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Summary 
This dissertation thesis theorizes and analyses empirically the phenomenon of horizontal ad-

ministrative intergovernmental relations in multilevel systems. It conceptualizes these pro-

cesses as collective decision situations. Using the example of Germany, it provides and in-

depth analysis of the coordination structures and processes among sub-states from an actor-

centred perspective. It pays special attention to the role of governmental actors, ministries and 

bureaucrats, and thus contributes to a further microfoundation of horizontal intergovernmental 

relations. Thereby, it combines insights from public administration literature with federal and 

intergovernmental relations scholarship in a new way and advances both research areas.  

An original network dataset, collected by the author in the course of this project, and several 

expert interviews represent the empirical basis of this research. This mixed-methods approach 

at the same time allows for a complete conceptualization of the actors and their interactions as 

networks of coordination, as well as for insights into the strategic considerations made by the 

actors. It uses descriptive and analytical social network analysis and coding as methods of 

data analysis.  

Under this common framework, three more specific aspects of horizontal administrative in-

tergovernmental relations are investigated. First, the analysis of the coordination structures 

and individual choices of coordination partners reveal that actors do not randomly coordina-

tion with each other but act strategically. They engage in coordination with actors who pursue 

similar interests, namely sectoral, party political or territorial interest. Thereby, the costs of 

exchange are minimized and the benefits of a compromise are maximized. By engaging in 

coordination along the three interest dimension simultaneously, leeway for action is created 

and potential gridlock is circumvented. Further, this research shows for the German case that, 

in a time sequence, sectoral coordination is the first strategy in which actors engage. After-

wards, they pursue territorial and party political coordination, whereby the latter mainly 

serves to structure the process of coordination. 

Second, it is demonstrated that actors uphold varying numbers of coordination contacts with 

other actors and thus are to a varying degrees central to the coordination process. This varia-

tion is explained by the power resources an actor can make use of. Even though these pro-

cesses are carried out by bureaucrats, political power resources, such as party politics and 

domestic constraints but also voting and financial power increase the centrality of an actor. In 

contrast to these jurisdictional and organizational resources, personal characteristics such as 
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educational background and experience do not seem to contribute to an actor’s centrality in 

coordination processes. This gives reason to assume that structural factors, more than personal 

factors, influence who is an important actor in coordination processes and who is not. 

Third, the motives and goals of actors to engage in horizontal intergovernmental relations 

vary. Some participate with the aim of exchanging information and thereby reducing uncer-

tainty about the behaviour or interests of others; some aim at the coordination or harmoniza-

tion of policies. Yet others take a more confronting approach and try to influence the other 

actors or try to protect their own autonomy. This dissertation has demonstrated that these mo-

tives vary systematically between policy sectors. The allocation of competences as shared rule 

and self-rule and the overlap of interests in the sense of party politics have been put forward 

as explanations for this variation. For the German case, the allocation of competences is a 

more convincing explanatory factor for the variation in motives than party politics.  

These findings contribute to literature on intergovernmental relations by drawing attention on 

the horizontal relations among sub-state governments as well as the role of public administra-

tions therein. For public administration scholarship, this study demonstrates a new area of 

application and thus reveals new insights into the problem processing and solving capacity of 

public administrations. Based on these findings, concepts, frameworks and hypotheses are 

developed which can guide further comparative cross-country research of horizontal adminis-

trative intergovernmental relations. 
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Zusammenfassung 
Dieses Dissertationsprojekt theoretisiert und analysiert empirisch das Phänomen der horizon-

talen administrativen intergouvernementalen Beziehungen in Mehrebenensystemen. Es kon-

zeptualisiert diese Prozesse als kollektive Entscheidungssituationen. Am Beispiel Deutsch-

lands werden die Koordinationsstrukturen und -prozesse zwischen den sub-nationalen Einhei-

ten aus einer akteurszentrierten Perspektive analysiert. Die Arbeit widmet der Rolle von Re-

gierungsakteuren, Ministerien und Bürokraten, besondere Aufmerksamkeit und trägt damit zu 

einer weiteren Mikrofundierung der Analyse horizontaler intergouvernementaler Beziehungen 

bei. Zu diesem Zweck werden Erkenntnisse aus der Forschung zu öffentlichen Verwaltungen 

mit der zu intergouvernementalen Beziehungen in Föderalstaaten auf neue Art verknüpft. 

Damit trägt diese Arbeit zur Weiterentwicklung beider Literaturstränge bei. 

Die empirische Basis dieser Arbeit bilden ein von der Autorin im Rahmen dieses Forschungs-

projekts erhobener Netzwerk-Datensatz sowie mehrere Experteninterviews. Dieser Mixed-

Methods-Ansatz ermöglicht eine vollständige Konzeptualisierung der Akteure und ihrer Inter-

aktionen als Koordinationsnetzwerke sowie Einblicke in die strategischen Überlegungen der 

Akteure. Die Arbeit verwendet deskriptive und analytische soziale Netzwerkanalyse sowie 

Codierung als Methoden der Datenanalyse. 

Basierend auf diesem gemeinsamen Rahmen werden drei spezifischere Aspekte der horizon-

talen administrativen intergouvernementalen Beziehungen näher untersucht. Erstens zeigt die 

Analyse der Koordinationsstrukturen und der Auswahl der Koordinationspartner, dass die 

Akteure sich nicht zufällig koordinieren, sondern bestimmte Strategien verfolgen. Sie arbeiten 

mit Akteuren zusammen, die ähnliche Interessen verfolgen wie sie selbst, nämlich sektorale, 

parteipolitische oder territoriale Interessen. Dadurch werden die Transaktionskosten minimiert 

und die Vorteile eines Kompromisses maximiert. Durch die gleichzeitige Koordination ent-

lang der drei Interessendimensionen wird Handlungsspielraum geschaffen und eine mögliche 

Blockade umgangen. Darüber hinaus zeigt diese Untersuchung für den deutschen Fall, dass 

die sektorale Koordinierung in einer zeitlichen Abfolge die erste Strategie ist, derer sich die 

Akteure bedienen. Erst in einem zweiten Schritten betreiben sie territoriale und parteipoliti-

sche Koordination, wobei letztere hauptsächlich dazu dient, den Koordinierungsprozess zu 

strukturieren. 

Zweitens zeigt sich, dass Akteure unterschiedlich viele Koordinationskontakte mit anderen 

Akteuren pflegen und somit in unterschiedlichem Maße für den Koordinierungsprozess von 



Summary  vii 

 

zentraler Bedeutung sind. Diese Unterschiede erklären sich aus den unterschiedlichen 

Machtressourcen, die ein Akteur nutzen kann. Obwohl diese Prozesse von Bürokraten durch-

geführt werden, erhöhen politische Machtressourcen, wie Parteipolitik und innenpolitische 

Zwänge, aber auch Stimm- und Finanzmacht die Zentralität eines Akteurs. Im Gegensatz zu 

diesen gebietskörperschaftlichen und organisationalen Ressourcen, scheinen persönliche 

Merkmale wie Bildungshintergrund und Erfahrung nicht zur Zentralität eines Akteurs in Ko-

ordinationsprozessen beizutragen. Dies lässt vermuten, dass strukturelle Faktoren, mehr als 

persönliche Faktoren, Einfluss darauf haben, wer ein wichtiger Akteur in Koordinationspro-

zessen ist und wer nicht. 

Drittens lässt sich eine Varianz in den Motiven und Zielen der Akteure in horizontalen zwi-

schenstaatlichen Beziehungen feststellen. Einige nehmen mit dem Ziel teil, Informationen 

auszutauschen und dadurch die Unwissenheit über das Verhalten oder die Interessen anderer 

zu verringern; einige haben das Ziel Politiken zu koordinieren oder harmonisieren. Wieder 

andere verfolgen einen konfrontativeren Ansatz und versuchen die anderen Akteure zu beein-

flussen oder ihre eigene Autonomie vor dem Einfluss anderer zu schützen. Diese Doktorarbeit 

hat gezeigt, dass diese Motive systematisch zwischen den Politikfeldern variieren. Als Erklä-

rungsansätze für diese Varianz wurden die föderale Kompetenzverteilung (Mitbestimmungs-

rechte oder Selbstentscheidungsrechte) und die Überlappung von Interessen (Parteipolitik) 

herausgearbeitet. Für den deutschen Fall ist die Kompetenzverteilung ein überzeugenderer 

Erklärungsfaktor für die Motivvariation als die Parteipolitik. 

Diese Ergebnisse tragen zur Literatur über intergouvernementale Beziehungen bei, indem sie 

auf die horizontalen Beziehungen zwischen den Regierungen der einzelnen sub-nationalen 

Einheiten sowie auf die Rolle der öffentlichen Verwaltung darin aufmerksam machen. Für die 

öffentliche Verwaltung zeigt diese Studie ein neues Anwendungsgebiet auf und eröffnet damit 

neue Erkenntnisse zur Problemverarbeitungs- und -lösungskapazität öffentlicher Verwaltun-

gen. Basierend auf diesen Erkenntnissen werden Konzepte, analytische Rahmen und Hypo-

thesen entwickelt, die eine weitere ländervergleichende Untersuchung horizontaler administ-

rativer intergouvernementaler Beziehungen ermöglichen. 
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1 Introduction 
In October 2017, the Catalan government held a referendum on the region’s independence 

from the Spanish state. The Catalan claim for independence occurred out of the demand for 

self-determination based on cultural, political, financial and historical reasons (Guibernau 

2014). The Spanish government, however, deemed the referendum unconstitutional, illegal, 

and illegitimate, and prohibited the Catalan government holding it. In the course of events, the 

front between the Catalan and Spanish government became tenser until they ceased commu-

nication and negotiations. The Spanish prime minister Rajoy was cited in a newspaper to have 

said “The word dialogue is a lovely word. It creates good feelings […]. But dialogue has two 

enemies: those who abuse, ignore and forget the laws, and those who only want to listen to 

themselves, who do not want to understand the other party.” (Erickson 2017). The Catalan 

government insisted on its right for self-determination and continued the preparations for the 

referendum. The Spanish government replied with legal interdictions and finally with force by 

sending the police and military to Catalonia and its capital Barcelona. The day of the referen-

dum was marked by excesses and violence on both sides (The Guardian 2017). A few days 

after the events, people in Madrid as well as Barcelona rallied for the resumption of commu-

nication and negotiations between the two governments (Johnston 2017). This may be an ex-

treme example, but it strikingly demonstrates the importance of ongoing communication and 

negotiations among governments in a multilevel system, and the negative consequences of 

disrupted intergovernmental relations (IGR). When governments within one multilevel system 

stop communicating with each other and cease negotiations over disagreements, violence can 

be the result and the federal unity can be in danger.  

In sharp contrast to this situation in Spain, in the German federal state one of the most stable, 

ongoing and robust systems of IGR has developed which is able to process disagreement 

among the governments. One example of a conflict-laden topic solved through various rounds 

of intergovernmental coordination was the reform of the federal fiscal equalization scheme in 

recent years. The ‘old’ system is about to end in 2019 and a new system needed to be created. 

Changing the scheme requires a qualified majority not only in the federal Bundestag but also 

in the second chamber, the Bundesrat, in which the sub-state governments are directly repre-

sented and through which they participate in federal legislation. The new system thus needed 

to be negotiated between the federal government and the 16 sub-states (Länder). 

It was clear from the outset that no Land government would accept a new equalization scheme 

under which its overall budget after equalization payments became smaller. Additionally, var-



Introduction  2 

 

ious interests were involved in these negotiations based on the very different economic situa-

tions of the Länder. While the net-contributors with above average tax revenues wanted to 

keep a bigger part of the financial cake to themselves, some financially weaker Länder were 

dependent on the equalization payments to be able to keep their government programmes and 

policies up and running (Herwartz 2016). Furthermore, the city-states and some Eastern Län-

der had a special status within the ‘old’ equalization scheme which they wanted to keep. An-

other point of disagreement was how the financial power of the municipalities was to be in-

cluded in the calculations causing debate among the Länder with highly indebted municipali-

ties and those with richer municipalities (Senatskanzlei Bremen 2015). Also, there were ideo-

logical differences about the general principles of fiscal equalization between the political 

parties at both levels of government (see e.g. Deutscher Bundestag 2017). Additionally, the 

ministries of finance opted for a simple system with little exceptions, while others demanded 

for a more encompassing system, for example reforming the financing of educational policy 

at the same time. The quest for balancing these interests and finding a compromise took the 

governmental actors at the federal and Länder level several years, but finally a new federal 

fiscal equalization scheme could be agreed on.  

In such complicated situations involving a high number of actors with diverse interests, the 

question arises: how did a decision and compromises come about at all? In this example, the 

final compromise included extra payments form the federal government which increased the 

overall sum to be distributed among the Länder (Bundesregierung 2016). However, several 

problems and open issues had to be solved and compromises and concessions were needed for 

the above mentioned issues to achieve agreement among the 16 Länder in the first place. This 

balancing of Länder interests in a horizontal dimension was largely achieved through a hori-

zontal intergovernmental council, the Prime Ministers’ Conference (Ministerpräsidentenkon-

ferenz). In various meetings of the conference, the Länder agreed on a joint position and joint-

ly negotiated with the federal level (Senatskanzlei Bremen 2015; Bundesregierung 2016). In 

between the formal political meetings of the prime ministers, several formal and informal 

meetings between the bureaucrats from both levels of government took place. It can be as-

sumed that most compromises in detail were prepared or achieved during these discussions on 

the bureaucratic level. Thus, coordination among the sub-states horizontally, next to vertical 

coordination with the federal level, plays an important to role for the problem solving capacity 

of federal states and bureaucratic actors support and facilitate these processes. 
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Abstracting from this specific example, this dissertation thesis wants to shed light on how 

multiple sub-state governments in a federal or multilevel state come to a joint decision in gen-

eral. The dissertation aims at contributing to a better understanding of the structures and pro-

cesses of these horizontal IGR from an actor-centred perspective. It focuses especially on the 

role of public administrations for building compromise and agreement. Using the example of 

Germany with its developed system of communication and negotiations, general patterns of 

the functioning of IGR will be analysed in-depth. To this aim, three more explicit research 

questions are formulated and analysed in the following chapters. 

RQ 1:  How does a group of sub-state actors with diverse interests come to a joint de-

cision? How is the process of coordination conducted by the bureaucrats?  

RQ 2:  Which actors are most central and influential during the decision-making pro-

cess? 

RQ 3:  What are the individual motives, interests and goals of actors who engage in 

horizontal IGR processes?  

Even though the Spanish dispute over federal unity and the German disagreements over the 

distribution of tax revenues are to a different degree threating to the federal unity as such, and 

take place in very diverse political contexts – heterogeneity in culture and historical claims for 

independences in Spain versus economic heterogeneity, financial considerations, and political 

ideologies in Germany – these examples surely demonstrate that IGR are a vital aspect of a 

functioning federal and multilevel state. Thus, the in-depth analysis of the well-developed 

German system of IGR not only aims at understanding better multilevel decisions in Germany 

but also to develop concepts and frameworks which help to better understand IGR in other 

federal and multilevel systems. 

1.1 State of research and research gaps 
By paying special attention to the role of public administrations in multilevel decision situa-

tions, the research conducted in this dissertation project aims at contributing to scholarship on 

federalism and IGR as well as public administration literature. Its main focus is on the hori-

zontal dimension of IGR and the role of bureaucracies therein. For this purpose, the recent 

state of research on IGR in general and horizontal IGR in particular will be reviewed. Fur-

thermore, literature on the role of public administrations in IGR in particular and in coordina-

tion processes more generally will be described. Both strands of literature exhibit certain gaps 

which this research wants to contribute to closing by combining both strands of literature un-

der a common framework. 
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1.1.1 Intergovernmental Relations 
For decades, federalism scholarship has focused on the allocation of competences among the 

levels of government and tried to normatively assess the ‘right’ balance or empirically trace 

changes in competences1 as well as the causes and consequences of change (most recently 

Kaiser and Vogel 2017). In contrast to this legal-structural approach, newer actor-centred ap-

proaches treat the competence allocation within a federal or multilevel state as given and in-

vestigate how actors deal with the this configuration. Within the legal and structural bounda-

ries set to the actors, they engage in political debate and develop and implement policy. 

Thereby, the actors on the different levels of government within one multilevel system cannot, 

for legal or practical reasons, act in isolation. Negative and positive externalities of one terri-

torial unit on the other units within the system trigger processes of interaction between the 

governments.  

These interactions among various governments within one multilevel system are subsequently 

called IGR. According to Poirier, Saunders, and Kincaid (2015, 4) IGR are “the lifeblood of 

federalism in practice”, emphasizing their day-to-day hands on character. IGR as a term is 

used here to describe the relations between executives at the federal and sub-national level, in 

a vertical (federal and sub-states) and a horizontal (sub-states among each other) perspective. 

This definition excludes relations among parliaments and parliamentary actors as well as be-

tween parliaments and executives because relations among executives are usually further 

elaborated and empirically more stable (Benz 2017; Bolleyer 2017). The reasons for uphold-

ing IGR can be manifold and typically range from the exchange of best-practices and infor-

mation, the coordination of policies, to the resolution of conflict (Poirier, Saunders, and 

Kincaid 2015). IGR can take place bilaterally between two governments, usually the federal 

government and one sub-state government, or multilaterally including most or all of the sub-

states and often the federal level (see Table 1). The relations can be coerced, usually based on 

legal requirements for joint decision-making (shared rule) or emerge voluntarily because the 

actors see the need to exchange regularly and take joint decisions (self-rule). IGR can be for-

mal and take place within established meetings or informal and occur at the verge of formal 

meetings or at any other informal occasion. IGR can be institutionalized to varying degrees. 

They can be on an ad hoc or irregular basis, but they can also take place regularly within es-

tablished organizations, so called intergovernmental councils (IGCs) (Bolleyer 2009; Behnke 

                                                 
1 In this dissertation thesis, the term ‘competences’ and ‘competence allocation’ will be used to describe the 
constitutional distribution of legislative and executive power and authority between the levels of government in a 
federal state. Power and authority both are more diffuse and disputed concepts. The notion of power in particu-
lar, is used in a different way in chapter 4 of this thesis.  



Introduction  5 

 

and Mueller 2017). The resolutions or decisions taken as a result of IGR can have various 

levels of bindingness (Schnabel 2017, 197). This can reach from undocumented exchange of 

ideas and arguments to politically or legally binding intergovernmental agreements which 

need to be enacted by the participating governments. Furthermore, IGR can be conducted on 

specific topics within one policy area or on broader topics which cross-cut several policy are-

as. The actors of IGR can be politicians or bureaucrats in public administrations (Johns, 

O'Reilly, and Inwood 2007). Table 1 gives an overview of these dimensions of IGR. Most 

IGR in reality can exhibit any degree between the two endpoints of the respective dimension. 

The dimensions are independent from each other and can empirically be observed in almost 

any combination. 

 

Table 1: Dimensions of IGR 

Dimension Ranging from  to 

Direction horizontal vertical 

Range bilateral multilateral 

Status voluntary coerced (legal requirements) 

Formalization informal formal 

Level of institutionalization ad hoc, irregular regular, established organiza-

tions 

Level of bindingness low, undocumented high, intergovernmental agree-

ments 

Coverage policy-specific general, cross-sectoral 

Actors administrative, bureaucrats political, politicians 

Source: own compilation. 

 

IGR and the way in which they are conducted are influenced by several factors. First, the con-

stitutional arrangement, that is institutions and rules of the multilevel system, influence the 

way in which day-to-day interactions among governments are carried out. Whether and which 

competences and level of autonomy the sub-states possess within the multilevel system 

shapes the way in which they engage in IGR. Bolleyer, Swenden, and McEwen (2014a, 3) 

find that the more autonomy and competences the sub-states possess, the more they are en-

gaged in horizontal and vertical multilateral instead of bilateral IGR leading in the long-term 

to a rather symmetric instead of asymmetric multilevel arrangement (Bolleyer, Swenden, and 
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McEwen 2014a). Furthermore, Bolleyer (2009) shows that IGR vary according to the type of 

government (power-concentrating or power-sharing) at the sub-state level. 

Second, party politics are an important factor shaping IGR. While they sometimes seem to be 

conducive to IGR, in other cases they introduce an element of conflict (Bolleyer 2011). This 

seeming contradiction can be explained by the congruence between the parties in government. 

If different political parties are in government at the federal and the sub-national level, the 

potential for conflict in IGR is higher than if the same political parties are in government 

(León 2017). The existence of regionalist parties might introduce an element of conflict 

(Bolleyer, Swenden, and McEwen 2014a) or drive IGR towards further decentralization 

(Petersohn, Behnke, and Rhode 2015). Congruence of parties in government, in contrast, fa-

cilitates the process of IGR by “aid[ing] in communication, promoting ideological grouping 

and uniting interests” (Esselment 2013, 720). Party members thereby use party political com-

munication channels and arguments or might try to help their party political peers as well as 

vice-versa demand help by others (Esselment 2013, 703).  

Third, IGR follow various patterns of coordination in different policy sectors or policy issues 

(Wright 1978, 293ff.). Cameron and Simeon (2002) show that important reforms as results of 

intergovernmental negotiations follow different patterns in Canada. Also Agranoff and Radin 

(2014) find different bargaining and negotiation settings in medical and educational policy. 

On the level of policy issues, cooperation between the governments is more likely to be suc-

cessful if the issues are salient or technical in contrast to politically contested and ideological 

issues (León and Ferrín Pereira 2011). Yet, a systematic framework of analysis including all 

these and possibly more factors influencing IGR is still missing to date.  

Within this general conceptual frame on IGR, its dimensions and influence factors, the re-

search in this dissertation project concentrates on horizontal and administrative IGR and the 

factors shaping and influencing these processes. The focus on horizontal administrative IGR 

is chosen because, as the following paragraphs demonstrate, they are currently undertheorized 

and characterized by a lack in empirical observations. By engaging in these topics, this re-

search contributes to systematically advancing scholarship on IGR. 

