
not surprising that this criterion did not figure prominently in the
Science Council’s evaluation of East Germany’s basic research
institutes. However, in fields of applied research, the usefulness of
a research programme played a significant role in the Science
Council’s considerations. Thus, compared to the basic research
institutes, the applied research institutes had to meet an additional
criterion. Moreover, the classification of applied research as more
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TABLE 2
Evaluation Outcomes for AdW Institutes in Basic and Applied Research

Organizational Fate  Percentage of Personnel
Taken Over or Kept On

Winding Conver-  Less sto%s  More

Up sion than '3 than %3
Res.»earclf No.
Orientation | abs. % of AdW institutes (n=45)
Mainly basic research 8 50 50 25 50 25
Combination of basic
and applied research 20 45 55 5 70 25
Mainly applied
research 17 71 29 29 65 6
Total 45 56 44 18 64 18

or less useful depends very much on the economic and social
circumstances. The profound change of these circumstances in
East Germany after 1989 was thus particularly problematic for the
institutes doing applied research.

As a result, on the aggregated level, these institutes fared worse
than the average. Table 2 shows the different transformation
outcomes for institutes specializing in basic or applied research, or
doing a combination of both types.'' The highest share of wound-
up institutes belongs to the applied research category.'? Thus, if
success is identified with organizational survival, the applied
research institutes were the least successful. They also fared most
poorly with regard to the percentage of retained personnel. In only
6% of them could more than two-thirds of the personnel retain
employment, as opposed to 25% of the institutes in both of the
other categories.

Moreover, the transformation outcomes varied considerably
between scientific disciplines (see Table 3), suggesting that there
were corresponding differences in the extent of environmental
threat. The threat was particularly strong for institutes in the social
sciences and economics. All of these have been wound up, and a
smaller share of personnel than in all other disciplines were taken
over by other scientific institutions. Most of the chemistry insti-
tutes have also been wound up. On the other hand, the physics and
biology institutes have quite often survived as organizations. With
regard to the percentage of personnel recommended for further
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TABLE 3
Evaluation Outcomes for AdW Institutes in Different Disciplines

Organizational Fate  Percentage of Personnel
Taken Over or Kept On

Winding Conver-  Less 3to%s  More

Up sion than '3 than %5

No.
Discipline | abs. % of all AdW institutes (n=60)
Biology/medical science 13 31 69 31 46 23
Chemistry 9 78 22 22 56 22
Humanities 8 88 13 0 63 38
Geography/cosmology 8 75 25 25 50 25
Mathematics/computer
sciences 5 80 20 0 80 20
Physics 10 40 60 0 100 0
Economics/social
sciences 7 100 0 43 43 14
Total 60 65 35 18 62 20

public funding, however, the biology institutes have fared even
worse than the chemistry institutes.

The background to these disciplinary differences can be found in
cognitive and organizational structures. The negative result in the
social sciences and economics has come about partly because the
cognitive content of research in these fields is noticeably
influenced by the political system, and differed considerably
between East and West Germany. Although most of the AdW
institutes in these disciplines made major efforts to reform their
research programmes after 1989, the Science Council did not see
sufficient reason for continuing to fund these institutes. In justify-
ing its recommendations, the Science Council not only pointed to
the research programmes of the institutes but also to organiz-
ational considerations. According to the Council, the institutes
lacked internal homogeneity and their kind of research belonged
to the university sector. Thus the Council found it preferable to
dissolve almost all of these institutes, and to transfer to East
German universities those research groups which it considered
valuable.'?

In chemistry, the negative result — in terms of organizational
survival — can be partly attributed to differences in the organiz-
ational structure of this discipline between the two Germanies. In
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the East, a much higher percentage of chemistry research than in
the West was done in extra-university, publicly-funded laborator-
ies. In the AdW’s chemistry institutes, the Science Council found
many activities which it considered to be part of the domain of
industrial R&D, applying the standards of the West German
institutional framework. In most cases, the Science Council did
not recommend these activities for further public funding. More-
over, the Council aimed at transferring a high proportion of the
AdW chemists to East German universities.'® Therefore, in
chemistry (as in the social sciences) the Science Council opted for
winding up almost all institutes.

Thus the environmental threat to the survival of the research
institutes was particularly strong in the humanities, social sciences
and chemistry. In these disciplines, therefore, the transformation
outcomes at the organizational level were determined to a higher
degree than in the other disciplines by exogenous factors, and
there was less leeway for these institutes to cope successfully.

Finally, other differences in the strength of environmental
threat were not related to entire classes of institutes, but to certain
characteristics of individual organizations. To a large extent,
whether or not an institute was seriously endangered was a
question of ‘structural fit’. It was crucial whether the evaluators
considered an institute’s particular fields of activity to be useful or
promising, and whether or not its organizational form seemed to
be compatible with the West German research system. In these
respects, even institutes in the same discipline differed consider-
ably. For instance, the decisive difference between the two
chemistry institutes mentioned above seems to lie in the perceived
demand for their research. Most of the research topics of Institute
1, the one which was closed, were determined to a great extent by
the economic requirements of the DDR. The institute concen-
trated on optimizing methods for the exploitation of raw materials
available on East German territory. In light of international
developments in this particular scientific field, the Science Council
saw no sufficient need for continuing this kind of research.
Institute 2, the one whose transformation was successful, worked
on applied polymer chemistry, which is considered a field of
growing international importance. Thus German unification
changed the external environment of Institute 1 in a more
menacing way than was the case for Institute 2.

Another specific trait of an institute crucial to the evaluation
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was, of course, its scientific quality. The Science Council stressed
quality as the most important evaluative criterion. However, the
definition and measurement of scientific quality, which is never
easy, proved particularly difficult in this case. An evaluation of 60
laboratories, which the Science Council was forced to conduct in
only nine months due to the general political circumstances, could
hardly be very thorough.'® It is very likely, therefore, that in
addition to the ‘objective quality’ (however this might be defined)
other factors influenced the evaluation result. For instance, there
is some indication from several expert interviews that institutes
with a good scientific reputation were favoured.'® Of course, the
evaluators did not simply use the reputation of an institute as a
substitute for measuring its scientific quality. It is very likely,
however, that they reduced the complexity of this measurement by
taking into account (consciously or not) the institute’s established
reputation.'” To be sure, reputation depends on quality,'® but it
cannot be completely reduced to it. Established connections to
other important actors in the field could also make an institute less
vulnerable. Conversely, those institutes with less of a reputation,
and isolated from the scientific community in their field, were
often very strongly affected by the environmental threat.

Coping Strategies Generally Available

Although, as demonstrated above, the institutes were threatened
to varying degrees, none of them could afford to take a wait-and-
see attitude. So the question is what opportunities for action
remained — the second factor in my model. I want to discuss four
organizational coping strategies which are in principle viable for
research institutes, and which can enhance their survival chances
in conditions of environmental change.'” These strategies have
been derived from various approaches in organization studies.
While they may not constitute an exhaustive list of strategic
opportunities, they have proved to be pertinent in the cases
considered here.

The first strategy is a rather defensive one which organizations
frequently use in critical situations: trying to improve their
efficiency. One important element in this strategy is to aim at a
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better environmental fit by size reduction. To counter criticisms
that they were overstaffed and inefficient, most AdW institutes
reduced their personnel. From the summer of 1990 until Sep-
tember 1991, the number of employees at the AdW’s 60 institutes
dropped by approximately 25%. However, I found no significant
correlation between different rates of reduction and different
organizational outcomes. The interrelation between these two
variables appears to be more complex. Some institutes survived
without having to make large reductions in personnel simply
because they were never considered by the actors in their environ-
ment to be overstaffed. In another group of institutes, there was a
rapid decline of personnel, but the Science Council nevertheless
recommended that they be wound up. In many of these latter
cases, the decline in personnel was not the result of a deliberate
strategy of the organization, but simply came about because a
large proportion of the researchers who did not believe in the
survival of their organization sought and found employment
elsewhere. Often, the most qualified researchers were the ones
who left (because they most easily found other employment), thus
impairing the future prospects of their institute — a self-fulfilling
prophecy.