1.1.2 Horizontal IGR  
While the vertical perspective of IGR between the federal government and sub-states has at-

tracted significant scholarly interest, the horizontal perspective of IGR between the sub-states 

themselves is far less under academic investigation. The different sub-states within federal 

and multilevel systems develop their own interests and goals which they pursue towards the 
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federal as well as the other sub-state governments (Simeon 2006; Nugent 2009). Similar to 

vertical IGR, horizontal IGR emerge from positive or negative externalities which cross terri-

torial boarders, or from the wish or need to work together, exchange best practices, coordinate 

and deal with conflict (Behnke and Mueller 2017, 508-510). Various types of horizontal sub-

state cooperation and coordination have been identified, reaching from undocumented ex-

changes or joint press releases to formal agreements of various kinds (Bowman 2004; Parker 

2014). Horizontal cooperation and coordination thereby seem to be determined by the capaci-

ty and size of the participating governments (Bowman 2004) as well as the geographical prox-

imity, cultural similarity and party political congruence of the sub-states (Bochsler 2009). 

Furthermore, horizontal IGR bear the potential to serve as a conflict resolution mechanism 

among the sub-states in prevention of lawsuits (Gerken and Holtzblatt 2014). 

In their most identifiable form, horizontal IGR take place within or around intergovernmental 

councils (IGC) which exist in most multilevel states (Behnke and Mueller 2017). In coopera-

tive federal states such as Germany or Switzerland, which are characterized by intensive co-

ordination relations among the governments, the existence of IGCs and horizontal IGR is not 

surprising. In Germany, the Prime Ministers’ Conference (Ministerpräsidentenkonferenz) and 

the sectoral ministerial conferences (Ministerkonferenzen) are multilateral meetings involving 

all of the sub-states. They are formally labelled ‘conferences of the Länder ministers’, the 

federal government participates in varying roles ranging from observer to full member 

(Hegele and Behnke 2013; Auel 2014; Lhotta and Blumenthal 2015). In Switzerland, the Con-

ference of the Cantonal Governments (Kantonsdirektorenkonferenz) and the numerous sec-

toral and regional inter-cantonal conferences are purely horizontal without any decision rights 

for the federal government (Fuglister and Wasserfallen 2014; Pfisterer 2015; Schnabel and 

Mueller 2017).  

But also in federal states characterized by a dominance of the federal level and competition 

between the levels and between the sub-states, such as Canada, the United States of America 

and Australia, horizontal IGR exist. In Canada, the Council of the Federation as well as the 

sectoral Councils of Minister are expressions of horizontal IGR and have contributed signifi-

cantly to cooperation among the provinces, thereby circumventing the Senate as well as the 

First Ministers’ Conference which are strongly dominated by the federal level (Pelletier 2013; 

Adam, Bergeron, and Bonnard 2015; Simmons 2017). In the United States of America, the 

National Governors Association and the Council of State Governments are primarily horizon-

tal meetings of the state governors who aim at jointly influencing federal policy (Stephens 
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2007; Smith 2015; Bowman 2017). Even in Australia, a federation characterized by a very 

strong federal government, the Council for the Australian Federation triggers regular horizon-

tal meetings among the states (Fenna and Phillimore 2015; Phillimore and Fenna 2017).  

Furthermore, beyond the horizon of the classical federal states, horizontal IGR also exist. 

Federalized and federalizing states such as Spain and the United Kingdom exhibit some form 

of horizontal IGR. In Spain, besides the dominant bilateral mode of IGR, some multilateral 

IGCs have developed. The Conference of Regional Governments (Conferencia de los Go-

biernos de las Comunidades Autónomas) is a purely horizontal conference which however 

rarely meets. The Conference of the Presidents as well as several sectoral IGCs are dominated 

by the federal government and primarily serve to discuss European or federal law which 

needs to be enacted by the states. But due to their multilateral character they trigger at least 

some horizontal IGR among the autonomous communities as well (Aja and Colino 2014; 

Morales and Marín 2015; León 2017). Similarly, the United Kingdom is dominated by bilat-

eral IGR but the multilateral Joint Ministerial Committee occasionally brings together the few 

sub-state governments in the United Kingdom (Swenden and McEwen 2014; Petersohn, 

Behnke, and Rhode 2015). Furthermore, in other multilevel systems, such as the supranational 

European Union, IGR can be compared to federal states. Due to the relatively weaker supra-

national institutions, the European Council and the Council of the European Union represent 

multilateral, horizontal and member state dominated horizontal IGCs (Bolleyer and Börzel 

2014; Csehi 2017; Fabbrini 2017).  

As these examples show, relations among the sub-states, meaning horizontal IGR, occur in 

virtually every federal or multilevel state. They represent joint decision situations in which 

several sub-states need or want to coordinate and cooperate with each other. Most obviously, 

the sub-state governments are in contact with each other within multilateral institutionalized 

bodies of coordination. Even though some of them yield a stronger emphasis on the vertical 

perspective (Schnabel 2017), they all bring multiple sub-state governments ‘to the coordina-

tion table’ and thus bear an element of horizontality. These horizontal relations form an essen-

tial part of making federalism work in practice by bringing together the various governments 

within one multilevel system. Yet, the empirical knowledge and theorization of the processes 

and structures of horizontal IGR is rather limited. Based on this gap in the literature, this dis-

sertation contributes a systematic analysis of the structure and processes of horizontal IGR. It 

analyses the behaviour, strategies and motives of actors when conducting horizontal IGR and 
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thus contributes to understanding why and how these interactions take place and a joint deci-

sion is taken. 

1.1.3 The role of public administrations in IGR 
Another often neglected aspect of IGR is that these do not only occur among politicians, but 

also among the public administrations and bureaucracies responsible for policy-making 

(Johns, O'Reilly, and Inwood 2007). Administrative IGR however are by no means restricted 

to purely administrative-organizational work, but also and foremost refer to the involvement 

of public administrators in the preparation and formulation of public policy.  

Organizationally, the federal as well as sub-state governments in multilevel system have cre-

ated either separate departments for IGR, central units within the administration of the head of 

government or several units within the functional departments which are responsible for IGR 

in the specific policy field (Poirier and Saunders 2015, 446). In practical terms, when the po-

litical heads of the ministerial bureaucracy change after elections, bureaucrats provide the 

consistent and continuing underlying structure of IGR. They “share information and work 

together on common problems and solutions” (Morales and Marín 2015, 362) and thereby 

“guarantee daily operations” (Adam, Bergeron, and Bonnard 2015, 150). Especially in times 

of political confrontation or even gridlock, bureaucratic IGR “may help unblock or accelerate 

some files if the dialogue is constructive” (Adam, Bergeron, and Bonnard 2015, 151). In 

Spain for example, administrative IGR are the most stable form of exchange among the au-

tonomous communities horizontally, since rarely any political meetings take place (Morales 

and Marín 2015, 362). In federal sates as diverse as Australia and Germany, each prime min-

isters’ or sectoral ministers’ IGR meeting is supported and prepared by a number of working 

group meetings at the bureaucratic level and finally a meeting of the respective administrative 

heads of the departments (Hegele and Behnke 2013; Phillimore and Harwook 2015). Within 

these meetings, bureaucrats “provide advice to ministerial councils, resolve issues at policy 

and strategic levels, and, in conjunction with the ministerial council secretariat, set the agenda 

for the next ministerial council meeting” (Phillimore and Harwook 2015, 57). León and Ferrín 

Pereira (2011) even find that the existence of these second-level bodies which prepare the 

meetings and decide on technical issues, as well as established informal contacts among rep-

resentatives of the various governments, foster cooperation. Bureaucratic actors thus play a 

crucial role in facilitating and even substituting political IGR, but we still lack substantial 

knowledge on how exactly the process of administrative IGR takes places and which factors 

structure this process. 
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One reason why the role of bureaucrats has only rarely been analysed, besides difficulties of 

accessing data, lies in the conceptualization of actors in IGR. Most of the literature on vertical 

IGR conceptualizes “the sub-states” as one collective actor, neglecting differences among the 

sub-states. In horizontal IGR, the fact that interests differ among sub-states is acknowledged. 

Yet, the various interests of actors within one government are only rarely considered in the 

analysis of IGR. At this point, the members of governments and their bureaucratic apparatus 

come into focus. According to the theory of bureaucratic politics, these bureaucrats have de-

veloped diverging interest, depending on the ministry and portfolio for which they are respon-

sible. These interests stem from “various conceptions of national […], organizational, domes-

tic and personal interest” (Allison and Halperin 1972, 43). Literature on the role of bureau-

crats in IGR suggests that they play a facilitative and supporting role in horizontal IGR. It is, 

however, still unclear how they contribute to finding compromise and taking a joint decision. 

This dissertation project will include these interests into the analysis of horizontal IGR and 

thereby contribute to a further micro-foundation and thus a more precise and accurate under-

standing of these processes. For this reason, the next paragraph discusses the current state of 

research on coordination by public administrations. 

1.1.4 Coordination among public administrations 
One of the core tasks of public administrations, and especially the ministerial bureaucracy, is 

preparing agendas and decisions, and communicating and negotiating with each other. Under 

the topic of coordination, this subject is also discussed in conventional public administration 

scholarship. In this literature, the bureaucrats’ role in choosing and formulating public policy 

as well as negotiating with actors within and outside the political-administrative system is at 

the centre of attention. Bureaucrats prepare policy for the head of department and government 

or take decisions themselves (Mayntz and Scharpf 1975; Page 2012; Peters and Pierre 2016). 

Politicians, due to a lack of time, delegate these tasks to their ministerial bureaucrats and ex-

pect them to develop and provide expert knowledge on the subject. This is equally true for 

processes within one government, which is the focus of conventional public administration 

research, and across several governments in intergovernmental relations. Thus, investigating 

the role of public administration in intergovernmental coordination might also contribute to 

research on coordination among public administrations in general.  

Coordination is one of the “golden words” (Wildavsky 1973, 142) and “an ongoing topic” 

(Hustedt and Veit 2014, 17) in public administration research, but achieving it in practice is 

argued to be like finding “the Holy Grail” (Peters 1998, 295) or the discovering the “philoso-

pher’s stone” (Jennings and Krane 1994). While coordination is connoted positively and 
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serves as an aim which is to be achieved, the public sector is characterized by little interde-

partmental exchange, collaboration, and coordination. This can first be attributed to organiza-

tional factors. While the public sector is characterized by a strong emphasis on hierarchy and 

hierarchical control, coordination among public organizations occurs when the “scope and 

complexity [of their activities] grows beyond the limits of hierarchical control” (Alexander 

1993, 328). Yet, while the principle of hierarchy is firmly rooted within the organization of 

public sector organizations as such, coordination and collaboration are not represented within 

the organizational structure of the public sector. Further reasons for the lack of coordination 

range from budgetary and policy interests, over cognitive, legal or technical constraints to 

politics in the form of political party or interest group involvement, all creating a so-called 

silo mentality within the public sector (Page 2006; Peters 2015). This phenomenon was even 

reinforced by the New Public Management movement of the past decades with its strong em-

phasize on specialization (Bouckaert, Peters, and Verhoest 2010) and decentralization of re-

sponsibilities to single government organizations and agencies (Pollitt 2005).  

Coordination as a concept is referred to in public administration scholarship either as a pro-

cess or an outcome. The outcome perspective defines coordination as “an end-state in which 

the policies and programmes of government are characterized by minimal redundancy, inco-

herence and lacunae“ (Peters 1998, 296). Research in this tradition focusses on the circum-

stances under which consistent polices are achieved (Hustedt and Veit 2014). The negative 

findings about the severe lack of coordination in the public sector mostly come from research 

which conceptualizes coordination as an outcome. The absence of redundancy, incoherence 

and lacunae and the mutual recognition and realization of the interests and needs of several 

actors within the public sector but also civil society is something that can hardly be achieved 

within and among several policies.  

Coordination viewed as a process, however, is not an unusual phenomenon in the public sec-

tor. This perspective emphasizes the “strategies and instruments governments use to coordi-

nate organizations or programs within the public sector” (Bouckaert, Peters, and Verhoest 

2010, 16). This involves analysing “the development of ideas about joint and holistic work-

ing, joint information systems, dialogue between agencies, processes of planning, and making 

decisions” (Six 2004, 106). Coordination is thus conceptualized as the “intervening stage of 

debate and deliberation [during which] persuasion, reconsideration, conceivably even coer-

cion takes place” (Shepsle and Boncheck 1997, 44) before a joint decision is taken. This 

acknowledges that the interests and goals of actors during processes of coordination can be 
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diverse or even contradictory. Throughout the process of coordination, which involves some 

sort of communication between the actors, a collective decision on which all or most can 

agree – depending on the decision rule – is aimed at. Simplifying Metcalfe’s (1994) nine-step 

coordination scale, the process of coordination is conceptualized as the exchange of infor-

mation, the search for allies, and the negotiation of compromise or decisions. First, actors 

exchange information and viewpoints in order to reduce uncertainty about the interests and 

goals of other actors. Second, they negotiate by trying to form alliances with actors with simi-

lar interests and goals or find a compromise with actors which have different interest or goals.  

In order to be conceptually clear and precise, at this point, another important strand of litera-

ture which makes repeated use of the term coordination needs to be discussed. The term coor-

dination is also a prominent concept in game theory, albeit used in a slightly different manner. 

In game theory, coordination problems are viewed as a type of problems which are easily 

solved “because actors have similar interests, and, although they may not care about which 

solution is imposed, they all agree that some solution is necessary” (Wilson and Rhodes 1997, 

767). One common example is the decision to either drive on the left or right side of the 

street. However, even in these situations it is very unlikely in reality that no preferences of 

alternatives exist and may it only be the costs of change for one actor. Note also that one of 

the most prominent conceptualizations of coordination using a game theoretic perspective, 

namely positive and negative coordination by Scharpf (1993, 127f.), assumes “orthogonal 

utility vectors” and not similar interests and preferences of the actors. Additionally, the simple 

understanding of coordination in game theoretic terms has analytical shortcomings because it 

says nothing about how the actors come to a decision in such situations, which steps are in-

volved and how the process of coordination is carried out. Furthermore, it postulates that the 

actors are aware of the consequences that their decision has on the other actor and the overall 

situation, which is often not the case especially when analysing the coordination of policies. 

Thus, the concept of coordination used in this dissertation diverges from a game theoretic 

understanding and follows the conceptualization used in public administration research in-

volving possibly diverse interests and goals of actors. 

1.1.5 Triggers for coordination in multilevel systems  
Coordination among the actors in multilevel systems is not an automated process and does not 

occur without inducement. There exists a set of triggers which bring actors to engaging in 

processes of coordination. These triggers depend on the legal and constitutional framework of 

the political system as well as on the issues to be coordinated. In multilevel political and ad-

ministrative systems, three triggers for coordination can be distinguished (Figure 1). As a first 
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trigger, problems and their solutions can cross sectoral boundaries. These are referred to as 

cross-cutting issues or “wicked problems” (Rittel and Webber 1973; Danken, Dribbisch, and 

Lange 2016) such as for example climate, energy, or unemployment policies. In these situa-

tions, organizations or ministries of one policy sector cannot deal with the issue or solve the 

problem alone and simultaneous actions by organizations in various policy sectors might con-

tradict or even counteract each other. Coordination can be used as a strategy to reduce the 

likelihood of negative consequences of separate and inconsistent policies. Usually, public 

administration scholarship analyses these situations within one government when two or more 

government organizations are involved. If the ministries or organizations of several govern-

ments across levels however form groups or collective actors according to policy sectors, 

these cross sectoral issues can similarly be a trigger for intergovernmental coordination.  

In multilevel systems, two different principles for competence allocation can be distinguished 

and both can trigger coordination. On the one hand, policy sectors can be assigned to different 

levels of government in which they have exclusive competences of legislation and implemen-

tation. On the other hand, a functional allocation of competences can be chosen in which one 

level of government - typically the federal level – has legislative competences, whereas the 

other level of government – usually the sub-states – are responsible for the implementation 

(Bolleyer and Thorlakson 2012; Behnke forthcoming). Both situations create triggers for co-

ordination. In cases of exclusive competences for each level, coordination can be triggered 

because policy issues can hardly be assigned exclusively and without overlap, and conflicts 

over competences between the levels of government can occur (second coordination trigger, 

see Figure 1). The third trigger for coordination occurs when there is a functional allocation of 

competences. In these situations, legislators are well advised to include considerations of im-

plementation into the formulation of policy, otherwise a piece of legislation might be obsolete 

just due to implementation challenges or might be implemented in a way which counteracts 

the intentions of the legislators. Implementers also have an incentive to engage in coordina-

tion with the legislator with the aim of ensuring practicability and feasibility of the legislation. 
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Figure 1: Triggers for Coordination in Multilevel Systems 

 

Source: own compilation. 

 

The triggers for intergovernmental coordination among public administrations in multilevel 

systems are manifold, but empirical knowledge on the role, structure and processes of inter-

governmental coordination carried out by public administrations and ministerial bureaucracies 

are rather limited. Which strategies do bureaucrats use to coordinate policies across govern-

ments? Why do they engage in coordination processes at an individual level at all? Which 

interests do they bring into the process?  

Based on this review of the recent state of the literature and so far developed concepts, this 

dissertation project aims at contributing to closing several gaps. First, the horizontal dimen-

sion of IGR is still underdeveloped theoretically and understudied empirically. While there 

exist multiple instances of horizontal IGR in virtually all multilevel systems, they are far less 

under investigation when compared to vertical processes. Second, the role of public admin-
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istrations in IGR is still unclear. From public administration research it is well known that one 

of the core tasks of public administrations and especially ministerial bureaucracies it to en-

gage in processes of coordination across policy sectors. Their role in coordination across gov-

ernment organizations at the same or multiple levels of government and policy sectors at the 

same time is however rarely investigated. Thus, this dissertation brings together two so far 

separate strands of literature and thereby aims at contributing to both of them. Through this 

combination, new insights into processes of IGR can be gained by including a further set of 

actors: bureaucrats in public administrations. These actors are empirically involved in the in-

tergovernmental coordination process but their existence has not yet attracted significant 

scholarly attention. This is insofar surprising as bureaucrats in public administrations do not 

only engage in purely administrative tasks, but also engage in the exchange of information 

and negotiation of compromise and prepare decisions which politicians often do not have the 

time or expertise to take. For public administration research, intergovernmental relations are a 

new field of application in which the group of actors and thus coordination requirements are 

larger than within one government. Thus, the strategies and behaviour of bureaucratic actors 

in these situations can help generating new insights into the problem processing and solving 

capacity of public administrations.  

1.2 An institutionalist perspective on coordination 
This dissertation project is based on an underlying theoretical framework of rational choice 

institutionalism, more precisely the actor-centred institutionalism. While the subsequent chap-

ters use different middle-range theories, there are certain assumptions and theoretical under-

pinnings which are common to all the chapters. 

1.2.1 Rational choice institutionalism 
Rational choice institutionalism is one of the three neo-institutionalist theories which all em-

phasize the effects of institutions on political processes and outcomes. All three institutional-

isms assume that institutions shape the behaviour of the actors who are subject to these insti-

tutions. But at same time, these actors can also shape the institutions (Hall and Taylor 1996). 

Among these three theories, rational choice institutionalism most clearly focuses on the strat-

egies and decisions of actors and their interplay with institutions at one point of time. Thus it 

offers the most appropriate theory to understand and explain the phenomena researched in this 

project. In contrast, both historical institutionalism and sociological institutionalism aim at 

explaining other aspects of the interplay between actors and institutions. Historical institu-

tionalism tries to explain change and stability of institutions and the role of actors therein 

(Mahoney and Thelen 2010). This dissertation project, however, looks at a certain configura-
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tion and not at changes over time. Sociological institutionalism emphasizes the role of culture, 

ideas, codified norms of appropriate behaviour, and cognitive interpretations to explain simi-

larity of organizations and institutions (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; March and Olsen 1983), 

which is also not the focus of this project. 

Following the widely cited definition by North, institutions are understood here as the formal 

or informal rules which “define the way the game is played” (North 1990, 4). Organizations 

are, in contrast, defined as “groups of individuals bound by some common purpose to achieve 

objectives” (North 1990, 5). Rational choice institutionalism conceptualizes politics as a se-

ries of “collective action dilemmas” (Hall and Taylor 1996, 945). Institutions thereby change 

the incentive structures of actors in such collective decision situations. They affect the “range 

and sequence of alternatives on the choice-agenda or [provide] information and enforcement 

mechanisms” (Hall and Taylor 1996, 945) of various kinds. The provided incentives might 

then lead to actor behaviour which would, in absence of the institutions, not be rational. The 

notion of rationality refers to a course of action of individual actors which is oriented on the 

maximization of the actor’s utility. Actors engage only in those actions which contribute to or 

increase the likelihood of fulfilling their interests. This dissertation follows a broad under-

standing of rationality with less restrictive assumptions regarding preferences. This means 

that not only egoistic but all kinds of preferences are permitted as explanatory factors (Opp 

1999, 173f.). Based on this rationality assumption, actors act strategically by orienting their 

decisions and actions on their interests and goals. Furthermore, they form expectations about 

the interests and behaviour of other actors, because in collective decision situations every ac-

tor’s decision influences the final outcome (Hall and Taylor 1996, 945).  

This situation however confronts the actors with two main problems. First, in the absence of 

coordination and cooperation among the actors, only pareto-superior decisions are possible. 

Only those decisions which improve the situation for each actor individually will be taken. 