The second strategy can be labelled coalition building or
networking.?® The institutes had to find supporters among relevant
actors — scientists, government officials, industrial firms — in
their environment. They needed coalition partners — particularly
partners of high standing, and with experience of West Germany’s
science policy. These partners could help in many ways: give
advice on organizational strategies, arrange contacts with other
important actors, try to lobby in favour of the institutes, and so on.
Although there are no comprehensive data available on this point,
it seems that network connections explain a significant proportion
of the variance in organizational outcomes. For an AdW institute,
the task of finding and occupying a stable niche within the R&D
landscape of unified Germany could be greatly facilitated by
support from influential West German actors. For instance, many
of the newly-founded research institutions in East Germany would
not have materialized (or at least not in the same form and size)
without the consent and aid of leading West German scientists
working in the same research field. One example is the foundation
of a new chemistry institute of the Max Planck Society in East
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Germany,?! which incorporated research groups from several
AdW institutes. The Science Council recommended the foun-
dation of this institute on the basis of a research programme
proposal which had been worked out by AdW chemists in close
collaboration with colleagues from the West German Max Planck
institute working in the same field. By designing a specialization
for the new institute which did not overlap too much with the
activities of the already existing Max Planck institutes, a potential
conflict of interests was avoided.

A third strategy can be called niche selection.?? Institutes could
try to redefine their organizational goals in order to achieve a
better fit with the West German system of scientific institutions. A
number of institutes fared well in the transformation because they
chose a suitable research niche. For instance, one institute
managed to survive within the highly competitive field of semi-
conductor research by concentrating on a special combination of
semiconductor materials not widely studied before.?®> The first
chemistry institute I mentioned earlier (Institute 1) attempted a
similar strategy. It began a reorientation of its activities, concen-
trating much more on environmental research. Unfortunately,
however, the evaluators did not believe the institute capable of a
successful reorientation because, in their opinion, it would have
meant an obvious break in the institute’s research tradition.

As this case demonstrates, the strategy of niche selection was
difficult to use. In fact, it did not pay for most institutes: those
which started a major reorientation of their research programme
were worse off in the end than those which essentially continued
the same activities. This finding applies not only to the organiz-
ational fate of the institutes, but also to the percentage of
personnel recommended for further funding (see Table 4). This is
consistent with a hypothesis known in organization research as the
liability of change.** Changing an organization’s principal activities
is hazardous in so far as it devalues technical assets, skills and
routines. Successful niche selection requires that the chosen
activities remain within the reach of the organization’s established
competencies. For instance, the physics institute mentioned in the
previous paragraph changed the particular object of its research
but could still make use of its general know-how in semiconductor
technology. To be sure, many of the institutes that chose a niche
which overstrained their competencies did not act out of careless-
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TABLE 4
Efforts at Reorientation and Evaluation Outcomes at AdW Institutes

Organizational Fate  Percentage of Personnel
Taken Over or Kept On

Winding Conver-  Less 3t023  More

Up sion than '3 than %3
Efforts at No.
Reorientation | abs. % of all AdW institutes (n=57)
Major efforts made 23 78 22 30 70 0
No major efforts made 34 56 44 12 56 32
Total 57 65 35 19 61 19

Note: Three AdW institutes which were only founded in 1990 are not included
here.

ness: rather, they were forced into this risky undertaking because
it was evident to them that their survival prospects without a
reorientation were even poorer, and that a more suitable niche did
not exist.