This might lead to joint decisions which do not necessarily maximize the joint welfare 

(Scharpf 1993, 127-129). Second, the individual actors are confronted with uncertainty about 

the interests and behaviour of the other actors (North 1990, 22). One actor usually does not 

know the individual considerations of the others and thus can only form uncertain expecta-

tions about their behaviour. In a collective decision situation, the decisions of all actors jointly 

influence the final decision and thus the other actors’ decisions impact on the likelihood of 

fulfilling the actor’s own interests.  
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One solution to both problems is coordination and the exchange of information. Coordination 

and subsequent cooperation are means to reduce uncertainty about the interests and decisions 

of the other actors. Under certain circumstance, they can also contribute to reaching welfare-

maximizing decisions. However, coordination and cooperation are also attached with a certain 

risk of one-sidedness and free riding. Actors might choose to not share information and there-

by gain a competitive advantage. To prevent such behaviour, institutions can provide incen-

tives for cooperation. One possibility of how coordination and cooperation can be made at-

tractive and rational is by repeated games. In repeated games, coordination and cooperation 

are a rational strategy because they exhibit the potential of punishment of uncooperative be-

haviour in the next round of the game (Axelrod 1984). In the situation analysed in this disser-

tation – IGR in federal states –, it is assumed that the institutions provide the actors with in-

centives, or even coerce them, to meet repeatedly which leads to coordination and coopera-

tion. This is the background assumption against which the following chapters need to be un-

derstood. Yet, the focus of the research conducted in this dissertation is not on explaining why 

coordination in the form of IGR occurs at all. Instead it focuses on the structure and processes 

within established IGR. In the following it is argued that these can, as well, be influenced by 

institutions. 

1.2.2 Actor-centred institutionalism 
Actor-centred institutionalism, as a variant of the theory of rational choice institutionalism, 

similarly explains political decisions as results of strategies of goal-oriented actors, who act in 

an institutional context which influences their strategies during the decision-making process 

(Scharpf 1997, 43-49). Thus, institutions empower or constrain certain actor strategies during 

the decision-making process. This theoretical framework, however, goes beyond the concep-

tualization of institutions as mechanisms to provide incentives to cooperate. Rather it concep-

tualizes the influence of institutions on actors, their constellations and modes of interaction 

during the policy process separately (Figure 2). It specifies more clearly at which point of a 

collective decision situation institutions impact on actors and their behaviour. Thus, with this 

framework, the incentives created by the institutions on the actual conduct of the coordination 

process can be captured more precisely. Furthermore, this framework circumvents the prob-

lem of endogeneity which occurs from the reciprocal relationship between actors who are 

influenced by and influence institutions at the same time (Weingast 2002, 675ff.; Shepsle 

2006). While it is acknowledged that the actors can change the institutional setting, these 

changes occur over time (North 1990, 6). In the actor-centred institutionalism framework the 
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effects of institutions on actors and strategies are analysed at a certain point in time and thus 

with a certain layout of the institutional setting. 

 

Figure 2: The actor-centred institutionalism framework 

 
Source: Depiction based on Scharpf (1997, 44, Figure 2.1). 

 

Actors in this framework are characterized by their capabilities and orientations. Capabilities 

are, next to personal capabilities, understood as the competences and rights with which an 

actor is endowed by the institutional setting, such as decision or veto rights. The actors’ orien-

tations are defined as their perceptions of the decision-situations and their preferences for or 

against different decision alternatives. Those can equally be influenced by the institutional 

setting, for example by defining the actors’ self-interest or role orientation (Scharpf 1997, 

43f.; 60-66). In this dissertation, the actors of interest are bureaucrats in ministerial bureau-

cracies mainly at the sub-state level who participate in IGR. These bureaucrats are endowed 

with certain rights and competences, which are usually based on their organization’s rights 

and competences. For example, a ministerial bureaucrat in the finance ministry has a certain 

set of rights and competences regarding financial matters just because the finance ministry is 

responsible for this policy sector and the power of the finance minister looms at the back-

ground. Furthermore, these ministerial bureaucrats perceive the specific decision situation 

differently and also develop different preferences. The finance ministry is, for example, usual-

ly interested in a balanced budget, while other ministries are interested in spending as much 

money as possible on policies within their sector. Thus, the role which the institutional set-



Introduction  19 

 

ting, in this case the standing orders of the government, attributes to the actors influences their 

capabilities, perceptions and preferences. These and other influences of the institutional set-

ting will be analysed in more detail in the following chapters. 

The actor constellation describes the specific combination of actors participating in the deci-

sion situation (Scharpf 1997, 44-46). By establishing the basic rules and organizational prin-

ciples of IGR, the institutional setting influences this combination of actors. In the process of 

IGR, the actor constellation for example varies between sectoral IGR in which only ministries 

from one sector participate, and cross-sectoral IGR in which ministries from several sectors 

participate. Other examples are coordination constellations which consist only of members of 

one political party.  

Modes of interaction are a set of rules which define the basic conditions for interaction. 

Scharpf (1997, 46-47) distinguishes among “unilateral action”, “negotiated agreement”, “ma-

jority vote” and “hierarchical direction” as modes of interaction. Arenas of formal IGR usual-

ly operate under the mode of negotiated agreement or majority decision. Most IGCs are vol-

untary meetings of governments and thus agreement must be negotiated. In contrast, the Ger-

man Bundesrat for example, decides by majority rule as specified in the constitution.  

The institutional setting is conceptualized as the characteristics of the institutions as well as 

the characteristics of the political context (Mahoney and Thelen 2010, 10). The constitution 

distributes competences and rights between the levels of government in a certain way which 

also has an effect on the actors and their strategies in IGR. This aspect is further elaborated in 

chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation. Chapter 4 argues that the distribution of voting and deci-

sion rights influences how IGR are conducted. Chapter 5 analyses the effect of the distribution 

of legislative competence as either shared rule or self-rule. Furthermore, the rules of proce-

dure of horizontal IGR impact on the actor’s behaviour and strategies. An example for such 

procedures is the form of intragovernmental decision-making which takes place prior to inter-

governmental coordination or the decision rules in IGCs. These are further elaborated in chap-

ter 3 which argues that the organization and sequence of a committee system influences the 

conduct of horizontal IGR. Furthermore, chapter 5 elaborates on the influence of the different 

decision rules and organizational principles in several arenas of IGR. The general political 

system can also influence horizontal IGR. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 each elaborate on the influence 

of party politics and the economic and financial situation of the sub-state on horizontal IGR. 

All these aspects of the institutional setting are assumed to have an effect on how actors be-
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have in IGR, the way in which they engage in IGR and which strategies they choose when 

conducting IGR. 

Based on this framework, the various ways in which institutions influence the intergovern-

mental coordination process will be analysed in this dissertation. The theoretical aim of this 

analysis is to include all these possible institutional influences on actors under one common 

framework and to analyse if and how they impact on the actors’ coordination strategies. Em-

pirically, these will be applied in an in-depth analysis of the German case (see 1.3). This study 

design is not aimed at generating statements about the size of the effect of each institutional 

aspect on the coordination process and thereby providing a sound argument of causality. It 

rather aims at uniting under a common framework various arguments about which institution-

al aspects have an effect on actors and their strategies and how these come about. By applying 

this framework empirically, concepts, assumptions and hypotheses will be generated which, 

in a next step, can be tested comparatively. 

1.3 Germany as the case of analysis 
The investigation into horizontal administrative IGR necessarily contains an exploratory ele-

ment due to the lack of systematic knowledge and literature on this topic. In such situations, 

deep and detailed knowledge of IGR processes and the actions of public administration there-

in needs to be generated. For this reasons, a synchronic single-case study (Gerring 2009, 27f.) 

of one multilevel system is conducted. Studying one case in-depth is a means to uncover the 

detailed structure, processes, actors and their strategies. The results from this study can be 

used as a starting point for the analysis of further cases, individual or even comparatively. 

Within this one multilevel system, however, a high number of actors work in governmental 

organizations in several policy sectors. Thus, while in a perspective of comparative federalism 

research, only a single case is investigated, in a perspective of public administration research, 

an intermediate number of organizations and a high number of actors are analysed.  

The most-likely case of the federal republic of Germany is chosen for analysis. Most-likely 

cases are chosen if the research has an exploratory character, and aims at investigating wheth-

er the phenomenon under scrutiny exists at all, and which mechanisms are at play. Thus, for 

the analysis of horizontal administrative IGR, a most-likely case in which a) strong horizontal 

IGR take place and b) the public administration is strongly involved in multilevel policy for-

mulation is to be chosen. This case then has a “relatively high probability of confirming the 

proposition under scrutiny” (Rohlfing 2012, 84), namely the existence of horizontal adminis-

trative IGR. Based on the results of this study, assumptions about the structures, processes and 
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actor strategies in other cases and their horizontal IGR can be formulated. In a comparative 

perspective, the German multilevel system satisfies both criteria. It has a very elaborate sys-

tem of horizontal IGR, and the German ministerial bureaucracy plays a crucial role in policy 

formulation and decision-making. Thus, this is the ideal case to start an investigation into the 

structures and processes of administrative horizontal IGR.  

The German system of IGR is one of the most institutionalized and stable systems of IGR 

consisting of the Bundesrat and 18 ministerial conferences plus the prime ministerial confer-

ence (Auel 2014; Lhotta and Blumenthal 2015). The German ministerial conferences are clas-

sified as horizontal councils in the areas of Länder self-rule in which the federal state only 

partially plays a role (Hegele and Behnke 2013; Schnabel 2017, 200-201). The Bundesrat is 

constitutionally defined as an institution of vertical IGR, in reality, however, multiple hori-

zontal relations among the German sub-states exist in preparation and at the verge of the Bun-

desrat (Schrenk 2010).  

Policy initiatives in Germany are usually developed and formulated by ministerial bureau-

crats. These bureaucrats also coordinate and negotiate proposals with other actors inside the 

bureaucracy at all levels of the ministerial hierarchy with the aim of including all relevant 

aspects and interests at an early stage in order to avoid conflict within government at a later 

stage (Mayntz and Scharpf 1975, 67-76; Page 2012). When it comes to intergovernmental 

coordination, the ministerial bureaucracy plays a similar role in developing, formulating and 

coordinating policy with their counterparts from the other sub-states and the federal state. In 

this respect, Wagener (1979) described the “brotherhood of experts” (Fachbruderschaften), a 

vast network of IGR among bureaucrats from the federal state and the sub-state governments 

working within one sector.  

Based on this selection, the Bundesrat and the ministerial conferences represent the main are-

nas of horizontal administrative IGR in Germany. Structures and processes of coordination 

among ministerial bureaucrats of the German Länder which take place within, around and 

between plenary sessions of these two institutions will be analysed in this dissertation. For 

this purpose, the following chapters will introduce the two institutions as well as the group of 

bureaucrats involved in multilevel coordination. Basic feature as well as the recent state of 

academic scholarship on each will be presented. 

1.3.1 The German Bundesrat 
The German Bundesrat is the second parliamentary chamber in the German federal republic. 

It is organized according to the territorial principle ensuring the representation of Länder in-
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terests in federal legislation. Contrary to the senate model of second chambers in which the 

sub-states are either represented by members of sub-state parliaments or by directly elected 

representatives, the German second chamber is organized according to what became known as 

the ‘Bundesrat model’ in which members of the sub-state governments are represented 

(Patterson and Mughan 2001; Russell 2001; Swenden 2004). This design choice was made 

initially to install the Bundesrat as an issue-oriented second chamber and, as such, a ‘counter 

weight’ to the party political competition in the German Bundestag (Lehmbruch 2000, 77). 

However, shortly after the foundation of the German federal republic in 1949 and with the 

evolvement of a bipolar party system, the hope of this ‘counter weight’ proved to be vain and 

party politics became a prominent feature of the Bundesrat. Based on this, Gerhard Lehm-

bruch (2000) identified a structural rupture (Strukturbruch) within the German multilevel sys-

tem due to the simultaneity of the cooperative mode of federalism and the competitive charac-

ter of party politics, which was not at least prevalent in the Bundesrat itself. On the one hand, 

members of government as politicians are engaged in political competition for votes, policies 

and offices. On the other hand, the system of joint decision-making by the two chambers calls 

for cooperation and coordination among these very members of government. The Bundesrat 

has a suspensive veto in all federal legislative acts and an absolute veto in up to 40 percent of 

the cases.2 These are cases in which the administrative power of the Länder and their finances 

are affected; for constitutional changes even a qualified majority in the Bundesrat is needed 

(Art. 52, 77 Basic Law). A prominent group of researchers around Fritz Scharpf predicted that 

this situation of joint decision-making (Politikverflechtung) in which a large number of actors 

with diverging interests are supposed to come to a joint decision would lead to stalemate and 

gridlock of the German political system (Scharpf, Reissert, and Schnabel 1976; Benz, 

Scharpf, and Zintl 1992; Scharpf 1994). This gridlock was thought to be especially prevalent 

in times of divided government between the two parliamentary chambers which repeatedly 

occurred form 1969 onwards. Theory predicted that the federal level opposition parties would 

use the Bundesrat to block the federal government’s drafts with their majority in the second 

chamber.  

After this theoretically attested high potential for gridlock, a bulk of empirical research en-

gaged in testing this assumption. Several researchers came to the conclusion that even in 

times of divided government the Bundesrat rarely executes its veto and only slightly more 

often calls for the mediation committee. Furthermore, not even the time span between the 
                                                 
2 This is the case since the reform of the federal system in 2006. Before the reform, 50-60 percent of the drafts 
needed the consent of the second chamber. See: http://www.Bundesrat.de/DE/dokumente/statistik/statistik-
node.html, 21.07.2017. 
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proposal and ratification of a legislative act is significantly longer under divided government 

(Sturm 2001; König and Bräuninger 2005). Burkhart and Manow (2006) argue instead that 

governments use the strategy of autolimitation, meaning that controversial legislative acts are 

not proposed for debate in times of divided government or that the actors in both chambers try 

to coordinate and negotiate a compromise in order to avoid a reputational damage which 

would emerge from an unsuccessful legislative proposal.  

This ongoing process of coordination and negotiation among the members of the federal and 

the Länder governments strengthens the impression that reforms and change in public policies 

as well as in the federal architecture itself were, if at all, only possible successively and in-

crementally. For that reason, in 2006, after long discussions and negotiations, a constitutional 

reform was enacted. The aim of this reform was to disentangle German federalism by dividing 

the legislative competences between the federal and Länder level more clearly, thereby also 

reducing the co-decision rights of the Bundesrat. Initial observations (e.g. Auel 2008; 

Burkhart, Manow, and Ziblatt 2008) as well as long-term analyses however attested a rather 

limited effect as well as inconsistencies of the federal reform. Stecker (2016) shows that while 

there is overall a decrease of 16 percent in the number of laws requiring the consent of the 

Bundesrat, the co-decision rate is still very high when it comes to salient laws and taxation 

laws. Kropp and Behnke (2016) argue that the federal and sub-state governments even revert 

to stronger entanglement and new modes of joint-decision making after discovering inconsist-

encies in the practical effects during the decade after the reform. Thus, even though the aim of 

the federal reform was to disentangle and decrease the co-decision rights of the Bundesrat and 

thus avoid certain processes of coordination and negotiation among the federal and sub-state 

governments, the Bundesrat remains an important actor in federal legislation.  

Another strand of research focuses on the ambivalent role of the members of sub-state gov-

ernments in the Bundesrat as representatives of the Länder and political parties at the same 

time. Several scholars are concerned with determining whether the decisions of the Bundesrat 

represent predominantly party interests or Länder interests (Brunner and Debus 2008; 

Bräuninger, Gschwend, and Shikano 2010; Leunig 2012). This research produced mixed re-

sults which are due to various conceptualizations of Länder and party interests. In another line 

of argument, Leonardy (2002) attributes a facilitative role to party politics within the German 

multilevel system. The fact that Bundesrat members are Länder representatives and party rep-

resentatives at the same time can facilitate joint decision-making because political party affili-

ation represents a hinge between the federal state and the Länder. Thus, the role of party poli-
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tics in the multilevel system, whether and under which circumstances it enables coordination 

and compromise or hinders fulfilment of the ‘true’ Länder interests, is still an open question. 

This finding within the Bundesrat related literature corresponds to the controversy in IGR 

scholarship about the role of political parties. Thus, investigating this for the German case can 

bring about fruitful results for IGR research in general. 

In the last decades, the German political system has experienced further changes with conse-

quences on the multilevel system of decision-making. First, in the last years, an increasing 

number of mixed party political coalitions in the Länder can be observed. Federal government 

parties increasingly form coalitions with federal opposition parties at the Länder level. Thus, 

whether sub-state governments are natural allies or opponents of the federal government is not 

as clear-cut as it was before. This increased number of interest constellations makes finding a 

joint decision even more difficult (Auel 2014, 435). Germany seems to find itself in a perma-

nent situation of divided government, which led some observers to perceive a permanent 

oversized coalition (XXL coalition3) consisting of the federal government and a majority of 

the Bundesrat which find themselves in constant processes of coordination and negotiation 

with each other. Additionally, in the decades after the German reunification in 1990, the terri-

torial disparities between the Länder in terms of economic and financial capabilities grew 

ever more diverse. This might have important consequences for the system of joint-decision 

making because the interests and goals of the Länder can also be expected to grow more di-

verse (Auel 2014, 436). However, an absence of a noticeable gridlock even in this situation 

with increasingly diverse interests can be explained by the fact that “a majority of legislative 

(and administrative) questions do not trigger severe conflict, those that do can often be mod-

erated or even resolved within the preparatory meetings at the administrative level” (Auel 

2014, 434). 

These preparatory meetings at the administrative level follow an institutionalized, regular 

cycle. The Bundesrat plenary itself meets eleven times a year, approximately every three 

weeks. Decisions are taken by absolute majority of votes (Article 52 Basic Law) and each 

Land has a certain number of votes ranging from three to six, as a function of their number of 

inhabitants. Votes need to be cast en bloc by the Land (Article 51 Basic Law). Preparatory 

meetings and coordination among the actors within one federal entity are thus needed, be-

cause the cabinet of each sub-state has to agree as a whole on how to vote in the Bundesrat. 

Coordination among the Länder is carried out with the aim of exchanging information on the 
                                                 
3 http://www.zdf.de/ZDFmediathek#/beitrag/video/2781814/ZDF-heute-journal-vom-07-Juli-2016, minute 3:45, 
last access 08.07.2016. 
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other Länder’s position and with the aim of compromising in order to find a majority for the 

preferred position. This coordination among the various actors takes place in a number of 

formal and informal meetings which are organized in a three-week sequence (Schrenk 2010). 

In the first week, the committees of the Bundesrat meet. There are sixteen Bundesrat commit-

tees, organized around policy sectors and roughly mirroring the layout of the federal minis-

tries. They are mostly staffed by bureaucrats from the government chancelleries (Sturm and 

Müller 2013, 146-48). These bureaucrats take decisions on instruction (Weisung) from the 

individual departments, not from the prime minister or the cabinet. The main purpose of the 

committees is to exchange information about the positions of the Länder departments on a 

federal motion. They give recommendations of approval, change or dismissal of the motion to 

the plenary of the Bundesrat. In the second week, the coordination week, the results of the 

committee discussions are further analysed and coordinated. Voting rules in the committees 

however differ from the Bundesrat plenary. In the committees, every Land has only one vote 

and decisions are taken by simple majority (Reuter 2007, 589). Consequently, a decision in a 

committee does not necessarily represent a majority in the Bundesrat, where the number of 

votes varies between the Länder. Moreover, more than one committee can be concerned with 

a draft law (Reuter 2007, 590). Thus, diverging recommendations on the same draft can be 

given to plenary. If agreement was not reached within the committee or different recommen-

dations emerge from these, the Länder engage in intense coordination and try to find com-

promise or allies in order to win a majority in the Bundesrat plenary. In the third week, final 

coordination and the plenary voting take place (Schrenk 2010). Thus, within these three 

weeks, the Länder executives, more precisely an apparatus of ministerial bureaucrats, in prep-

aration of the Bundesrat plenary meeting engage in horizontal IGR. Yet, not much more than 

this description is known about the structures and procesess which are carried out by the bu-

reaucrats. 

1.3.2 Ministerial conferences in Germany 
Besides the Bundesrat, the German Länder coordinate their actions in ministerial conferences. 

There are 18 ministerial conferences (Ministerkonferenzen) plus the prime ministerial confer-

ence (Ministerpräsidentenkonferenz). These are voluntary meetings between the members of 

Länder governments, some of them with participation of a federal representative. Most of the 

conferences were established after the Second World War in the early years of the Federal 

Republic of Germany (Kunze 1968). The oldest conferences were founded even before 1949, 

while the most recent was established in 2007. Although they have no constitutional founda-

tion, they are firmly established and institutionalized voluntarily by the actors.. The agendas 
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of ministerial conferences cover a wide array of topics across all types of policy fields, rang-

ing from issues exclusively concerning the Länder to issues involving the federal or even the 

European level. Some topics are quasi-permanent, being updated recurrently from one meet-

ing to the next. The prime ministerial conference deals primarily with matters requiring cross-

sectoral coordination as well as matters of elevated political significance (Martens 2003). The 

sectoral ministerial conferences, in contrast, deal with policy specific matters requiring the 

expert knowledge of senior civil servants in the Länder departments (e.g. Benz, Detemple, 

and Heinz 2016 on the ministerial conference of culture). Their denominations correspond 

roughly with the titles of federal and Länder departments, so that every ministry is represent-

ed in at least one ministerial conference.  

In their self-portrayal, ministerial conferences are horizontal meetings of the Ministerpräsi-

denten or of the ministers of the Länder aimed at finding common positions that help to de-

fend Länder interests against the federal government. They fulfil the political role of defence 

against federal encroachment (Kropp 2010a, 130) in areas of self-rule of the Länder as well as 

in implementation matters. By coordinating policies in these areas, the Länder ensure uniform 

policy-making across the territory, thus giving the federal government no reason to get in-

volved or to centralize authority. In some instances however, the Länder actively solicit par-

ticipation of the federal government, trying to win its support in co-financing Länder projects 

or in representing Länder interests in Brussels (Hegele and Behnke 2013). Yet, the role of the 

federal government in the ministerial conferences is not very dominant compared to other 

multilevel states (Schnabel 2017) and the ministerial conference can be viewed primarily as 

arenas of horizontal coordination among the Länder governments.  

The conferences meet between one and four times a year. The presidency typically rotates 

among the Länder in a one- or two-year cycle. Each conference has written standing orders. 

Some conferences have a permanent secretariat; in others the secretariat rotates with the pres-

idency (Hegele and Behnke 2013). Decisions in the plenary are typically taken by unanimity 

rule, even though over time the prime ministerial conference (in 2004) and some sectoral con-

ferences introduced qualified majority voting requiring the consent of 13 out of 16 Länder 

(Kropp 2010a, 136). Every Land has one vote, and indeed unanimity is often reached, which 

is also the explicit aim of the meetings (Gutekunst 1998, 4). If unanimity cannot be reached, 

either no decision is taken, or a dissenting opinion is formally noted. Decisions are not legally 

binding. Rather, Länder governments are committed politically to decisions taken jointly at 

the conferences. To prepare the plenary meetings and coordinate actions, each conference has 



Introduction  27 

 

established several working groups or working committees in which bureaucrats from all the 

Länder work together on more specialized topics (Zimmer 2010). 

1.3.3 Bureaucratic actors in German horizontal IGR 
The Bundesrat and its committees as well as the ministerial conferences and their working 

groups are staffed by a high number of ministerial bureaucrats which have partly overlapping 

responsibilities for both arenas of IGR. Those bureaucrats are located in various government 

organizations at the Länder level. First, within each ministry, usually one section (Referat) – 

within the shared service division or directly located with the head of the ministry – is respon-

sible for multilevel coordination. In some ministries the Bundesrat and ministerial confer-

ences are organised within one section or even handled by the same bureaucrat; in other min-

istries these two arenas are organizationally separated. These bureaucrats participate in the 

second-level bodies of the ministerial conferences and sometimes staff the Bundesrat commit-

tees. They speak for their respective ministries, thus representing the sectoral viewpoints and 

interests. For the ministerial conferences, which are organized according to a sectoral princi-

ple, this sectoral representation of interests seems sufficient because they explicitly focus on 

sectoral issues. For the prime ministerial conference, as the only potentially cross-sectoral 

meeting, separate sections within the government chancelleries 4 have been established, simi-

larly in the form of a section within the line departments or located directly with the prime 

minister.  

In the Bundesrat in contrast, every Land needs to cast its votes en bloc in the plenary session. 

Thus, coordination and balancing of these sectoral viewpoints and interests is indispensable. 

For this reason, so-called mirror sections (Spiegelreferate) have been established within the 

government chancelleries (see Figure 3). The bureaucrats within these mirror sections are 

responsible for one of the Land ministries. Their task is to engage in an ongoing process of 

communication and information exchange with the respective ministry on the one hand and 

with the other mirror sections within the government chancellery on the other hand. Further-

more, usually a separate coordination section within the government chancellery has been 

established. This system of mirroring is the organizational solution to ensure cross-sectoral 

exchange while at the same time providing expert and sectoral knowledge. This system is 

used for the usual Land policy processes but also, to a certain degree, for multilevel policy 

(Häußer 1995; Zerr 2006). In order not to overcharge this system of cross-sectoral coordina-

                                                 
4 Government chancellery is used as the generic term for the German public organizations responsible for admin-
istering the affairs of the head of government and the cabinet as a whole (Bundeskanzleramt, Staats- und 
Senatskanzleien) (Müller-Rommel 2003; Fleischer 2011). 
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tion within one Land and at the same time offering the possibility for coordination across the 

Länder, the so-called Land representations in Berlin have been established. The Land repre-

sentation in Berlin formally represents one or two divisions of the government chancellery but 

is located, as the name indicates, in the German capital Berlin. The head of this Land repre-

sentation is the representative to the federal state (Bevollmächtigter des Landes beim Bund) in 

the rank of a minister or a senior civil servant (Grasl 2008, 322). The representatives are 

mainly responsible for coordinating Bundesrat decisions, within their own Land and also with 

the other Länder. In their work, they are supported by several ministerial bureaucrats who are 

also organized according to the mirroring system. For each ministry or Bundesrat committee, 

there is a responsible bureaucrat within the Land representation who closely follows the dis-

cussions on his or her respective policy field and engages in coordination with the other Län-

der. These bureaucrats often formally work for the ministries but are deputized to the Land 

representations to represent the ministry in Berlin. At the same time they use their information 

to discover possible contradictions between the sectors (Schrenk 2010). 

These actors are engaged in manifold coordination relations among each other. Figure 3 pro-

vides an overview of the assumed coordination relations among the actors using the example 

of the policy sector of the environment. The IGR actors within the respective ministry are 

very likely to have relations to the two mirror sections, in the government chancellery as well 

as the Land representation in Berlin. The ministries can also be assumed to have contact to the 

other ministries within their Land and the other ministries of environment of the other Länder. 

The mirror sections in the government chancelleries as well as the Land representations very 

likely are, next to these contacts to the ministry, in contact with each other as well as the re-

spective general IGR coordination section within their organization. Actors in the Land repre-

sentations and government chancelleries probably are in regular exchange with the other Land 

representations and government chancelleries respectively. These are the coordination rela-

tions in IGR of one Land which can be assumed from the current state of knowledge. If these 

relations exist in this form and how the policy sectors are connected to each other is one of the 

questions to be answered based on empirical data in this dissertation. 
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From this description of the cases it becomes evident that the Bundesrat and the ministerial 

conferences trigger horizontal coordination among the German Länder and that the ministerial 

bureaucracy plays an important role in carrying out these horizontal IGR. Yet, it also reveals 

that the gaps in knowledge and research on horizontal IGR, and the role of the bureaucracy 

generally (see 1.1 above) exist similarly for research on the German Bundesrat and the minis-

terial conferences. Thus, conducting a case study on the structures and processes of horizontal 

administrative IGR in Germany represents a first step towards closing these gaps. 

1.4 Aim and structure of the dissertation thesis 
The aim of this dissertation thesis is mainly motivated by the gaps in the recent literature on 

IGR. These consist of the scarce empirical knowledge and theorization of horizontal IGR and 

the role of public administrations, more specifically, ministerial bureaucrats therein. The lack 

of academic investigations into this topic is insofar worth closing as the rigorous engagement 

into this topic theoretically and empirically will contribute to a stronger microfoundation of 

processes among governments within federal states but also multilevel systems in a broader 

perspective. Conceptualizing actors on a lower level of aggregation, which means going from 

‘the’ sub-states, to ‘the’ sub-state governments to ministries and even individual bureaucrats 

within these ministries, enables a more precise analysis of the coordination processes among 

governments. 

Theoretically, the dissertation is based on the assumptions of the actor-centred institutional-

ism, a variant of rational choice institutionalism which mainly considers the influences of the 

institutional setting on the policy-making process. This framework needs to be understood as 

the general framework of the three studies which make up this thesis. Yet, the actor-centred 

institutionalism as such does not yield empirically testable hypotheses. For this reason, each 

chapter of the dissertation uses or develops a different middle-range theory in order to explain 

and understand the process of coordination in horizontal administrative IGR. In chapter 3, the 

homophily theory, an approach from sociology and social network analysis, is combined with 

an inductively developed analytical framework substantiating circumstances under which ho-

mophilious coordination takes place. Chapter 4 combines the proposition of the bureaucratic 

politics model with bargaining theory from international relations and EU studies. It argues 

that actors can use their position in government as bargaining power resources in order to be 

more influential during the coordination process. Chapter 5 most directly applies the perspec-

tive of the actor-centred institutionalism framework by investigating whether the varying mo-

tives of actors in IGR can best be explained by variances in the institutional allocation of 
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competences of the actor constellation created by the party system. By making use of these 

middle-range theories, this dissertation makes a first attempt to theorize horizontal administra-

tive IGR, and explores possible areas of application for theories used in conventional public 

administration research, EU scholarship and even international relations literature.  

Regarding IGR in the German federal state, this dissertation aims at contributing to empirical 

knowledge about the coordination structures within the Bundesrat and the ministerial confer-

ences by including a to date often neglected but empirically important group of actors, namely 

the ministerial bureaucracy, which plays and important role in the coordination of these col-

lective decisions. It provides an in-depth case analysis of one of the most elaborate systems of 

horizontal administrative IGR. Yet, this research does not only contribute to advancing the 

understanding of German IGR but explicitly aims at only using Germany as one case in order 

to develop a wider framework for comparative analysis. 

Additionally, horizontal administrative IGR have only rarely been investigated empirically. 

The focus in this dissertation is on the process of coordination among the sub-state govern-

mental actors, more specifically the bureaucrats, their behaviour and strategies. On the one 

hand, this research provides a micro-level analysis of collective decision processes and there-

by opens the black box of day-to-day joint decision-making among government actors and 

helps to better understand processes of IGR. On the other hand, the concepts developed in the 

three subsequent studies can serve as a blueprint for the analysis of IGR in other multilevel 

systems and comparatively. In chapter 3, the analytical framework of three coordination con-

stellations – sectoral, party political and territorial – is developed. Chapter 4 elaborates on the 

power resources which actors in IGR possess and chapter 5 investigates how different motiva-

tions of actors in IGR across policy sectors can be explained. These concepts and analytical 

frameworks unfold relevance beyond the German case and can be applied to other multilevel 

systems and the comparative analysis of IGR in further research. 

Furthermore, by investigating the role of bureaucrats in IGR, this study also contributes to 

public administration scholarship. It provides an in-depth analysis of coordination structures 

and strategies among ministerial bureaucrats in collective decision situations. It contributes to 

analysing the interests and strategies (chapter 3) but also motivations (chapter 5) and power 

resources (chapter 4) of these bureaucrats. By collecting an empirically rich and detailed da-

taset (see chapter 2) on the coordination relations of ministerial bureaucracies, it enables a 

sound analysis of the process, instead of the outcome, of coordination and thereby enhances 

our understanding of how decisions in the public sector come about.  



Introduction  32 

 

To this aim, Chapter 2 of this dissertation thesis describes the general research design as well 

as the datasets – a network dataset and a set of expert interviews – and discusses methodolog-

ical issues of the data collection process. Chapter 3 focusses on the coordination constella-

tions within the German Bundesrat and investigates their participation structure, relative im-

portance and sequence. Chapter 4 proposes a theoretical framework of power resources of 

ministerial bureaucrats in IGR and empirically tests this framework with the case of the Ger-

man Bundesrat. Chapter 5 provides an analysis of different ministerial conferences in Germa-

ny and explains variances in the interests and motives actors have when engaging in these 

conferences. Chapter 6 summarizes the main findings of these studies, evaluates the results 

and proposes a framework along with several hypotheses for the comparative analysis of hori-

zontal administrative IGR.  
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2 Research Design, Methods and Empirical Data 
In this research project, several factors which theoretically can be assumed to influence the 

process of horizontal administrative IGR are researched under a common framework. Based 

on the case selection described in chapter 1.3, this y-centred research design uses inductive 

and deductive approaches, testing established theories which yield empirically testable hy-

potheses where applicable and developing new analytical frameworks. A multimethod ap-

proach combines qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection and analysis. 

Researching the process of horizontal administrative IGR from an actor-centred perspective 

requires a complete conceptualization of the actors and their coordination and negotiation 

processes as well as knowledge about strategic considerations made by actors during those 

processes. To satisfy those two requirements, two empirical datasets about the process of hor-

izontal administrative IGR are collected. A complete picture of the coordination and negotia-

tion process is gathered by collecting a network dataset with a standardized online survey. 

This unique dataset has the advantage of containing encompassing information on all the ac-

tors involved and their relations to each other. Furthermore, 25 semi-structured expert inter-

views are conducted and analysed in the course of this project. The aim of those interviews is 

to triangulate the results from the online survey as well as to get deeper knowledge on the 

specific strategies used by the actors especially in the ministerial conferences.  

2.1 Why network data and social network analysis? 
Coordination in decision-making, and especially among bureaucrats in public administrations, 

is a challenging topic to research mainly due to the lack of data. The meetings of the bureau-

crats and their contacts purposefully take place behind closed doors, hardly any publicly 

available documents exist and actors usually do not talk to ‘outsiders’ about their exchange 

during and at the verge of the meetings. These are well-known problems in the analysis of 

coordination and negotiation processes (Tallberg 2008, 686; Bailer 2010, 751), and are usual-

ly addressed by switching the focus away from the actual process of coordination and negotia-

tion towards estimating negotiation behaviour by comparing initial positions of actors and 

final outcomes of negotiations. This approach however has attracted considerable criticism for 

various reasons (Bailer 2010). First, initial positions can already be the result of strategic ac-

tions of the actors (Coddington 1968). In anticipation of a certain outcome, the actors could 

strategically take more moderate or more extreme positions to be able to claim that either they 

have succeeded in influencing the outcome or have adequately represented the extreme inter-
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ests of their constituencies. Second, the content of outcomes or packages of outcomes cannot 

always be brought into a clear order and hence measuring which actor has achieved what and 

how much of it is inherently difficult (Snyder and Diesing 1977, 341ff.). Third, those ap-

proaches do not systematically account for the process character of coordination and negotia-

tion and thus are unable to capture the actors’ behaviour during the process.  

Those problems are circumvented by collecting data on the coordination and negotiation rela-

tions among the actors directly. From this data, the underlying networks of interaction can be 

inferred. Coordination and negotiation are relational actions which take place between two or 

more actors who exchange information and try to find a common position or compromise. In 

social network analysis, relations are the unit of analysis (e.g. Hanneman and Riddle 2005, 

chapter 1), thus the relational aspect of coordination can appropriately be represented. Ex-

change of information and search for compromise are not attributes of the actors, but process-

es which take place among at least two actors. Furthermore, those processes do not take place 

in a vacuum but are affected by similar relations which the actors establish with further actors. 

Mapping a complete network from this information enables a look beyond individual coordi-

nation behaviour towards general structures and patterns of coordination among the whole 

group of actors and thus introduces a new way of thinking about coordination. Coordination is 

often implicitly understood as relations between actors, but the actors and the ‘relational set-

ting’, i.e. network of coordination relations, are not appropriately taken into account. Yet, this 

is important to consider because the individual lack of contact between two actors, for exam-

ple, can be adjusted for by coordination contacts among other actors surrounding them. Fur-

thermore, during the coordination process, several groups of actors can emerge; and rather 

than the individual contact, the connection among the groups of actors in total need to be as-

sessed in order to make valid claims about the functioning of the coordination process. Thus, 

the use of social network analysis methods is appropriate because the individual contact be-

tween two actors is embedded in and influenced by the surrounding network of coordination 

relations. 

The main empirical part of the dissertation project thus consists of compiling a novel and 

unique network dataset on coordination and negotiation relations among ministerial bureau-

crats of the German Länder. This dataset is collected by designing, implementing and con-

ducting an online survey among the German sub-state ministerial bureaucrats. This survey 

was initially designed for data collection on the German Bundesrat as well as the ministerial 

conferences. The response rate for the ministerial conferences, however, turned out too low to 
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use social network analysis for the complete network. Thus, the network dataset is used for in-

depth analysis of the coordination and negotiation relations taking place in the course of the 

Bundesrat (chapter 3 and 4). The ministerial conferences are analysed relying on expert inter-

views (chapter 5). 

2.2 The online network survey 
With the standardized online network survey, a full sample of the network of ministerial bu-

reaucrats responsible for multilevel coordination in the German sub-states is conducted. The 

coordination bureaucrats in the government chancellery (coordination section), in all the sub-

state ministries as well as the Land representations (Bundesrat and mirror section) are all part 

of the sample (see Figure 3, chapter 1.3.3).5 This represents a cross-section sample of data at 

one point in time and does not account for any changes over time, mainly due to varying gov-

ernment compositions. The results must therefore be interpreted on the background of the 

specific situation of government at the time of data collection (see 6.2) and inferences are 

made towards the coordination process under changed government compositions at different 

points in time. 

In the network questionnaire distributed as online survey (see A1), the ministerial bureaucrats 

are asked about their direct coordination partners during the preparation of the Bundesrat ple-

nary meeting. In order to stimulate a similar understanding of coordination contacts across 

respondents, they are given a definition at the beginning of the survey: ‘By coordination con-

tacts, we mean communication very broadly which: a) takes place in preparation of Bundesrat 

meetings, b) consists of routinized multi-actor or bilateral communication, c) can take several 

forms such as personal meetings, the exchange of calls, text messages, social media or 

emails.6’ Furthermore, it is acknowledged that ‘With whom you coordinate of course depends 

on the current agenda. For this reason, please try to indicate the relevant contacts which you 

had during the last year.’ Taking advantage of the clearly specified population of interest, a 

roster design (Marsden 2005, 10f.) is implemented in which the respondents are presented 

with a full list of possible contact partners. Due to the high number of network actors, this list 

is split over several pages of the online questionnaire by using filtering questions. This tech-

nique is meant to keep up interests and to avoid dropout due to a very long list of possible 

contact partners on one page. Respondents were asked for each group of actors ‘Please indi-

                                                 
5 The responsibility for multilevel coordination within the organization was identified by searching for ‘Koordi-
antion’,‘Bund’, ‘Bundesrat’, ‘föderale Beziehungen’, ‘Zentralstelle’, ‘Dienststellenleiter’ in their job title or title 
of their section. 
6 The original language of the survey is German; translated into English by the author. 
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cate, with whom of the following actors you have contact during the preparation of the Bun-

desrat’. From these answers, a second list is generated which asks about further details of the 

coordination contacts. Actors are asked about the point of time of contact during the coordina-

tion cycle of the Bundesrat (‘You have indicated that you have contact to the following actors. 

During which of the three weeks of the Bundesrat cycle does this contact take place? (‘com-

mittee week’, ‘coordination week’, ‘plenary week’; multiple answers possible)), and the con-

tents of this contact (‘You have indicated that you have contact to the following actors. With 

whom of these actors do you pre-negotiate final decisions?’).7  

The answers to those questions allow direct inferences on the underlying network of coordina-

tion. The relations reported by the respondents can be interpreted as a mean value of typical 

coordination contacts over the last year. If respondents have not indicated a contact with an-

other actor, this either means that no coordination takes place or that it is not relevant to the 

actor. A reported tie means that in the eyes of the respondent the relation reported is of suffi-

cient importance to be reported. A reported contact directly translates into a directed tie in the 

respective network. The direction of a tie thereby signifies nomination and not initiation of the 

contact. The actor who reported the relation is the sender and the actor who was nominated is 

the receiver of the contact. Direction thus does not give any information on who initiated the 

contact. These relations were not symmetrized in order to avoid the loss of information on the 

perceived and reported importance of contacts. From the above mentioned questions, several 

networks can be mapped (see 2.4 below): a basic network of coordination and information 

exchange (chapter 3 and 4), one network for each week of the Bundesrat preparation cycle 

(committee, coordination and plenary week, chapter 3) and a negotiation network (chapter 4). 

Mapping the networks from such surveys is only possible if both the respondents as well as 

the actors named as contact partner are known. Otherwise, the reported contact cannot be as-

signed to the correct pair of actors. This however can be a serious threat to the anonymity of 

the survey, which is specified in the German data privacy act (Bundesdatenschutzgesetz 

(BDSG)) and also a concern which the participants brought up in prior personal talks. In order 

to fulfil the anonymity requirement as well as being able to identify the respondents, the sur-

vey as a whole was designed using positions instead of names. In the introductory part of the 

questionnaire, the respondents were asked to provide information about the Land, organiza-

tion (government chancellery, Land representation or ministry) and policy sector they were 

                                                 
7 The questionnaire contained further questions such as the frequency of contacts as well as similar questions on 
the ministerial conferences. The results from these questions were however not used for this dissertation thesis. 
They might be used for further publications though. 
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working in. The following questions in the survey, i.e. that part of the questionnaire where 

respondents were asked about their network contacts, were equally asking about positions 

(e.g. coordinator for Bundesrat matters in the ministry of X) rather than named individuals 

(Mrs. Y) as contact partners. Besides anonymization in the data analysis, this also safeguards 

against recent changes in personnel. This information is stored separately from the list of par-

ticipants and thus detached from personal information. Still this procedure permits to identify 

pairs of actors and to map a network from this data. Information on the Land and policy sector 

respondents work in was also used to match the dataset with context variables such as party 

affiliation of the minister in the respective department, or the number of seats in the Bundes-

rat, the financial situation and the geographical location of the Land. Additional information 

such as occupational background and experience of the respondents are collected in the socio-

demographic part at the end of the survey. 

This online questionnaire is implemented using the software ‘unipark’. This tool offers the 

possibility to send out personalized links to a given list of participants, allowing controlling 

that only those persons participate who actually receive the link and monitoring the response 

rate. Similar to other survey software, however, the programme it is not designed for the col-

lection of network data. In its output, the program created a separate variable for each position 

and for each characteristic of the contact (time point, content). This resulted in a dataset with 

a vast number of variables which in a first step had to be transformed into a format suitable 

for social network analysis. 

2.3 Quality of the data 
The field time of the survey was 4 months, from August to November 2015. This time point 

was chosen to avoid during data collection a switch of the Bundesrat presidency which takes 

place every year in November. Also, no federal or Land elections fall into the survey period; 

thus the composition of the Bundesrat is stable. Finally, this period includes a phase without 

plenary meetings, thus leaving the respondents enough time to answer the questionnaire dur-

ing their regular working time. 