Finally, institutes could use a strategy social psychologists call
impression management.”> The evaluators did not decide insti-
tutes’ fateson the basis of completely objective information, but
were also guided by the impression an institute had made on them.
Institutes could try to influence this process of ‘impression forma-
tion’. In their written material prepared for the Science Council,
for instance, and on the occasion of the Council’s on-site inspec-
tion, institutes had a chance to represent the quality of their
scientific work, and the public demand for it, as positively as
possible. This strategy is closely related to the other three
strategies. Since the latter could be used in a very demonstrative
manner, they could be supported by impression management.
Efficacious impression management was particularly important for
those institutes which did not (or could not) successfully apply the
other strategies; unfortunately for them, however, it was also
particularly hard for these institutes to put impression manage-
ment into effect. Conversely, the task of impression management
was facilitated if an institute had succeeded in improving its
efficiency beforehand, had found a suitable niche or had secured
the support of important coalition partners — but it was also less
important in such a case.
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Constraints on Adaptive Action and Viable Coping
Opportunities

Although the adaptive strategies I have described were available,
in theory, to all institutes, they did not all, in fact, have an
equal chance to apply them successfully. In their coping efforts,
institutes were constrained by various factors. Thus, in each
institute’s specific case, only some of the coping strategies which
can generally be applied under conditions of environmental
change were viable. There are two closely related categories of
objective constraints on adaptive action: those originating in
the organizational environment, and those originating within the
organizations themselves.

First, the range of viable strategies was limited by the strength of
the threat in an institute’s task environment. For instance, a very
far-reaching change could create an environment which, for some
institutes, left no suitable niches at all (sufficient resources were
available in the new environment for none of the research
activities which the institutes could convincingly claim as their
domain). Some of the social science institutes, for example,
specialized so strongly in research determined by the communist
form of society that it was very hard to imagine a niche they could
occupy in a pluralist society. Thus, in certain conditions, the
strategy of niche selection was not viable at all.

Second, institutes were constrained by specific organizational
characteristics. During their history as research organizations,
they had acquired certain routines, organizational cultures,
corporate identities, specialized skills and technical equipment. In
the transformation process, a smaller or larger part of this
organizational software and hardware no longer fitted the new
environmental conditions. Since not all of these properties could
be changed at short notice, the organizational past limited the
scope of future choices.”® One example is the AdW’s institute of
molecular biology. As the Science Council attested,?’ this institute
had acquired good technical skills — but only in the classical
methods of biochemistry. Partly because of the institute’s isolation
from the international scientific community, it lacked experience
in modern techniques in molecular biology. This was one of the
reasons for the Science Council’s recommendation drastically to
reduce the institute’s personnel. The range of strategic opportuni-
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ties for this institute would have been much larger if it had
possessed more advanced technical skills.

Another constraint on adaptive action influenced by organiz-
ational history was the degree of dissent among an institute’s
employees, and between its subunits. Generally, the breadth and
intensity of the political transformation created a high level of
conflict, not only in East Germany’s research institutions but in all
social subsectors. Additionally, however, the institutes’ specific
organizational identities made some more (and others less) sus-
ceptible to conflict and divergent interests. Some institutes — in
particular, many of the large ‘central institutes’ (Zentralinstitute)
— had been, from their foundation, very heterogeneous con-
glomerates. In the transformation period, these institutes often
found it difficult to pursue a consistent strategy. Other institutes
were more capable of consistent collective action and could react
more flexibly because, in their organizational past, they had
developed into comparatively homogeneous communities.

Objective constraints reduced the set of generally available
coping strategies to a smaller set of truly viable opportunities for
each particular organization. In turn, this set of viable opportuni-
ties was seldom fully utilized by each organization’s actual coping
behaviour. Organizational action depended not only on objective
factors, but also on the organization’s perception of the situation.
To react strategically to the environmental threat, institutes first
had to assess that threat realistically and, moreover, they had to
become fully aware of their strategic opportunities. German
unification confronted the institutes with a completely different
institutional environment: they had to learn much about this new
environment, and about the constraints and opportunities it
provided. Unfortunately, because of the fast pace of the unifi-
cation process, there was little time to learn.