Before sending out the questionnaires, a pre-test was conducted. The population for the pre-

test consisted of several colleagues who are familiar with the topic or the methods of network 

questionnaires as well as students at the department of politics and public administration at 

the University of Konstanz who completed their internship semester at one of the target insti-

tutions of the survey (in total N=15). With those pre-test answers, the functionality of the 
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software as well as the comprehensibility and language from a practitioner’s point of view 

were tested and modified accordingly. 

When collecting network data with a survey, three main problems can arise: boundary speci-

fication, recall bias and nonresponse (Rice et al. 2014, 253). Boundary specification in this 

study is not a problem because the bureaucrats who are responsible for preparing multilevel 

decisions in the government chancelleries, in the Land representations in Berlin and in the 

ministries of all Länder constitute a finite group of actors which can be identified using a po-

sition selection procedure in the organisation charts of the respective organizations. Recall 

bias is more of a problem with free recall name generators. Taking advantage of the clearly 

defined network boundaries, a roster design was implemented which presented the actors with 

a full list of possible coordination partners (Marsden 2005, 9f.). This minimizes recall bias by 

making respondents think of each possible contact partner and decide whether coordination 

takes place or not.  

To safeguard against a low response rate, several precautions were taken prior and during data 

collection. In March 2015, a letter was sent out to all ‘representatives of the Länder to the 

federal state’, who are responsible for multilevel coordination in each Land in the government 

chancellery. The letters aim at informing them about the project at a very early point of time, 

to gain their interest and support, and to ask them to forward the request for survey participa-

tion to their staff. The decision to first contact the highest ranked official for multilevel coor-

dination in each Land instead of persons in operative positions directly is based on the strictly 

hierarchical organization of the German ministerial bureaucracy. Had the individual public 

employees been asked individually and directly, they most likely would have had to ask their 

superiors for the permission or recommendation to participate, hence starting the request at a 

high hierarchical level was expected to be the most rapid and successful procedure. Roughly 

four weeks after the letter was sent, the representatives were contacted by phone asking if 

they had received the letter, had any further questions, and were willing to recommend partic-

ipation to their staff. During these weeks, the representatives had apparently talked to each 

other about the letter and decided that they wanted to coordinate their response to the request. 

For that reason, the author and her supervisor met and repeatedly talked with a representative 

from one Land, who was responsible for coordinating this matter. Thus, ironically the request 

to research the coordination process got subject to exactly this coordination process itself. The 

representative and his staff mainly had concerns about anonymity and requested that the data 

be not distributed to third actors and that no publication provides enough information to iden-
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tify individuals, positions, or even Länder. These conditions were agreed to. For this reason, 

the raw data cannot be shared with interested researchers or published. Furthermore, the pub-

lications which are based on this data cannot display any information which allows identify-

ing individuals, such as network graphs indicating information on the Land, organization, and 

sector of an actor at the same time. On this basis, the coordinating official recommended the 

other Länder to participate.  

Whether the representative of the Land to the federal state and the government chancellery 

approve of and distribute the request within each individual Land, however, still is a Land 

decision. Thus in a next step, all the Länder had to be asked again, bearing in mind the rec-

ommendation from the coordinating Land, if they are willing to forward the request and rec-

ommend their staff to participate. For this purpose, the representatives and government chan-

celleries were each contacted by phone. After providing some further information, all the 

government chancelleries from all the Länder agreed to support the request. Most of them 

were willing to contact their staff within the government chancellery and Land representation 

as well as the multilevel coordinators in the individual ministries to inform them and suggest 

participation, on a voluntary level. Some government chancelleries even provided the author 

with a list of email addresses, so that the invitation emails could be sent directly to the persons 

in charge of multilevel coordination.  

Based on either these lists or information retrieved from the organization charts of the minis-

terial bureaucracy, personalized invitations to participate in the survey were sent out in Au-

gust 2015. During the field phase, the response was monitored on a regular basis and regular 

reminders were sent out to those who had not participated yet. When the survey was closed 

and the field phase ended in November 2015, 112 out of 171 bureaucrats within the respective 

organizations had answered the questionnaire completely, yielding a response rate of 65%. 

The analysis of the nonresponses shows that no systematic gaps in responses occur along the 

relevant dimensions such as type of organization, sector, political party, or territorial charac-

teristics (Table 2). 88% of the government chancelleries and the Land representations partici-

pated as well as 60% of the ministries. Actors from all the Länder participated. Within the 

Länder between 40 and 90% of the multilevel actors filled out the survey, no policy sector, 

political party or territorial characteristic are underrepresented in the dataset. 
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Table 2: Nonresponse Analysis 

 Response Total (=group size) Response rate 

Organization (all) 112 171 65% 

Government chancellery 14 16 88% 

Land representation 14 16 88% 

Ministries 84 139 60% 

Länder 16 16 100% 

Organization within each Land 4-9 9-13 40-90% 

Policy sector 8-14 16 50-88% 

Party affiliation 5-58 8-87 62-67% 

Financial situation (net-contributor/ receiver) 19/40 46/125 59/68% 

Geographical location (east/west) 17/42 62/109 73/63% 

Geographical spread (city/ area) 18/41 34/137 47/70% 

Source: own compilation 

 

2.4 Description of the networks 
From this data, six networks are inferred and analysed in the course of this dissertation project 

(Table 3). The basic coordination network consists of the 171 sub-state actors and their 2245 

relations among each other. The network of the committee, coordination and plenary week 

consisted of the same actors but fewer relations — 1552, 1152 and 892 respectively. These 

numbers show that coordination action decreases during the three weeks of the Bundesrat 

cycle. A strategic choice of coordination partners is already conceivable from these numbers, 

because the number of contacts in the basic coordination network is higher than in any of the 

Bundesrat weeks meaning that some contacts specifically occur during a certain week and not 

during others. 

For the networks of information exchange and negotiation not only the sub-state actors but 

also federal state actors were included, increasing the number of actors to 186 and 183 respec-

tively. Overall, the network of information exchange is denser than the network of negotia-

tion, indicating that information exchange is performed with a higher number of actors than 

negotiation. Yet, the existence of a non-negligible number of negotiation contacts indicates 

that ministerial bureaucrats are not only involved in information exchange, as can be expected 

due to their expertise as sectoral bureaucrats, but also participate in negotiations over political 

decisions.  
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The degree distribution describes the number of actors who have a certain number of coordi-

nation contacts. The most left bar in each graph displays the relative number of individuals 

with between zero and four contacts, the bars proceed in steps of five to the right ending with 

at most between 45 and 49 contacts. The indegree distribution (upper chart in each row) ap-

proximates a normal distribution with a higher number of actors with a medium number of 

contacts and a low number of actors with very few or very many coordination contacts. The 

outdegree distributions (lower chart in each row) display an amplitude at the first bar on the 

left (between zero and 4 contacts). This results from the zero outdegree contacts for those 

actors who have not participated.  

The edgewise reciprocity lies between 26% in the negotiation network and 40% in the coordi-

nation network. Edgewise reciprocity identifies the percentage of reciprocal ties in the net-

work. Reciprocity in directed networks, where direction signifies nomination, means that be-

tween 26 and 40% of the relations have been reported by both actors involved in the coordina-

tion contact. A missing confirmation of the contact by the second actor could be the result of 

non-participation in the survey, oblivion to report, or perceived unimportance of the contact. 

Since none of those reasons suggest systematic miss-reporting by the first contact, non-

confirmed contacts are left in the dataset. 

After the collection and processing of the network data, visualization gives a first good im-

pression of the network and its structure. For this purpose, the basic coordination network was 

imported into visone (Brandes and Wagner 2004), a software for the visual analysis of net-

works. The standard optimization algorithm used by visone displays a hairball network which 

indicates that the network consists of one component, meaning that each actor is at least indi-

rectly linked to every other actor in the network (Figure 4). Furthermore, the actors are closely 

related to each other and no particular structures or clusters can be observed at first glance. 

For such cases, Nocaj, Ortmann, and Brandes (2015) propose to use a backbone quadrilateral 

Simmelian layout. The backbone layout does not primarily try to represent uniform edge 

lengths and accurate distance representations but pays more attention to “strong ties holding 

together communities” (Nocaj, Ortmann, and Brandes 2015, 595). The backbone layout 

(Figure 5) displays several clusters in which the actors are strongly related to each other and 

less strongly to the other actors in the network. This backbone layout is obtained by weighing 

the ties within a network according to their embeddedness within subgroups and filtering out 

those ties with low weights according to this criterion. Those ties are displayed as dark grey. 

At the same time this layout retains the connectedness of clusters within the backbone struc-
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tures, displayed as light grey ties (Nocaj, Ortmann, and Brandes 2015, 596f.).The size of the 

vertices which represent the actors indicates their respective degree, i.e. actors with a high 

number of contacts are displayed as points with a higher diameter.  

 

Figure 4: Coordination network: visone 
standard optimization layout 
 

 

Figure 5: Coordination network: backbone 
quadrilateral Simmelian layout  
 

 
Note: link sparsification = 40% 

Source: own depiction, created in Visone.  

 

The crucial question is to understand the composition of these clusters. Are there any charac-

teristics of the actors which can explain the observed cluster structure? For this purpose, the 

most important features of the German sub-states (see chapter 3.3) are used to visually ana-

lyse the cluster layout. When colouring the actors according to these characteristics, it be-

comes evident that the clusters very well correspond to the sectoral portfolio of the ministry in 

which the actors work (Figure 6). The ministries thereby are divided into eight policy sectors. 

The bureaucrats from the central coordination units, the government chancelleries and Land 

representations (red) as well as the ministries of finance (blue) are sorted into three distinct 

and dense clusters. Further, slightly loser clusters are formed in the policy sectors of justice 

(green), economy and infrastructure (purple), culture and education (yellow), social affairs 

(brown) and environment and agriculture (pink). Most of the actors in these sectors are locat-

ed in one more or less dense cluster, with some single actors located closer to other clusters. 

As an exception, the policy sector of interior (orange) forms one coherent and dense cluster 

with only a few of the actors from this policy sector; the other actors from this policy sector 
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are distributed in smaller groups or singularly across the network. Having a look at the party 

political affiliation of the ministers of those bureaucrats in the policy sector of interior (Figure 

11 below) shows that the ministries within the small cluster are all lead by one political party, 

those ministries who are led by other parties are distributed across the network.  

 

Figure 6: Sectoral clustering  

 

Source: own depiction, created in Visone.  
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Figure 7: Colouring according to Länder 

 

Figure 8: Territorial clustering (geographical location) 

 
Note: each colour represents one Land. 
 

Note: West=blue, East = red. 
 

Figure 9: Territorial clustering (financial situation) 

 

Figure 10: Territorial clustering (geographical spread) 

 
Note: net-beneficiary=blue, net-contributor=red. 
 

Note:  area-state = blue, city-state =  red 

Figure 11: Party affiliation of the Minister 

 
Note: The same colour indicates the same political party. 
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In a next step, colouring the actors according to Länder (Figure 7), it becomes evident that 

some smaller clusters consisting of actors from the same Land are formed mostly within or at 

the intersection of sectoral clusters. Similarly, some clusters consist for the most part of actors 

from one political party (Figure 11). This might partly be a side effect of the fact that certain 

sectors are led by ministers from a certain party (e.g. environmental sector by the Green party, 

Pappi, Schmitt, and Linhart 2008; Sieberer 2015). On the contrary, neither the financial situa-

tion, the geographical location, nor the geographical spread, at a first glance, seem to matter 

for cluster formation (Figure 8 to Figure 10). 

In order to further analyse the findings from the visual analysis, the modularity index by 

Newman and Girvan (2004) is used to quantitatively assess the different clusters in the net-

work. This index is the standard approach to calculate cluster strength in networks. “The 

modularity is, up to a multiplicative constant, the number of edges falling within groups mi-

nus the expected number in an equivalent network with edges placed at random” (Newman 

2006, 8578). The index takes on values between -0,5 and 1, positive values approaching 1 

indicate a strong community structure where there are significantly more ties within the group 

than to outsiders, a value of 0 indicates that “within-community edges [are] no better than 

random” (Newman and Girvan 2004, 7). Empirically, values of 1 are very unlikely and values 

of the modularity index between 0.3 and 0.7 are regarded as typical.8  

 

Table 4: Modularity index of the coordination network 

Clustering Strategy Modularity information 

exchange network 

Länder 0.25 

Organization 0.17 

Sectors 0.35 

Financial situation 0.10 

Geographical spread 0.07 

Geographical location (east - west) 0.14 

Party (Minister) 0.10 

Source: own compilation. 

                                                 
8 The modularity index can only be calculated for undirected networks. For this reason, the basic coordination 
network is symmetrized using a weak summarization rule which means that, in the new undirected network, an 
undirected tie between a and b exists if in the directed network either a tie from a to b, or from b to a, or both 
existed. This leads to an undirected network of 1799 relations, from which the modularity index can be calculat-
ed. 
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For the analyzed basic coordination network, the highest value of the modularity index is 

achieved for clusters according to policy sectors (Table 4). This confirms the visual analysis. 

Furthermore, the modularity index also takes on a comparatively higher value for Länder 

clusters (i.e. actors within the same Land form a cluster) and organizational clusters (i.e. ac-

tors from the government chancellery, the Länder representations and the ministries respec-

tively). For the other characteristics, the modularity index is positive, but lower. This indicates 

that sector seems to be an important structuring factor in the network of coordination relations 

among sub-state ministerial bureaucratic actors. This initial finding will be further analysed in 

the following chapters. Furthermore, all the other characteristics of the sub-states play a role 

in the coordination process as well, which emphasizes the need for further analysis to be car-

ried out in the next chapters.  

2.5 Expert interviews 
From the network data, it is possible to gain a comprehensive overview of the structure of the 

coordination process. Including all the actors within one network enables a complete mapping 

of the actors and their relations to each other. This observed structure can be the result of the 

institutional and organizational setting and proceedings, but it can also be the result of strate-

gies of actors. While the structure is captured by the network data, information on the strate-

gical considerations of actors can best be obtained by talking to the actors directly. For this 

reason, 25 expert interviews have been conducted to triangulate but also complement the re-

sults from the network analysis. Conducting qualitative expert interviews is essentially the 

only way to collect this kind of data since hardly any documents exist which provide infor-

mation that can be used to observe the bureaucrats’ actions and to infer their strategies. The 

data collected in the expert interviews thus enables a better understanding of the empirical 

reality as well as the considerations and strategies used by the actors during coordination.  

In order to obtain first-hand information about the strategic considerations of the actors in 

multilevel coordination, exactly those bureaucrats involved in the process are interviewed as 

experts. They possess knowledge about facts and backgrounds, but also about the assessment 

and evaluation of the coordination processes (Bogner and Menz 2001, 484f.). Thus, the inter-

viewees for the expert interviews are sampled from the same group of actors who also were 

addressed in the survey. Some of the interviews have been conducted before the online survey 

was sent out. Personal observations suggest that this had a positive effect on the response rate 

of the survey. The actors who were interviewed seemed open to the idea of contacting them 

again on the topic and were more willing to invest time in the survey. Other actors were con-
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tacted after they participated in the online survey and were similarly interested in further ex-

change. Thus, conducting a survey as well as expert interviews with the same population of 

actors did not impede each other. While this overlap of respondents contains the risks of a 

common source bias, it at the same time holds surrounding factors, most importantly changes 

in the coordination process due to personnel and government changes, at a minimum and ena-

bles a more accurate analysis of the structure and strategies of the coordination process. 

The experts were chosen in a procedure resembling a most different systems design 

(Przeworski and Teune 1970) by interviewing actors with varying characteristics on relevant 

variables. Based on the results from the descriptive network analysis (see 2.4) actors from 9 

Länder with several geographical, party political and financial characteristics as well as func-

tions for multilevel coordination, such as chair of a conference or party group, and from the 

federal level have been chosen as interviewees (Table 5). Even though conducting several 

expert interviews usually cannot guarantee representativeness in a quantitative-statistical 

sense, a certain variation of perspectives should always be guaranteed in order to get a bal-

anced and unbiased picture.  

 

Table 5: Selection of Interviewees 

Characteristic No. of Interviewees    
Arena of multilevel coordina-
tion 

12 
(Bundesrat) 

13 
(Ministerial Conferences) 

Level of government 21 
(Länder) 

4 
(Federal state)  

Organization* 9 
(Government Chancellery) 

4 
(Land representation) 

12  
(Ministry) 

Political Party 8 
(CDU/CSU) 

11 
(SPD) 

4 
(Greens) 

1 
(Left) 

Geographical location** 15 
(West) 

6 
(East) 

  

Geographical spread** 16 
(Area state) 

5 
(City State) 

 

Financial Situation** 7 
(Net-contributor) 

14 
(Net-receiver) 

 

* Without the secretariat of the ministerial conferences. 
** Without the interviews at the federal level. 

Source: own compilation. 
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The interviews were conducted as semi-structured expert interviews using a guideline (see 

A3). Semi-structured interviews are an appropriate method for data collection method if the 

main interest of the interviewer is in obtaining a broader picture of a specified situation. The 

guideline thereby serves as a loose guide through the interview (Kaiser 2014). In contrast to 

standardized interviews, where the aim is to obtain comparable answers and holding constant 

context factors which may arise from the formulation or sequence of the question, the ques-

tions and their ordering in a semi-structured interview can be amended depending on the in-

terview situation (Gläser and Laudel 2010, 41f.). The guideline at the same time focuses the 

interviewees on the object of interest, in this case the horizontal coordination process, and 

leaves them enough room to elaborate on their strategies and considerations when engaging in 

these processes.  

In total, 25 expert interviews were conducted and analysed in this dissertation project (see 

A2). 12 interviews were conducted on the coordination process in the Bundesrat. These inter-

views informed the design and framing of the survey questions from a practitioners’ point of 

view, and were used to triangulate the results from the analysis of the network dataset (chap-

ter 3).9 The remaining 13 interviews were conducted with actors involved in the preparation 

of ministerial conferences with the aim of analysing their motivations for engaging in hori-

zontal process of IGR (chapter 5). 

If agreed to by the interviewees, interviews were recorded and transcribed. The main interest 

of the transcription and following analysis is on the content of the interviewees’ reports. Thus, 

content and legibility of the transcripts are the main principles of transcription (Kuckartz 

2010, 43f.). For this reason, filler words were omitted, sentences were grammatically correct-

ed and gestures as well as emotional expressions were not documented. These transcripts 

were analysed with computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDA). For cod-

ing the interviews, the method of topical coding was used (Hopf 2000). This method enables 

the testing and further development of existing middle-range theoretical approaches. A code 

scheme is developed a priori which can be tested. At the same time, flexible adjustments of 

the coding scheme enable theory development in the course of the data analysis. 

 

                                                 
9 Six of those interviews were conducted before 01.04.2014. These were initially conducted in the course of the 
Master thesis of the author at the University of Konstanz on the role of the Land representations in Berlin and 
Brussels comparatively handed in on the 28.03.2014. In order to avoid overburdening of the actors, this material 
was re-analysed in this dissertation project.  
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The two sets of empirical data collected in the course of this dissertation project both focus on 

and realize a rigorous actor-centred institutionalism perspective. The quantitative network 

dataset enables the determination of the structure of the multilevel coordination process on an 

actor level as well as derive first insights into the strategies of the actors. This is first realized 

by conducting an analysis on whom actors choose as coordination partners (chapter 3) and 

second by analysing which factors impact on the centrality and power of actors during the 

coordination processes (chapter 4). With the additional qualitative expert interviews these 

findings are triangulated and the strategical consideration made by actors when choosing co-

ordination partners (chapter 3) and venues of multilevel coordination (chapter 5) are analysed. 

The following chapters rely on the data described here.  
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3 Multidimensional Interests in Horizontal Intergovernmental Coordina-

tion. The Case of the German Bundesrat 

3.1 Introduction 
Processes of information exchange and coordination between the federal state and the sub-

states are important processes in multilevel polities and a determinant of successful multilevel 

policy-making. These occur vertically between the federal state and the sub-states but also 

horizontally among the sub-states. Poirier, Saunders, and Kincaid (2015, 4) argue that these 

intergovernmental relations (IGR) are “the lifeblood of federalism in practice”. This is espe-

cially true for a cooperative federalism as it exists in the German Federal Republic with its 

system of joint decision-making (Behnke and Kropp 2016). One arena of these IGR in Ger-

many is the Bundesrat.  

The German Bundesrat is the second chamber with territorial representation and as such an 

important player in German politics. Its decisions often trigger or contribute to public dis-

course, for example when in 2016 a decision regarding asylum policy and safe countries of 

origin led to intense public debate. Over the last years the Bundesrat initiated and led promi-

nent attempts to forbid the extreme right party (NPD) or to exclude it from public party fi-

nancing. Recently it took a resolution to prohibit the sale of diesel engines from 2030 on-

wards. The examples are manifold and from very different policy areas. The Bundesrat how-

ever is not a unitary actor but composed of the 16 Länder governments. Against this back-

ground it becomes relevant to analyse how the Bundesrat reaches its decisions. The Bundesrat 

plenary sessions and their protocols suggest that it is a mere aggregate of individual positions. 

Real debate hardly ever takes place; some decisions are even taken without any public discus-

sion. This could lead to the false impression that the members of the Bundesrat, i.e. members 

of the German Länder governments, just meet at the plenary session and cast their vote as 

instructed by their cabinets. However, taking a closer look at the Bundesrat process and espe-

cially the public bureaucrats involved in the preparation of decisions, it becomes evident that 

before each plenary meeting, there are several weeks of intense exchange of information, co-

ordination and pre-negotiation among Länder governments. The Bundesrat is an arena of hor-

izontal IGR.  

Despite a long tradition of research on the German Bundesrat, it has only recently been de-

scribed in terms of IGR (Auel 2014; Lhotta and Blumenthal 2015; Hegele and Behnke 2017). 

Little is known about the process of intergovernmental coordination in the Bundesrat and 
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many questions are still open. What happens during the coordination process? How do the 

members of the Bundesrat coordinate with each other? Building on research which shows that 

the interests of the Länder governmental actors play a role in Bundesrat decisions 

(Bräuninger, Gschwend, and Shikano 2010; Leunig and Träger 2014), this paper conceptual-

izes three interest dimensions of the sub-state governmental actors, namely sectoral, territorial 

and party political, and analyses their consequences on the conduct of the coordination pro-

cess. It then theoretically elaborates and empirically tests which of these coordination strate-

gies prevails over the others, thereby also including a time factor. For this purpose, first, the 

German Bundesrat and its coordination process are described in detail. Second, an analytical 

framework of multidimensional interests in intergovernmental relations is developed and hy-

potheses about the effects of these interests for the coordination process are formulated. Third, 

after laying out the general research design and describing the newly collected network da-

taset, the results of the empirical analysis on how these multidimensional interests play out in 

the coordination process are presented. By systematically analysing the Bundesrat through the 

lenses of IGR, these findings have a high potential for international comparison. 

3.2 The case of the German Bundesrat 
The Bundesrat is the German second chamber through which the Länder governments direct-

ly participate in federal legislation (Art. 50 Basic Law). The Bundesrat holds important veto 

rights in federal legislation. When the administrative power of the Länder and their finances 

are affected as well as for constitutional changes, the consent of the (qualified) majority of the 

votes in the Bundesrat is even mandatory for ratification (Art. 52, 77 Basic Law). The Bun-

desrat thus holds an absolute veto in these cases which constitute up to 40% of federal legisla-

tion. 10 In all other cases it can call a mediation committee and has at least a suspensory veto 

which can severely delay the process but be overruled with a Bundestag majority (Art. 77 

Basic Law). Additionally, the Bundesrat itself can initiate federal law (Art. 76 (1) Basic Law). 

The Länder in the Bundesrat have three to six votes, depending on their population. These 

votes need to be casted uniformly by each Land, separation of votes is not possible, and ab-

stentions are equal to “no” votes (Art. 51 Basic Law).11 

                                                 
10 Since the reform of the federal system in 2006. Before the reform, 50-60 percent of the drafts needed the 
consent of the second chamber. See: http://www.Bundesrat.de/DE/dokumente/statistik/statistik-node.html, 
27.03.2017. 
11 Further research on the vertical role of the Bundesrat in relations to the federal government and especially the 
federal government parties will not be discussed here because the focus of this paper is on the horizontal coordi-
nation structures in the Bundesrat. For a recent overview see Stecker (2016). 
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The majority requirement for the consent or dismissal of a federal motion or the invocation of 

the mediation committee triggers intergovernmental coordination between the Länder. Since 

its establishment, a three-week sequence of Bundesrat preparation has evolved (Schrenk 

2010). In the first week, the committees of the Bundesrat meet. There are sixteen Bundesrat 

committees, organized around policy sectors and roughly mirroring the layout of the federal 

ministries.12 The main purpose of these committees is to exchange information about the posi-

tions of the Länder departments on a federal motion. The committee gives recommendations 

of approval, change or dismissal of the motion to the plenary of the Bundesrat. In the second 

week, the coordination week, the results of the committee discussions are further analysed and 

coordinated. If agreement was not reached within the committee or if a motion was discussed 

in several committees, the Länder engage in intensive coordination and try to find compro-

mise or allies in order to win a majority in the Bundesrat plenary. And finally, in the third 

week, final coordination and the plenary voting take place. 

The actors engaged in these processes are usually high-ranked public officials with a special 

responsibility for coordination. Each department has at least one unit for Bundesrat coordina-

tion or IGR. These units usually staff the Bundesrat committees (Sturm and Müller 2013, 

146-48). Each Land also nominates a minister or a senior civil servant to ‘Representative to 

the Federal State’ (Bevollmächtigter beim Bund) who is responsible for Bundesrat coordina-

tion of the Land as a whole. He or she usually heads a division or a section in the government 

chancellery13. Additionally, the representative is the head of the Land representation (Landes-

vertretung) in Berlin, which is also an organizational unit of the government chancellery. The 

Land representations coordinate Bundesrat decisions on-site in Berlin with the other Länder 

and the federal state (Zerr 2006; Schrenk 2010). These coordination units in the departments 

together with their ministers and the government chancelleries with the prime minister are the 

main actors involved in Bundesrat coordination and hence are the unit of analysis of this con-

tribution. 

The German Bundesrat was selected as a case of analysis for two reasons. First, scholars have 

only begun to conceptualize it as an arena of IGR (Auel 2014; Lhotta and Blumenthal 2015) 

but there are still many open questions. By focusing on intergovernmental coordination within 

the Bundesrat and embedding it into a wider framework of analysis, the potential for interna-

                                                 
12 http://www.bundesrat.de/DE/bundesrat/ausschuesse/ausschuesse-node.html, 21.07.2017. 
13 Government chancellery is used as the generic term for the German public organizations responsible for ad-
ministering the affairs of the head of government and the cabinet as a whole (Bundeskanzleramt, Staats- und 
Senatskanzleien) (Müller-Rommel 2003; Fleischer 2011).  
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tional comparison of this aspect of the Bundesrat becomes evident. Second, actors act in a 

situation of compulsory joint decision-making without exit-options. Hence, there are high 

incentives to actively participate and engage in coordination relations without the strategic 

threat to exit. Thereby, the focus of IGR is directed from the usual question of ‘why do they 

coordinate’ to the next step of ‘how do they coordinate’. 

3.3 Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses 
Coordination is referred to as a process, not an outcome (Peters 1998), during which actors 

prepare a joint decision or action. Coordination is conceptualized as the “intervening stage of 

debate and deliberation [during which] persuasion, reconsideration, conceivably even coer-

cion takes place” (Shepsle and Boncheck 1997, 44) before a joint decision is taken. Instead of 

focusing on the circumstances under which consistent polices are achieved (Hustedt and Veit 

2014), this paper emphasizes the importance of “strategies and instruments governments use 

to coordinate organizations or programs within the public sector” (Bouckaert, Peters, and 

Verhoest 2010, 16). Simplifying Metcalfe’s (1994) nine-step, the process of coordination is 

conceptualized as the exchange of information, the positioning of actors and the negotiation 

of compromise or decisions. 

IGR are processes of interaction between executive actors at different levels within a federal 

or multilevel system. Federal and sub-state governments interact with each other for several 

reasons, such as the exchange of best-practices and information, the coordination of policies 

or the resolution of conflict (Poirier, Saunders, and Kincaid 2015). Scholarship on IGR con-

centrates mostly on the vertical relations between the federal state and the sub-states (e.g. 

Marks, Hooghe, and Schakel 2008), but IGR also occur horizontally among the sub-states 

(e.g. Bowman 2004; Zimmerman 2011) which is the focus of this contribution. In this per-

spective, sub-states cannot merely be treated as one unit opposing the federal state, but need 

to be conceptualized as individual actors with their own interests and goals (e.g. Simeon 

2006; Nugent 2009). Disaggregating even further, governments consist of several governmen-

tal actors, i.e. ministers belonging to different parties in coalition governments and their bu-

reaucracy who also can pursue differing goals. Hence, in order to really understand processes 

of intergovernmental coordination it is necessary to consider these governmental actors as 

unit of analysis. 

IGR are influenced by institutions and rules (Bolleyer, Swenden, and McEwen 2014a), but 

they are more accurately described as informal, day-to-day and hands-on information, coordi-

nation and negotiation relations within federal states. Actors have a certain strategic leverage 
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on how to conduct these intergovernmental coordination processes in order to accomplish 

their interests and goals within the institutional context and boundaries set to them (Scharpf 

1997). This strategic leverage is most obvious in the choice of coordination partners in IGR. 

Most IGR processes are characterized by a multitude of participating governmental actors. 

Due to several constraints such as time and information, it is very unlikely that each of the 

actors coordinate with each other actor. Instead, it can reasonably be assumed that actors stra-

tegically choose coordination partners with which the transaction costs are low and the bene-

fits of coordination are high. This expectation is underpinned by the insights of homophily 

theory, which theorizes “that a contact between similar people occurs at a higher rate than 

among dissimilar people” (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001, 416). The rationale be-

hind this commonly observed phenomenon is the fact that exchange and communication are 

easier and more effective with similar other actors due to a similarity of perceptions, interpre-

tations and goals (Rogers and Bhowmik 1970). This similarity leads to lower transaction costs 

because certain viewpoints along with the framing of the problem and its context are similar 

among the actors and do not need to be discussed. Furthermore, actors who share similar 

goals can expect higher benefits from coordination. The agreed on joint position or decision 

will be closer to each actors’ ideal point due to a higher overlap of interests and goals (i.e. 

their win sets; Putnam 1988) in the first place. The exchange of information, the finding of a 

common position and the negotiation of compromise or joint decisions are easier and more 

beneficial with similar other actors. Investigating IGR processes in Germany and internation-

ally more closely, it becomes, however, evident that the interests of sub-state governmental 

actors in multilevel systems are not unidimensional. Actors share interest along several di-

mensions hence several coordination strategies can be expected. The next paragraphs elabo-

rate on these sectoral, territorial and party political dimensions of coordination. 

3.3.1 Sectoral coordination 
Sectoral14 coordination takes place between actors with similar portfolio responsibility. This 

is based on the specialization, expertise and sectoral interests of governmental actors (Nugent 

2009, 27). Governmental departments make policy within their respective sphere of responsi-

bility. Environmental laws are prepared and executed by the departments for the environment, 

social laws by the departments for social affairs, and so forth. This does not only pertain to 

policy which sub-states exercise within their jurisdiction but also when participating in multi-

                                                 
14 I refer here to sectoral interests and coordination, not to policy interests, because the argument and data are on 
the level of institutionalized sectors as we find them in departments and parliamentary committees. Coordination 
in the environmental sector therefore takes place between the ministries of the environment when discussing 
several environmental policies. 
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level policy-making. Hence, if issues in their portfolio are on the intergovernmental agenda, 

the departments are involved as well (Johns, O'Reilly, and Inwood 2007). It only seems logi-

cal that they contact the departments of the same sector in the other sub-states and from hori-

zontal “brotherhoods of experts” (Wagener 1979). This sectoral orientation is further rein-

forced by the different interests and goals between the sectors. Issues very often overlap sec-

toral borders and a policy might have environmental, economic and social implications at the 

same time and thus all the affected departments want and need to have a say in the decision-

making process. This can lead to discussions or even competition between the sectors 

(Bardach 1996; Page 2006). Hence, coordination with actors which share a sectoral affiliation 

is on the one hand easier due to shared expertise but also supposedly more beneficial due to 

similar interests and goals. Pursuing these together – and possibly against other sectors –

makes their claim even stronger.  

Hypothesis 1a: If two actors share the same sectoral affiliation, they are more likely to 

coordinate with each other due to joint expertise. 

3.3.2 Territorial coordination 
Sub-state governmental actors also pursue territorial interests. These are “institutional self-

interests of Länder governments in the preservation and expansion of their resources and 

competences” (Scharpf 1985, 334, own translation), interests in “what is best for their states 

as states […] in their dealings with the federal government” (Nugent 2009, 20) and the other 

sub-states. Scholarly literature has demonstrated that sub-states are more likely to coordinate 

and enter joint agreements if they share some characteristics, such as language (Bochsler 

2009). Territorial conflict in Germany is not as severe as in other federal states, for example 

Spain, UK or Canada whose federal integrity and stability are threatened by this conflict di-

mension (Amoretti and Bermeo 2004). Contrarily, in the German constitution as well as in the 

federal culture there is a deeply entrenched norm about realizing an equivalence of living 

conditions throughout the whole federation. However despite the de jure symmetry of the 

Länder, there are de facto asymmetries which intensified since reunification (Auel 2014) lead-

ing to several territorial cleavages in the German federal system. 

The financial cleavage exists between the net contributors and net receivers in the federal 

equalization scheme. Traditionally, a small number of Länder (Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg, 

Hesse and sometimes Hamburg) are net contributors and the other 12 or 13 Länder are net 
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receivers in federal fiscal equalization15 leading the Länder governments to develop different 

interests (e.g. Heinemann et al. 2015). Especially regarding federal policy with Länder partic-

ipation through the Bundesrat, the net contributors typically prefer less federal state involve-

ment since they are more capable of financing policy on their own whereas the net receivers 

often are dependent on the – financial – involvement of the federal state. This has been pro-

nounced during the reform debates of the German federal reform 2006 (Scharpf 2008, 512; 

Kropp and Behnke 2016) and the ongoing negotiations about the reform of the fiscal equaliza-

tion scheme, but it is also important in day-to-day policy making in the Bundesrat. A second 

territorial cleavage still exists between the Eastern (former GDR) and the Western Länder 

based on the weaker economic situation of the Eastern Länder (Jeffery 2008, 590; Kropp and 

Behnke 2016, 13). It has been observed that especially the Eastern Länder have established 

their own meetings and coordination rounds prior to the meetings of the intergovernmental 

councils (Auel 2014, 429). Hence it can be expected that they also uphold close coordination 

relations with each other during the Bundesrat preparations. A third territorial cleavage can be 

expected between the geographically very small but densely populated city-states (Berlin, 

Hamburg and Bremen) and the other more territorially extended sub-states. These two types 

of sub-states typically face different kinds of problems and are differently affected by federal 

state policy. The city-states on the one hand have a denser population and a higher concentra-

tion of taxpaying corporations, but on the other hand have relatively higher expenditures for 

social security and infrastructure (public transportation, hospitals, schools), which is also pro-

vided for the surrounding areas despite the lack of tax revenue (Kropp 2010a, 99). Due to this 

specific problem structure common to city-states, it can be expected that they uphold close 

coordination relations with each other. 

Hypothesis 1b: If two actors share similar territorial characteristics, they are more 

likely to coordinate with each other due to similar economic or financial interests. 

3.3.3 Party political coordination 
IGR are carried out by executives and governments, hence party politics and the coordination 

of party interests are a relevant factor. Party politics help structure the process by creating 

"ideological grouping and uniting interests" (Esselment 2013, 720) among actors with similar 

ideological or party political affiliations. In this respect, the party system of the multilevel 

state matters. The German party system is vertically integrated and symmetric (Detterbeck 

and Renzsch 2003), there are several party families which are close associations between or-

                                                 
15 This system is currently in a process of reform, but was still in place at the time of data collection. 
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ganizations at the federal and the sub-state level.16 Rooted in their ideological point of view, 

these party families usually have different interests and goals with regard to how policy 

should be formulated. Hence, coordination between the members of the same party family 

should be more frequent.  

Party political coordination in the Bundesrat has mainly been discussed in a vertical direction 

arguing that the federal state government or opposition parties try to use their majorities in the 

Bundesrat to support or block legislation or assessing whether party political or Länder inter-

ests prevail (Lehmbruch 2000; Bräuninger, Gschwend, and Shikano 2010; Leunig and Träger 

2014). In a horizontal direction, it has been observed that the political parties repeatedly meet 

(in so called A- (Social Democrats), B- (Christian Democrats) and recently also G- (Greens) 

meetings)17 to coordinate their positions in the Bundesrat (Leonardy 2002; Schrenk 2010; 

Auel 2014). These observations presuppose high coordination activity between party political 

peers. 

Hypothesis 1c: If two actors share the same party political affiliation, they are more 

likely to coordinate with each other due to similar ideological viewpoints. 

3.3.4 Territorial vs. party coordination 
The question which of these interest dimensions, territorial or party political, prevails in inter-

governmental relations troubles federalism scholars since decades. According to Esselment 

(2013, 704), the classical federalism scholars were already divided on this question: Simeon 

on the one hand argues that “The Canadian party system […] fails to provide an adequate 

mechanism for federal-provincial coordination in policy-making” (Simeon 2006, 31). Riker 

on the other hand states that “the structure of the party system […] may be regarded as the 

main variable intervening between the background social conditions and the specific nature of 

the federal bargain” (Riker 1964, 136). These scholars as well as recent investigations into the 

topic (Nugent 2009; Esselment 2013; Bolleyer, Swenden, and McEwen 2014b; Jensen 2017) 

hint at a varying relation between and prevalence of these interest dimensions between multi-

level systems and over time. This also makes it necessary to conduct a recent assessment of 

the relation between those two in Germany. Generally, party political coordination is argued 

to be less conflictual and hence more important, the more congruent government composi-

tions are (Bolleyer, Swenden, and McEwen 2014b).  

                                                 
16 There are differences between some sub-state parties from the same party family (Bräuninger and Debus 
2011), but these will be neglected here for the sake of simplicity.  
17 A- and B- meetings are just named after the rooms in which they first met. 
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In Germany, Lehmbruch (2000) has first hinted at the effects of party politics on intergov-

ernmental relations and several researchers have taken up this question for empirical investi-

gation (Bräuninger, Gschwend, and Shikano 2010; Leunig 2012). Recent findings suggest that 

party politics play a minor role in the German multilevel system compared to territorial inter-

ests of the Länder (Auel 2014; Leunig and Träger 2014; Hegele and Behnke 2017). In Ger-

man federalism, party political coordination has become more complicated over time because 

of a growing heterogeneity of government compositions. The governments of the German 

Länder are usually coalition governments made up of two or three parties. Traditionally, these 

governments were either led by the Social Democrats (SPD) together with the Green party 

(B90/Grüne) or the Christian Democrats in coalition with the Liberal Party (FDP). During the 

last decade, this has changed dramatically. The number of Grand Coalitions comprised of the 

CDU and the SPD has increased, and in some Länder the Green party, the Liberal party or the 

Left party (LINKE) serve as coalition partners in varying constellations (Kropp 2010b; Auel 

2014). As a result, the variation in the compositions of Länder governments, which also de-

termine the composition of the Bundesrat, increased. This has consequences for the party po-

litical coordination in the Bundesrat. With the increasing heterogeneity of government com-

positions, the A-/ B-coordination meetings also become more complex. In the A-meeting, for 

example, there are SPD ministers who are either in a coalition with the Greens, the Lefts or 

the CDU. Despite the ongoing strong vertical integration of the party system, this increasing 

diversity of coalition governments at the federal and Länder level can be expected to make 

party political coordination less important. This is in line with the observation that party polit-

ical interests rarely crowd out genuine s‘Länder interests’ (Leunig and Träger 2014). In con-

trast, territorial differences are still present in recent German federalism and, if anything, ag-

gravated after reunification and in light of the economic and financial crises (Auel 2014). 

Hence, it can be expected that in recent German federalism, territorial coordination is more 

important than party political coordination. 

Hypothesis 2: Territorial coordination is more important than party political coordina-

tion due to the increasing heterogeneity of government composition alongside the per-

sistence of territorial differences. 

3.3.5 Sequencing coordination strategies 
Generally, the simultaneity of these three interest dimensions creates a complex decision situ-

ation, for the individual as well as the group of actors as a whole. An actor’s sectoral, party 

political and territorial interest might be in line with each other but just as likely might con-

tradict each other or impose different requirements on the decision to be taken. This concep-
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tualization thus emphasizes an aspect of joint decision situations previously often neglected. 

Classically, complex joint decision situations are characterized by a high number of actors or 

a high number of decision alternatives. Complexity can hence be reduced by a reduction of 

either actors or alternatives (Scharpf, Reissert, and Schnabel 1976). The trichotomy of interest 

dimensions however creates a different sort of complexity. Interest dimensions cannot just be 

reduced or abolished. Instead, a gradual step-by-step focusing on each of them separately, 

which will be called sequencing in the following, is a reasonable alternative. Sequencing in 

this context refers to a notional separation of the interest dimensions in a time-ordered se-

quence. Actors do not try to take into account all of their possibly contradicting interest di-

mensions at once, but focus on each of them separately. During the process of preparation of a 

joint decision, this leads to the sequential use of coordination strategies. This argument is in 

line with literature on the importance of timing and sequencing for political decisions (Pierson 

2000; Goetz and Meyer-Sahling 2009). 

Among the three interest dimensions and coordination strategies elaborated above, sectoral 

coordination is the least conflictual. It is based on an interest in making useful sectoral policy 

using expert and technical knowledge. Furthermore, in an intergovernmental decision situa-

tion, sectoral expertise is available to each sub-state. Hence, if all sectoral actors come to a 

joint decision based on technical and expert knowledge, this issue can in most of the cases be 

regarded as being solved and will be passed to the plenary for a final voting. In contrast, party 

political and territorial interests are less based on technical but on political arguments and 

only a sub-population of the sub-states, e.g. only those governed by a certain party, shares 

them. Hence, agreement between members of one party or one territorial grouping cannot be 

regarded as a compromise by all sub-states. Therefore, it can be expected that sectoral coordi-

nation takes place first and only where it is not successful in bringing about a decision, party 

political or territorial coordination become relevant and aim at building a majority in the later 

phases of the coordination process. 

Hypothesis 3: The coordination strategies are used in a time-ordered sequence, first 

sectoral and second party political as well as territorial coordination. 

3.4 Research Design and Data 
The aim of this paper is to investigate the coordination strategies of governmental actors in 

IGR with the example of the German Bundesrat. This on the one hand requires a complete 

conceptualization of the actors and coordination processes but on the other hand also 

knowledge about strategic considerations made by actors. To satisfy these two requirements, a 
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multi-method approach is used. Coordination is first measured with a network dataset. Coor-

dination is a relational action which takes place between two actors who exchange infor-

mation and try to find a common position or compromise. With the use of network analytic 

methods this relational aspect can appropriately be captured. The advantage of this data is its 

encompassing information on all the actors involved and their relations to each other. In order 

to triangulate the results, second, additional expert interviews were conducted with a focus on 

the rationale behind the use of the coordination strategies.  