"For example, when institutes tried to find out the organizational
form in which they might be able to survive in a unified Germany,
they were constrained by their limited knowledge of the West
German R&D system. The biggest group of research organiz-
ations among the new institutes recommended by the Science
Council was the Blue List (Blaue Liste) Institutes, a heterogeneous
conglomerate of scientific organizations whose only common
feature is their mode of funding (normally, the costs are shared
equally between the federal state and the Ldnder). Among the
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AdW institutes themselves, a strikingly small proportion aimed at
being converted into a Blue List Institute. One reason for this is
the simple fact that the Blue List Institutes were much less well-
known and visible, as organizational forms, than the institutes of,
for example, the Max Planck Society.

Thus, only some of the viable strategies were in fact given
serious consideration by AdW institutes. But again, not every
institute was equally constrained by perceptual limitations. In
particular, established contacts with actors more familiar with the
West German R&D system improved the position of an institute,
since they could provide advice on suitable strategies. Thus, by
successful networking, institutes could, in general, lower the
constraints upon their coping opportunities. Hence these con-
straints were not, after all, fully exogenous factors.

Actual Coping Behaviour and Its Influence on the
Transformation Outcome

To summarize, the coping behaviour exhibited by AdW institutes
during the transformation period was influenced by their percep-
tion of the threat and of the need to adapt, by the coping strategies
open to them, and by their perception of these (Figure 1). All
these factors varied considerably from one institute to the next, as
did the institutes’ coping behaviour.

Some institutes were very proactive, making contacts with new
partners, generating publicity for their work and searching for new
fields of activity. Other institutes adopted a rather passive attitude,
continuing their routine activities and waiting for other actors to
take the initiative. The category to which a specific institute
belonged depended not least on the commitment of its top
management — that is, its director and its leading scientists. In
many institutes, debates on internal reforms raised the question of
whether or not changes in top management might improve the
institute’s future prospects. These were complicated discussions
because, quite often, a conflict arose between the wish to replace
long-standing directors because of their involvement with the
political system of the DDR, and the perception that the institute
needed experienced leaders at this critical time. During the
transformation period, more than half the institutes decided to
replace their directors. However, I found no correlation between
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this variable and the decision to wind up, or to preserve, an
institute. It is clear that, in the case of AdW institutes, managerial
succession had no direct effect on organizational success.

What became of an institute and its personnel at the end of the
transformation period was determined by the threat originating
from changes in the task environment, and by the institute’s actual
coping behaviour. In other words, the transformation outcome
depended on endogenous factors, which were related to the
adaptive action of each particular organization, and on exogenous
factors, which organizations could not change. The ratio of
exogenous to endogenous determinants differed from one institute
to the next, and is difficult to evaluate in aggregate. The following
discussion is therefore based on rough estimations.

Regarding the organizational survival of the institutes, in most
cases, exogenous factors seem to have predominated. In one large
group of institutes (in the view of the actors deciding on their fate),
German unification brought about such a serious structural misfit
between organization and environment that the dissolution of the
institutes was inevitable. This was particularly typical for the social
sciences and economics, but many institutes in other disciplines
(such as Institute I) faced the same situation. In a second, much
smaller group, however, the institutes’ fates were not clearly
determined by exogenous factors. The change in the task environ-
ment was threatening but not insuperable. In these cases, each
institute’s coping behaviour had a significant influence on the
transformation outcome. By judiciously applying the various
coping strategies open to them, some institutes managed to secure
their survival, while others missed that chance.?® In a third,
probably still smaller group, exogenous factors predominated, but
determined the institute’s fate in a favourable way. These were the
‘lucky’ institutes whose quality and/or usefulness was so uncon-
tested that their organizational survival was not seriously threat-
ened by the unification process. One example is the AdW institute
specializing in research on the Sorbs, an ethnic minority in East
Germany’s Lausitz region. Almost without dispute, the activities
of this institute were considered to be important and valuable, not
only for scientific reasons but also within the context of cultural
policy. This is the only institute in AdW’s humanities department
which has been preserved as a publicly-financed research group.