The network dataset was collected by the author in an online survey among the Länder gov-

ernmental actors in Germany from August to November 2015. The survey was sent out to all 

171 governmental organizations of the Länder.18 This time point was chosen to avoid during 

data collection a switch of the Bundesrat presidency which takes place in November. Fur-

thermore, no federal or Land elections fall into the survey period thus the composition of the 

Bundesrat is stable. Respondents were asked about their direct coordination partners during 

the preparation of Bundesrat decisions. Showing to the respondents a list of possible contact 

partners by position (not by name), they were asked to ‘Please indicate, with whom of the 

following actors you have contact during the preparation of the Bundesrat’. In order to stimu-

late a similar understanding of coordination contacts across respondents, they were given a 

definition at the beginning of the survey: ‘By coordination contacts, we mean communication 

very broadly which: a) takes place in preparation of Bundesrat meetings, b) consists of rou-

tinized multi-actor or bilateral communication, c) can take several forms such as personal 

meetings, the exchange of calls, text messages, social media or emails’. Furthermore, it was 

acknowledged that ‘With whom you coordinate of course depends on the current agenda. For 

this reason, please try to indicate the relevant contacts which you had during the last year’. In 

a second step they were presented with a table of the chosen actors and the three weeks of the 

Bundesrat cycle: ‘You have indicated that you have contact to the following actors. During 

which of the three weeks of the Bundesrat cycle does this contact take place? (multiple an-

swers possible)’. The relations reported by the actors can be interpreted as a mean value of 

typical coordination contacts over the last year. If respondents have not indicated a coordina-

tion contact with another actor, this either means that no coordination takes place or that it is 

not relevant to the actor.  

According to Rice et al. (2014, 253) three main problems can arise when collecting network 

data with a survey: boundary specification, recall bias and nonresponse. Boundary specifica-

                                                 
18 Government chancelleries, Land Representations and departments in autumn 2015. 
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tion in this study is not a problem because the bureaucrats who are responsible for preparing 

multilevel decisions in the government chancelleries, in the Land representations in Berlin 

and in the ministries of all Länder is a finite group of actors which can be identified using a 

position selection procedure in the charts of the respective organizations.19 Recall bias is more 

of a problem with free recall name generators. Taking advantage of the clearly defined net-

work boundaries, a roster design was implemented which presented the actors with a full list 

of possible coordination partners (Marsden 2005, 9f.). This minimizes recall bias by making 

respondents think of each possible contact partner and decide whether coordination takes 

place or not. A response rate of 65% (112 out 171 organizations) was achieved. In order to 

obtain the highest response rate possible, several steps were taken before and during the field 

phase of the survey. Before the field phase, the hierarchically highest bureaucrat was in-

formed about the research project, open questions were discussed and concerns addressed. 

During the field phase, response was monitored on a regular basis and Länder with lower than 

average response rate were reminded of the survey. Analysis of the non-responses further 

shows that no systematic missings occur along the relevant dimensions of the study such as 

type of organization, sector, political party or territorial characteristics (see Table 2in chapter 

2.3).  

In order to triangulate the findings from the social network analysis and to capture the strate-

gic element of coordination, twelve expert interviews were conducted by the author with min-

isterial bureaucrats responsible for Bundesrat coordination (see interviews 1-12, appendix 

A2). Interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed with CAQDAS (atlas.ti) using topi-

cal coding (Hopf 2000).  

3.5 Empirical Analysis 

3.5.1 Description of the network 
The surveyed coordination network of the ministerial bureaucracy of the German Länder con-

sists of 171 actors and 2245 reported coordination relations between actors (see Table 3). The 

relations are directed, i.e. there are two possible relations between any two actors. The net-

work consists of one component with no isolates meaning that each actor is at least indirectly 

connected to every other actor. The overall density of the network is 0.08 indicating that 8% 

of all possible relations between two actors are realized. This rather low density supports the 

                                                 
19 Their responsibility for Bundesrat coordination within the organization was identified by searching for 
‘Bund’, ‘Bundesrat’, ‘föderale Beziehungen’, ‘Zentralstelle’, ‘Dienststellenleiter’” in their job title or title of 
their section. This list was then sent out to the contact partners in each Land to verify the responsibilities before 
sending out invitations for the online survey. 
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assumptions that actors make choices about their coordination partners. Out of the 2245 rela-

tions, 446 dyads are mutual, i.e. 60% of the relations are not reciprocated. In the mean, the 

actors have 13 in- and outgoing coordination relations respectively. The indegree distribution 

of the network indicates that there are a small number of actors who are only contacted by less 

than 5 actors and more than 20 actors, most of the actors are contacted by between 5 and 20 

other actors. The outdegree distribution on the contrary indicates a high number of actors who 

only have 5 or less outgoing contacts. These contain among a few others the missing respons-

es from which only incoming but no outgoing contacts are known. Those actors who have 

responded mainly report between 10 and 25 contacts. Considering the limited resources such 

as time available to the actors during the coordination process, these numbers are reasonable. 

During the cycle, the density of the network decreases from 0.5 in the committee week, to 0.4 

in the coordination week and 0.3 in the plenary week (see Table 3). This decrease in contacts 

as coordination proceeds might have different reasons: Either certain actors are assigned by a 

group of actors to further conduct coordination or less coordination is needed because issues 

are already solved during the first or second week. The fact that during neither week the den-

sity is as high as in the full network indicates that certain pairs of actors do not coordinate 

during the first, but only during the following weeks which can be seen as a first indication of 

the relevance of a time factor during the coordination process. 

3.5.2 Quantitative analysis of the coordination strategies 
In order to assess the hypotheses, in a first step the share of homophily relations according to 

the three coordination strategies is assessed descriptively. This share is calculated using the 

following formula: #homophily edges
#homophily edges + #heterophily edges

  (Nocaj, Ortmann, and Brandes 2015, 606).  

The results (Table 6) indicate that in each strategy, at least 45% of the coordination relations 

are homophilous. 50% of all coordination relations exist between two actors who share the 

same sector, 46% between two actors who are affiliated to the same political party. In support 

of hypothesis 2, this share is highest for the territorial characteristics. Between 68% and 80% 

of all coordination contacts are to actors with a similar financial or geographical location. 

Comparison over time yields a decrease in sectoral homophily and an increase in party politi-

cal and territorial homophily, which initially supports hypothesis 3.  

This counting of homophily ties, however, does not take into account the varying group num-

bers among coordination strategies which explains the high percentage of territorial homophi-

ly. Territorial characteristics are binary (net-contributor-receiver, east-west, city-state or not), 

hence the probability of within-group coordination is higher than among the sectors and polit-
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ical parties. Furthermore, group sizes within each coordination strategy vary considerably, not 

only with regard to territorial but also to party political affiliations. Furthermore, homophily 

according to territorial and party political affiliation might be overestimated because several 

or all of the actors within one Land share these characteristics. Homophily counts further can-

not account for network effects such as reciprocity or actor attributes such as participation in 

the survey.  

 

Table 6: Homophily in the coordination strategies 

 Homophily Share 

Coordination strategy Whole Network Committee Week Coordination Week Plenary Week 

Sectoral 
50% 

(1130/2245) 

51% 

(786/1552) 

38% 

(433/1152) 

39% 

(346/892) 

Financial situation 
68% 

(1525/2245) 

71% 

(1108/1552) 

80% 

(941/1152) 

81% 

(730/892) 

Geographical location 
73% 

(1644/2245) 

65% 

(1009/1552) 

80% 

(936/1152) 

82% 

(736/892) 

Geographical spread 
80% 

(1788/2245) 

87% 

(1212/1552) 

86% 

(991/1152) 

85% 

(757/892) 

Party Political 
46% 

(1037/2245) 

46% 

(708/1552) 

50% 

(547/1152) 

52% 

(466/892) 

Source: own compilation. 

 

Those effects and attributes can however be controlled for using exponential random graph 

models (ERGMs). These are statistical models which are used increasingly in political sci-

ence. ERGMs treat the observed network as one possible realization and estimate its likeli-

hood in contrast to random realizations of networks, given several properties of the network 

(Robins et al. 2007). The models account for the interdependency of actors and their ties from 

other ties in the network, which would cause a problem to standard regression analysis in the 

form of biased coefficients and inconsistent standard errors (Cranmer and Desmarais 2011). 

In the network of horizontal intergovernmental coordination, the ties between the actors are 

not independent of each other because the choice of coordination partners depends on the oth-

er coordination relations within the network. First of all, a reciprocity effect can be expected 

because, in IGR, interaction occurs repeatedly between the same actors and mutual trust rela-
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tions are likely to develop between several pairs of actors (Axelrod 1984; Scharpf 1992). Sec-

ond, a popularity effect is a reasonable assumption in a coordination network. Actors want to 

influence the final decision through their coordination relations; hence they need to talk to 

influential actors. Influential actors are those who have a lot of coordination relations, because 

they are able to reach out to a lot of actors. ERGMs offer the possibility to, first, test these 

dependence assumptions on the empirical data and, second, to use them to specify the model 

with which the exogenous effects (i.e. homophily according to actor attributes) on the network 

are tested. The coefficients in ERGMs are log-odds and hence their magnitude cannot be di-

rectly interpreted. In the following it will be sufficient to take into account the sign (positive 

or negative) of the coefficients.  

The models estimated (Table 7 and Table 8) support H1a and H1c. Sharing the same sector 

and political party are important features of the observed network. The existence of a tie be-

tween two such actors is significantly higher in the existing network than in a random net-

work, this effect is stable across model specifications. If two actors are working in the same 

sector or are affiliated to the same party family, coordination contacts between them are more 

likely. Sectoral and party political coordination strategies indeed are used by the actors when 

preparing Bundesrat decisions. Furthermore, contacts between actors are more likely when 

they are part of the same Land and government chancelleries are involved with a higher like-

lihood than other actors. Territorial coordination however is less strong than expected, and 

certainly weaker than party political coordination. Being situated in the same geographical 

location, i.e. east or west of Germany slightly increases the likelihood of coordination con-

tacts. However, being in a similar financial situation (contributor - receiver) or having a simi-

lar geographical spread (city-states) does not determine the choice of coordination partners. 

Hence, despite the growing heterogeneity of government party composition and the persis-

tence of territorial differences, in the overall network party political coordination is more im-

portant than territorial coordination, thus contradicting hypothesis 2. This finding will be fur-

ther discussed in light of the expert interviews below.  
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Table 7: ERGMs for the Coordination Network 

 
Endogenous model Homophily model 

Full model (with actor covari-
ates)20 

Edges -3.846*** -3.561*** -4.552*** 
 (0.146) (0.315) (0.744) 
Mutual 2.521*** 0.209* 0.195* 
 (0.072) (0.092) (0.107) 
Popularity 0.166*** -0.726*** -0.935*** 
 (0.026) (0.065) (0.084) 

Survey Response - 2.146*** 2.320*** 
 

 
(0.080) (0.091) 

GvtChancellery (Receiver) - 0.472*** - 

 
(0.116)  

GvtChancellery (Sender) - -0.200** - 

 
(0.072)  

Same Land - 3.820*** 4.073*** 
 

 
(0.100) (0.110) 

Same Sector - 3.157*** 3.316*** 
 

 
(0.074) (0.078) 

Same Party  - 0.363*** 0.469*** 

 
(0.057) (0.069) 

Same Financial Situation - -0.011 -0.188** 
 (0.064) (0.081) 

Same Geo-graphical Loca-
tion  

- 0.106* 0.172*** 

 
(0.062) (0.066) 

Same Geographical Spread - 0.019 -0.057 

 
(0.072) (0.097) 

Sectors as Sender and Re-
ceiver 

- - Included 
 -  

Parties as sender and receiv-
er - - Included 

Territorial characteristics as 
sender and receiver 

- - Included  

Akaike Inf. Crit. 14,783 9,610. 9,190 
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 14,808 9,710 9,521 

Note:*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01, estimations are performed using the R statnet package (Handcock M et al. 
2016), table created with Stargazer (Hlavac 2015) 

Source: own compilation.   
                                                 
20 In this model, the sectors, political parties and territorial characteristics are included as actor covariates in 
order to control for effects which stem from the mere affiliation to one of the groups. Due to the high number of 
sectors and parties, this model however exceeds the space of the table. The following interpretations are only 
based on the reported values for homophily. The government chancelleries are excluded from the model because 
they also constitute a sector. 
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Table 8: ERGMs during the Bundesrat coordination process 

 Dependent variable 

 
Committee Week Coordination Week Plenary Week 

Edges -4.535*** -5.901*** -7.178*** 
 (0.272) (0.337) (0.295) 
Mutual 0.107 -0.005 0.158 
 (0.112) (0.139) (0.143) 
Popularity -0.478*** -0.663*** -0.256*** 
 (0.065) (0.094) (0.088) 

Survey Response 1.788*** 1.962*** 1.434*** 
 (0.081) (0.102) (0.098) 

GvtChancellery (Receiver) -1.095*** 1.101*** 0.960*** 
 (0.128) (0.164) (0.172) 

GvtChancellery (Sender) -0.684*** -0.029 0.560*** 
 (0.092) (0.101) (0.093) 

Same Land 2.979*** 4.771*** 4.175*** 
 (0.102) (0.146) (0.138) 

Same Sector 2.852*** 2.855*** 2.484*** 
 (0.080) (0.108) (0.110) 

Same Party (Minister) 0.369*** 0.322*** 0.358*** 
 (0.062) (0.079) (0.084) 
Same Financial Situation 0.011 -0.153 -0.059 
 (0.073) (0.102) (0.114) 

Same Geographical Location 0.052 0.290*** 0.502*** 
 (0.073) (0.093) (0.110) 
Same Geographical Spread 0.016 -0.096 -0.155 

 
(0.085) (0.109) (0.112) 

Akaike Inf. Crit. 8,450 5,491 4,844 
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 8,549 5,590 4,944 
Note:*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01, estimations are performed using the R statnet package (Handcock M et al. 
2016), table created with Stargazer (Hlavac 2015). 

Source: own compilation 

 

In the next step, the homophily model is calculated separately for each of the three weeks of 

the Bundesrat process, the committee week, the coordination week and the plenary week in 

order to test hypothesis 3. The results in Table 8 indicate that during all three weeks, sectoral 

and party political coordination constantly play an important role. Territorial coordination, or 

at least the east/west aspect of it, becomes more important during the coordination process. 

The closer the final decision, the more likely departments from Eastern and Western Länder 
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use their respective territorial coordination strategy. This partially supports hypothesis 3, 

namely the growing importance of territorial coordination. 

The sectoral coordination strategies are worth investigating in greater depth. Sectoral coordi-

nation needs to be interpreted against the background of the growing importance of govern-

ment chancelleries as contact partners during the process. When operationalizing sectoral ho-

mophily, the government chancelleries were treated as a ‘sector’ on their own, in order to 

avoid missing data and to ensure the comparability of the coordination strategies. The grow-

ing importance of the government chancellery (see Table 8) hence indicates a decreasing im-

portance of the departments with special portfolio responsibility along the process of Bundes-

rat preparations. During the first week of the Bundesrat process, the sectoral departments play 

a much stronger role than the government chancelleries, i.e. sectoral coordination takes place 

primarily between ministries with portfolio responsibility. This coordination is characterized 

by a high degree of specialization and expert knowledge. By the end of the cycle, the gov-

ernment chancelleries are important coordination partners. Government chancelleries, as the 

centres of government and bureaucratic organizations of the prime ministers and the whole 

cabinet, in their organization unite all three interest dimensions and become more important 

during the process. This finding also supports hypothesis 3 stating that in a coordination se-

quence, sectoral coordination takes place first. This is further supported by the observation 

that coordination within the same Land is least important in the first week, where the actors 

supposedly focus on sectoral coordination and less than in the following weeks on cross-

sectoral coordination also within their own Land.  

During the whole process, party political peers are in constant exchange and coordination 

with each other and party political coordination is stronger than territorial. This finding needs 

further investigation which will be conducted with expert interviews. 

3.5.3 Discussion and expert interviews 
Statistical analysis with ERGMs has revealed that sectoral and party political coordination are 

more pronounced strategies during the coordination process than territorial coordination. This 

finding can be explained by a too broad conceptualization of territorial interest, such as con-

tributor vs. receiver or east vs. west. According to the interviews, Länder coordination is more 

oriented towards common policy interests of Länder, which might be rooted in territorial 

characteristics. For example in energy policy, different Länder favour different energy 

sources, based on their energy industry and natural resources. Two neighboring Länder both 

might be economically dependent on coal production and hence are likely to coordinate close-
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ly when it comes to energy policy due to similar territorial interests (Interview 6). Another 

example mentioned by the interviewees is flood protection where Länder recently affected by 

a flood closely coordinated despite different party politics (Interview 6). These effects cannot 

be captured with broad characterizations of territorial characteristics, but are specific to the 

issues discussed.  

The overall existence of party political coordination during all stages of the coordination pro-

cess as found in the statistical analysis can be explained by their structuring effect on the co-

ordination process. As early as in the committee week the departmental actors pre-coordinate 

their positions with their party political peers from the same sector prior to the committee 

meetings as well as with their party political peers in their own Land (Interviews 6 and 7, ap-

pendix A2). The discussions however are still very much dominated by technical questions 

and regulation details requiring foremost the expert knowledge of the departments (Interview 

1). Also during later stages of the coordination process, the traditional A-, B- and G- meetings 

still take place (Interview 4). Even though they have become more heterogeneous, their per-

sistence indicates that they fulfil an important structuring effect during the coordination pro-

cess. This explains why the network data indicates a higher relevance of party coordination 

and thus contradicts hypothesis 2. Party political coordination is an important factor in struc-

turing the coordination process in all stages, a finding which is in line with recent literature on 

party politics in IGR (Esselment 2013). 

Regarding the sequence of coordination strategies, the interviewees reported unanimously that 

approximately 95% of the topics decided on by the Bundesrat are only coordinated sectorally 

by the policy experts (Interviews 3, 4 and 6). In these cases, after the committee week, a clear 

and uncontroversial recommendation by the responsible committee(s) is sent to the plenary 

where it serves as decision memo and hardly any further discussion takes place. This also 

underpins the lesser importance of the government chancelleries as coordination partners 

found in the ERGMs during the committee week. There are nevertheless issues which are 

discussed or disputed more intensely in the Bundesrat. First, these are issues where conflict 

between departments or policy sectors exists (Interviews 4 and 6). In such instances, sectoral 

coordination will not bring a result and coordination with the other Länder, i.e. party political 

or territorial coordination, is needed. Second, when the issue under discussion is politically 

highly salient, party political or territorial coordination become important as well (Interviews 

6 and 4). In this situation, the actors coordinate with the aim of finding a Bundesrat majority 

which best represents their interests. This mainly takes place during the coordination week or 
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sometimes can only be resolved in the plenary week (Interview 1). The existence of several 

coordination strategies at hand during the second and third week gives the actors strategic 

leeway for building a majority. The options available to actors in IGR are usually not dichot-

omous choices between ‘yes’ and ‘no’, but they have a whole continuum of slight changes 

and reformulations of the policy at their disposal. Hence, actors can try to actively compose a 

majority consisting of different actors with which they share different overlaps of interests. 

Therefore, it might be strategically advantageous to simultaneously use party political as well 

as territorial coordination strategies to discover or develop the best alliance during the second 

and third week of the coordination process. 

3.6 Conclusion 
This analysis has systematically conceptualized three interest dimensions of actors in horizon-

tal IGR: on a sectoral dimension actors possess detailed expert knowledge which they use 

during policy-making; on a territorial dimension characteristics such as the financial or geo-

graphical situation of a Land leads to certain preferences regarding the final decisions; on a 

party political dimensions, ideologically rooted similarities and differences exist between the 

actors. The empirical data have shown that all three interest dimensions are important during 

the horizontal coordination process. Ministerial bureaucrats tend to engage in coordination 

relations with other actors who are similar to them regarding their sectoral, territorial or party 

political affiliation at a higher rate. The two main findings from this analysis are first that in 

the recent German multilevel system, party political coordination is still important but rather 

has a structuring function and second that sectoral coordination is an important but so far of-

ten neglected aspect of multilevel coordination.  

First, despite the increased heterogeneity of government party compositions, party affiliation 

still determines the choice of coordination partners, even at a bureaucratic level. However, 

party political coordination takes place with the aim of structuring the process. It is used as a 

strategy to reduce the complexity arising from the high number of actors during the coordina-

tion process (Scharpf, Reissert, and Schnabel 1976). Hence, party political coordination in the 

course of the Bundesrat appears to fulfil a functional rather than a substantial or political role. 

This expands the finding by Esselment (2013) that parties matter during the process of inter-

governmental coordination and provides evidence that their effect, at least in Germany, pre-

vails over the territorial interests in terms of structuring the coordination process. The grow-

ing importance of territorial coordination during the process however indicates a truly sub-

stantial and political usage of the territorial coordination strategy. 
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Second, during the course of the coordination process, actors first engage in sectoral coordina-

tion where they try to find solutions based on technical and expert knowledge of the subject. 

This coordination seems to be successful in the majority of instances, and very often no fur-

ther coordination is needed. This observation indicates that sectoral coordination in intergov-

ernmental relations has a high potential for the resolution of inter-jurisdictional conflict and 

needs closer consideration by scholars as well as practitioners. A common orientation and 

knowledge background of sectoral actors can facilitate coordination and solve problems 

which might otherwise be subject to political capture. This supports initial findings indicating 

that sectoral conferences in multilevel systems might be able to help overcome political dead-

lock (León and Ferrín Pereira 2011). Only under certain circumstances, namely cross-sectoral 

conflict or high political salience of an issue, the German multilevel actors engage in more 

conflict-laden territorial or party political coordination strategies.  
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4 Explaining Bureaucratic Power in Intergovernmental Relations. A Net-

work Approach.  