In sum, endogenous factors were of crucial importance to
organizational survival only in a minority of cases. However, they
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TABLE §
Preference for Preservation as Single Organization or Disintegration, and
Evaluation Outcomes of AdW Institutes

Organizational Fate  Percentage of Personnel
Taken Over or Kept On

Winding Conver-  Less 5to %  More

Up sion than '3 than %5
Preferences of the No.
Institutes | abs. % of all AdW institutes (=60)
Preference for
preservation 44 57 43 25 55 20
Ambiguous position 6 67 33 0 100 0
Preference for
disintegration 10 100 0 0 70 30
Total 60 65 35 18 62 20

proved much more important with regard to the fate of the
institutes’ subunits and of their individual employees. If an insti-
tute’s dissolution could not be averted, there was still leeway for
organizational action to improve the prospects of its constituent
research departments. In fact, some institutes which did not
survive as organizations but were successful in securing employ-
ment at other research institutions for a high percentage of their
personnel had quite early on, deliberately stopped their efforts to
ensure their survival as integrated organizations; instead, they
concentrated on working out suitable solutions for their depart-
ments. Table 5 presents the evaluation outcomes for Adw insti-
tutes as a function of their preferences for their preservation or
disintegration, as documented in the material they prepared for
the Science Council. Ten institutes stated a preference for their
dissolution -and presented proposals for their disintegration into
smaller units (another six institutes did not express an unequivocal
preference for either preservation or dissolution). Not surpris-
ingly, none of these ten was preserved. With regard to the
proportion of personnel which the Science Council recommended
for further public funding, however, this group clearly achieved
the best result. Thus, oddly enough, if one looks at the process
from the perspective of organizational subunits and individual
organization members, ‘organizational success’ was in some cases
achieved by ‘organizational suicide’.
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Conclusion

In this paper, I have tried to explain the transformation of the
AdW institutes, using a constrained-choice model. From an
organizational perspective, the German unification process pro-
duced strong exogenous constraints. Nevertheless, transformation
outcomes were also significantly influenced by endogenous factors
originating from strategic choices — that is, from coping_efforts by
the affected institutes. While institutes’ activities were crucial to
their survival or dissolution only in a minority of cases, these
activities most frequently had a significant influence on the fate
of single organizational subunits, and on the percentage of
employees who could continue their work, either in the same
institute or elsewhere. Although the specific combination of
endogenous and exogenous factors varied from one institute to the
next, some general differences in organizational outcome
(between scientific disciplines and between institutes doing applied
or basic research) can be seen.

In East Germany, the period of institutional reconstruction in
the sector of extra-university, publicly-funded research is for the
most part complete (notwithstanding some less important changes
still going on). In some of the other post-communist countries, the
same transformation process is still under way. Compared to these
other countries, the specific German mode of transformation in
this sector appears to have been more profound, more rapid and
more clearly directed towards a specific institutional model.*® Tt
was West Germany that provided most of the administrative and
financial resources for the reconstruction of East Germany’s
research institutions. In this sense one can indeed speak of a
predominantly exogenous transformation, and in this respect the
German case fundamentally differs from that in other post-
communist states where societal transformation has been under-
taken within unchanged national frontiers. It is too early to
evaluate whether the German mode of transformation has been
successful. Has it preserved the more productive research groups
in Eastern Germany? Has it brought about a system of efficacious
R&D institutions there? And, if so, at what economic and social
cost? Regardless of how these questions may be answered, East
Germany’s extra-university R&D system seems to have an advan-
tage over the systems of most other post-communist states: it has
reached a comparatively stable state earlier.
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