4.1 Introduction 
The preparation of policy decisions is one of the core tasks of bureaucrats in ministerial bu-

reaucracies. Bureaucrats are in charge of choosing, formulating and coordinating public poli-

cy as well as negotiating with actors within and outside the politico-administrative system. 

Hence, they prepare policy for the head of department and government or take decisions 

(Mayntz and Scharpf 1975; Page 2012; Peters and Pierre 2016). Politicians, due to a lack of 

time, delegated these tasks to their ministerial bureaucrats in the first place and expect them to 

develop and provide expert knowledge on the subject. By doing so, bureaucrats carry out po-

litical tasks and can potentially influence political decisions (Schnapp 2004). Scholarship on 

bureaucratic politics is concerned with exactly this political influence of public officials 

(Allison and Halperin 1972; Frederickson et al. 2012, 41-65). In this view, the preferences 

and behaviour of bureaucrats need to be considered if one wants to understand the outcome of 

a political process (Hartlapp, Metz, and Rauh 2012, 427f.). 

This is all the more an important question for political processes which require intensive co-

ordination and preparation, such as in intergovernmental relations (IGR). There is evidence 

that during these processes of coordination and negotiation among several governments with-

in multilevel states, public administrations and ministerial bureaucrats are strongly involved 

(Johns, O'Reilly, and Inwood 2007; Hegele 2017). We however lack knowledge about how 

civil servants conduct these processes. Which bureaucrats are more powerful and exert more 

influence on the final decision? Which power resources do bureaucrats possess when negoti-

ating in intergovernmental relations? Knowing more about the conduct of these processes by 

bureaucrats helps to better understand political processes and their outcomes.  

This contribution in the following will elaborate on the bureaucratic politics model and its 

applicability to IGR. Based on political science bargaining theory, it will then deduce hypoth-

eses about power and power resources of bureaucrats in IGR. To empirically test these hy-

potheses, the most likely case of the German Bundesrat and a novel network dataset on inter-

governmental relations among ministerial bureaucrats are used. The results show that domes-

tic and organizational factors which the bureaucrat represents in IGR are stronger power re-

sources than personal characteristics of the bureaucrat as such.  
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4.2 Theory and hypotheses 

4.2.1 Bureaucratic politics in IGR 
The bureaucratic politics model, also called governmental politics model (Allison and 

Halperin 1972; Allison and Zelikow 1999), offers the conceptual background against which 

this contribution analyses bureaucratic power. It argues that political decisions and actions of 

governments can only be understood if they are conceptualized as a result of the aggregate of 

individual decisions and actions by several actors within this government, namely bureau-

crats. A core assumption of the model is that bureaucrats within one government have differ-

ent preferences, objectives and goals, which stem from “various conceptions of national […], 

organizational, domestic and personal interest” (Allison and Halperin 1972, 43). At the very 

heart, these various conceptions originate from the high levels of delegation and specialization 

which are typical for modern governments (Bouckaert, Peters, and Verhoest 2010). Hence, 

actors ‘stand where they sit’ meaning that “an actor’s position in government (‘sit’) strongly 

impacts his or her policy stance (‘stand’) on an issue” (Brummer 2017, 274). These bureau-

crats with their varying preferences try to influence politicians in their decision-making. The 

bureaucrats thereby each want a decision which corresponds to their or their departments’ 

position to the most extent possible. Governmental decisions are thus the result of coordina-

tion and negotiation processes among bureaucrats trying to influence political decision-

makers (Allison and Halperin 1972, 42ff.; Frederickson et al. 2012, 49). The model clearly 

focuses our attention on the preferences of bureaucrats and the mechanisms through which 

these are aggregated into a governmental decision (Hartlapp, Metz, and Rauh 2012, 427). It 

thereby assumes that bureaucracies possess certain power resources which are distributed un-

evenly among the actors (Allison and Halperin 1972). Some bureaucrats have more or strong-

er power resources at their disposal than others and are thus more influential in the decision-

making process. Yet, only little is known about what these resources are and how they are 

distributed among bureaucrats.  

Classical accounts of bureaucratic politics are largely focused on the question of how much 

influence bureaucrats have on politicians. While this is certainly an important question, the 

bureaucratic politics model offers more potential. Based on it, we cannot only ask about the 

power resources of the bureaucracy vis-à-vis politicians, but also about the power resources 

which one bureaucratic actor has vis-à-vis another. In its classical account, decisions are taken 

in a certain way because a certain department had more power and influence during the deci-

sion-making process than another department. Hence the question arises why are some bu-
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reaucrats or departments more powerful than others and can better influence decisions? 

Which power resources make them more influential than others? 

Public administration scholarship has for decades been concerned with the effects of diverse 

preferences among bureaucrats mainly in research on specialization and coordination. Schol-

ars have analysed coordination processes and tried to explain or offer solutions for coordina-

tion problems such as contradictory policies or gridlock (Bouckaert, Peters, and Verhoest 

2010; Peters 2015). Thereby, departmental interests have repeatedly been viewed negatively, 

silo mentalities or turf are argued to hinder interdepartmental collaboration (Bardach 1996; 

Page 2006). The examples researched in this tradition however are not representative of the 

whole space of political processes and decisions, but only the more obvious ‘tip of the ice-

berg’. Below these, in their regular day-to-day work, bureaucrats from different departments 

are engaged in manifold processes of coordination and negotiation with bureaucrats from oth-

er departments which actually lead to decisions. During these decision processes, ministerial 

bureaucrats also have diverse preferences. Based on these, they try to influence the final deci-

sion their department’s best interest. Joint decisions in the end will then be influenced to a 

higher or lower extent by bureaucrats from one or the other department, depending on their 

power resources. The aim of this paper is hence to theoretically develop and empirically test 

hypotheses on which power resources make one bureaucratic actor more powerful than anoth-

er during day-to-day decision-making processes. 

Furthermore, the bureaucratic politics model can contribute to explaining processes of admin-

istrative multilevel governance in general and not only foreign or security policy in an inter-

national perspective, for which it has been mostly used in the past. In international politics, 

two levels of governance exist where international actors “participate directly and meaning-

fully in [the] intra-national decision-making process before the national government has de-

cided on a policy”(Allison and Zelikow 1999, 260f. , italics in original). This means that joint 

decisions and actions by several governments are not the pure aggregate of each governments 

preferred option, but governments coordinate and negotiate prior and parallel to the intra-

governmental decision-making. This situation, however, is not unique to international rela-

tions but also applies to intergovernmental relations in multilevel systems. Joint actions or 

decisions by several governments within a federal state or multilevel system create a similar 

situation in which several jurisdictions interact prior and parallel to their intra-jurisdictional 

decision-making process. Thus, intergovernmental relations (IGR) are very likely to corre-

spond to the bureaucratic politics model. IGR are relations among the federal and sub-state 
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executives in a federal or multilevel system with the aim of exchanging best-practices and 

information, coordinating policies or resolving conflict (Poirier, Saunders, and Kincaid 2015). 

During IGR, joint decisions among several sub-state governments with or without the federal 

government are coordinated and taken. For that purpose, actors meet formally or contact each 

other informally in order to exchange information and negotiate joint decisions. 

Yet, IGR do not only consist of relations among politicians, but relations among public ad-

ministrations play a crucial role in facilitating IGR (Johns, O'Reilly, and Inwood 2007; 

Phillimore and Harwook 2015, 57; Hegele 2017). Organizationally, the federal as well as sub-

state governments in every multilevel system have created either separate departments for 

IGR, central units within the administration of the head of government or several units within 

the functional departments which are responsible for IGR in the specific policy field (Poirier 

and Saunders 2015, 446). In practical terms, when the political heads of the ministerial bu-

reaucracy change after elections, bureaucrats provide the consistent and continuing underlying 

structure of IGR. They “share information and work together on common problems and solu-

tions” (Morales and Marín 2015, 362) and thereby “guarantee daily operations” (Adam, 

Bergeron, and Bonnard 2015, 150f.). Especially in times of political confrontation or even 

gridlock, bureaucratic IGR “may help unblock or accelerate some files if the dialogue is con-

structive” (Adam, Bergeron, and Bonnard 2015, 151). In Spain for example, IGR on the bu-

reaucratic level are the only form of regular exchange among the autonomous communities 

horizontally, since rarely any political meetings take place (Morales and Marín 2015, 362). In 

federal sates as diverse as Australia and Germany, each prime ministers’ or sectoral ministers’ 

IGR meeting is supported and prepared by a number of working group meetings at the bu-

reaucratic level and finally a meeting of the respective administrative heads of the ministers’ 

departments (Phillimore and Harwook 2015; Hegele and Behnke 2017). Within these meet-

ings, bureaucrats “provide advice to ministerial councils, resolve issues at policy and strategic 

levels, and, in conjunction with the ministerial council secretariat, set the agenda for the next 

ministerial council meeting” (Phillimore and Harwook 2015, 57). Bureaucratic actors thus 

play a crucial role in facilitating and even substituting political IGR. 

When trying to understand or explain the outcome of IGR processes, not only the political but 

also the bureaucratic level needs to be considered more closely. How does the group or net-

work of ministerial bureaucrats from different federal and sub-state governments come to a 

joint decision in IGR? Which bureaucrats are more powerful and able to influence the final 
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decision to their best interest? Which power resources do the bureaucrats have at their dispos-

al in coordination and negotiation processes with their peers from the other jurisdictions? 

Power as a concept is defined in the bureaucratic politics model as „effective influence on 

government decisions and actions“ (Allison and Zelikow 1999, 300). Power thus is the ability 

of an actor to direct the decision-making process into the desired direction using the available 

means to achieve the actor’s preferred outcome (Schneider and Bailer 2002, 52). The means 

actors have at hand to achieve this are in the following called power resources. Power re-

sources are resources which the actor can make use of in order to direct the decision making 

process. These can be resources in the strictest sense, such as financial means, implicit re-

sources such as veto threats, but also personal characteristics such as experience. 

4.2.2 Power resources in bureaucratic IGR 
Beyond the question of bureaucratic influence on politicians which has been dealt with exten-

sively in public administration scholarship (e.g. Hood and Lodge 2006; Peters, Erkkilä, and 

Maravić 2016), political science has brought forth more general theories about power re-

sources of actors. Due to the structural similarity between the EU’s Council of Ministers ne-

gotiation and intergovernmental relations (Scharpf 1985; Poirier, Saunders, and Kincaid 

2015), this article applies and further develops the theoretical assumptions by Bailer (2010) 

and Tallberg (2008) for the EU Council of Ministers to intergovernmental relations in multi-

level states in general. According to these accounts, the most prominent and established pow-

er resources of actors are voting power, economic power, institutional power and domestic 

constraint. Furthermore, the authors found initial evidence that party politics and personal 

experience might be two further power resources (Tallberg 2008; Bailer 2010). The present 

contribution will thus be the first to test all these possible power resources under a combined 

framework and with a coherent empirical dataset.  

The bureaucratic politics model assumes that “organizational, domestic and personal interest” 

(Allison and Halperin 1972, 43) have an effect on the actor’s stand. This trichotomy is also 

reflected in the power resources. Experience, operationalized in the following as years of 

working time and educational background, are personal power resources which are based on 

the individual bureaucrats’ background. Additionally, when carrying out IGR, the bureaucrats 

act in the name of their organization, i.e. their department. The departments as such are re-

sponsible for a certain policy area and are headed by a minister with a certain political party 

affiliation. When coordinating and negotiating with other actors, the bureaucrats are repre-

sentatives of these organizations and their interests (Allison and Zelikow 1999, 256). Thus, 
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they can also make use of organizational power resources, such as institutional and economic 

power as well as party politics. Similarly, in their dealing with bureaucrats from other juris-

dictions, they are representatives of their own jurisdiction and its interests. In this, they can 

make use of the classical domestic or jurisdictional power resources voting power and domes-

tic constraint, but institutional and economic power as well as party politics can also be juris-

dictional power resources. 

Voting power as a power resource assumes that the more votes an actor represents, the more 

powerful this actor is because his or her voting choices carry more weight than those of actors 

with fewer votes. Additionally, decisions often cannot be taken without agreement of at least 

some of the actors with a higher number of votes. Furthermore, the fewer partners are needed 

to form a winning coalition the higher their number of votes, and hence fewer concessions are 

to be made (Tallberg 2008, 694; Bailer 2010, 745). In IGR, this argument of course only 

holds for majority voting situations with weighted votes.  

H1: The higher the number of votes a bureaucrat represents in a majority voting situa-

tion with weighted votes, the more powerful the actor is in IGR. 

Economic or financial power 21 is regarded as a power resource because joint decisions of-

ten have financial consequences which need to be distributed among the participating actors. 

Hence, the support by actors with more financial resources is necessary in order to make the 

decision meaningful and its implementation realistic. 

H2a: Bureaucrats representing richer jurisdictions are more powerful in IGR than 

those from poorer jurisdictions.  

On an organizational level, the ministries of finance can be assumed to be more powerful than 

the other departments within the jurisdiction because they play an important role in allocating 

resources among ministries and need to agree on any additional investments and long-term 

expenditures (Heller 2015).  

H2b: Bureaucrats representing the departments of finance are more powerful in IGR 

than bureaucrats from other departments. 

Institutional power is “the ability to exit, veto and set institutional agendas” (Bailer 2010, 

746). Veto and exit rights bring the threat of leaving IGR processes and thus have a higher 
                                                 
21 In IR and EU studies this is called economic size. It is argued that stronger states “possess a more important 
position in international economic networks […] and have the latent power of blocking trade” (Bailer 2010). In 
federal states however, the more important aspect is the (co-)financing of joint projects or implementation costs. 
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probability of creating concessions from the other actors. These resources are however dis-

tributed equally among the actors and only used rarely (for EU council negotiations see 

Tallberg 2008, 694). Agenda setting is likely to be an important power resource. Agenda set-

ters usually have an information advantage and control the procedures through their “respon-

sibility to manage the agenda, broker agreements and represent the decision body vis-à-vis 

third parties” (Tallberg 2008, 696). Hence, they can be assumed to be more powerful in IGR. 

H3a: Bureaucrats representing the agenda setting department or jurisdiction are more 

powerful in IGR than bureaucrats from the other departments or jurisdictions. 

Additionally, the core executives, i.e. the administrations of the head of government, have 

agenda setting power within their jurisdiction and thus can be expected to be more powerful 

(Peters, Rhodes, and Wright 2003; Dahlström, Peters, and Pierre 2011). 

H3b: Bureaucrats representing the head of government are more powerful in IGR 

than bureaucrats form the functional departments. 

Reflecting on agenda-setting and veto power in IGR, the role of the federal level vis-à-vis the 

sub-states comes to mind. In most federal states, the federal government has a prominent posi-

tion. It can put issues on the IGR or public agenda and very often its agreement or support is 

needed for a decision to be ratified or implemented successfully. This is especially the case 

when intergovernmental negotiations are about issues in federal legislation or about constitu-

tional change. But also when topics of sub-state legislation are on the agenda, often the feder-

al state is asked to assist in implementation or co-financing (Hegele and Behnke 2013). 

Hence, it can be assumed that federal level actors are more powerful because they can delay 

or prevent the process. 

H3c: Bureaucrats representing the federal government are more powerful in IGR than 

bureaucrats from the sub-state governments.  

Domestic constraint is assumed to be a power resource in two-level games in international as 

well as in intergovernmental relations. The general argument is that if actors are constraint in 

their leeway of action at the second (international or intergovernmental) level by actors at the 

first (domestic or jurisdictional) level, this makes them more powerful because the other in-

ternational actors would need to make bigger concessions to get their support or agreement 

(Putnam 1988). “[N]egotiators can use their small domestic win-set to gain concessions from 

their negotiation partners” (Bailer 2010, 747). In bureaucratic IGR, the win-set of an actor can 
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be limited by the other bureaucrats and departments within its jurisdiction or, in cases of coa-

lition governments, by the coalition partner.  

In IGR, several departments of each jurisdiction are involved in coordinating and negotiating 

decisions. These departments can either choose to pursue their interests individually or to co-

ordinate amongst each other. If they choose to coordinate internally, it is very likely that the 

result will be an interdepartmental or jurisdictional position. According to the domestic con-

straint argument, this strategy actually would give them more power in IGR because they can 

credibly argue that they cannot deviate from this position and their coordination partner would 

need to make concessions in order to find an agreement or compromise. 

H4a: The bureaucrats representing a jurisdiction where the departments are closely 

related are more powerful than bureaucrats from les closely related jurisdictions. 

In coalition governments, the coalition partners could mutually decrease each other’s leeway 

of action on the intergovernmental level. Assuming that IGR decision in the end need the 

agreement of both coalition partners, this mutual decrease of leeway is the more likely, the 

higher the ideological distance between the coalition partners. Coalition partners with a high 

ideological distance have a lower overlap of win-sets and thus a less flexible common posi-

tion which they can use to gain concessions from the other IGR actors. 

H4b: Bureaucrats representing a jurisdiction where the coalition partners have a high 

ideological distance are more powerful than bureaucrats from less ideologically dis-

tant coalition governments. 

IGR in federal states are the ideal unit of analysis to study party politics on an equal footing 

with other power resources. In federal states, clearly defined party families and at least some 

state-wide parties exists and are involved in IGR (Bolleyer, Swenden, and McEwen 2014b) 

while in the study of EU and international relations, party families are more vague and parties 

and elections are still based on the national state level (Bailer 2010). The affiliation to a party 

family constitutes an organizational interest of the ministry through its minister, which the 

bureaucrat anticipates and represents in IGR in the sense of functional politicization 

(Schwanke and Ebinger 2006). Assuming that actors affiliated to the same political party fam-

ily share some ideological viewpoint, the number of political party peers involved in the nego-

tiation process could be a power resource.  
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H5a: Bureaucrats representing coalition partners with higher numbers of political 

party peers are more powerful than bureaucrats with lower numbers of peers. 

Furthermore, congruence of government composition has been argued to be an important fac-

tor in IGR (Bolleyer, Swenden, and McEwen 2014b). Due to the prominent role of the federal 

state in many IGR processes, congruence of government composition with the federal level 

could be a power resource.  

H5b: Bureaucrats representing a government which is congruent with the federal gov-

ernment are more powerful in IGR than bureaucrats from incongruent governments. 

Moving now to the power resources of the individual actors, experience can be expected to 

matter (Tallberg 2008, 698f.; Bailer 2010, 746). The longer an actor is involved in IGR, the 

more experience (s)he has. Experienced actors can be an important source of information be-

cause they were involved in prior processes and might know more about the subject than is 

written down in any document. Furthermore, they also know the other actors and possibly 

their negotiation behaviour. Additionally, with growing experience, actors might have devel-

oped negotiation strategies which prove more successful. Experience as a power resource 

might even be more important for bureaucrats than for politicians because they usually stay 

longer in their position. 

H6a: The more years of experience bureaucrats have, the more powerful they are in 

IGR. 

Related to this, education could have an effect on how bureaucrats behave and which strate-

gies they choose in coordination and negotiation processes (Bailer 2010, 746). Tallberg (2008, 

701) argues that different forms of education might lead to different forms of expertise (con-

tent-technical, process-legal, preference information-political) but does not formulate any 

hypothesis about which of these is the most effective power resources. Having power on the 

decision to be taken by directing the coordination and negotiation process in a favourable di-

rection goes beyond any technical knowledge or legal rule, but requires political skills and 

finesse. Based on these considerations, it can be expected that bureaucrats with an infor-

mation-political expertise gained from a political education are more powerful than bureau-

crats in possession of a content-technical expertise gained from technical education or pro-

cess-legal expertise gained from legal education. 
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H6b: Bureaucrats with information-political expertise are more powerful in IGR than 

bureaucrats with process-legal or content-technical expertise. 

 

4.3 The case of Intergovernmental Relations in the German Bundesrat 
In order to test new theories or new realms of applications of a theory, most-likely cases are 

the appropriate choice because the theoretically expected phenomenon is most likely to be 

present there. If it is not, the theory is unlikely to apply to other, less likely cases (Rohlfing 

2012, 84). The German case is a most-likely case for the analysis of power and power re-

sources in bureaucratic IGR because the German ministerial bureaucracy is regarded as one of 

the most powerful in comparative perspective (Schnapp 2004) and it has one of the most 

elaborate and stable systems of bureaucratic IGR. 

The German ministerial bureaucracy plays a crucial role in policy formulation and decision-

making. Policy initiatives are developed and formulated at the lowest hierarchical level, in the 

sections (Referate) by ministerial bureaucrats. They also coordinate and negotiate proposals 

with other actors inside the bureaucracy at all levels of the ministerial hierarchy with the aim 

of including all relevant aspects and interests at an early stage in order to avoid conflict within 

government at a later stage (Mayntz and Scharpf 1975, 67-76; Page 2012). When it comes to 

intergovernmental coordination, the ministerial bureaucracy plays a similar role in develop-

ing, formulating and coordinating policy with their counterparts from the other sub-states and 

the federal state. In this respect, Wagener (1979) described the “brotherhood of experts” 

(Fachbruderschaften), a vast network of IGR among bureaucrats from the federal state and 

the sub-states working within one sector.  

The Germany system of IGR is one of the most institutionalized and stable system of IGR 

consisting of the Bundesrat and several ministerial conferences (Auel 2014; Lhotta and 

Blumenthal 2015; Hegele and Behnke 2017). The ministerial conferences are voluntary meet-

ings of the sub-state governments with the aim of exchanging information and coordinating 

amongst each other and with the federal government. The Bundesrat is a constitutional organ, 

the second chamber through which the sub-states’ governments directly participate in federal 

legislation and represent the interests of their sub-state in federal decision-making. While the 

choice of dealing with one topic either in the ministerial conferences or the Bundesrat is part-

ly determined by the constitutional division of competences between the levels of government 

and partly by strategic considerations, the two arenas follow quite similar logics of organiza-
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tion and coordination (Hegele and Behnke 2017). Since the Bundesrat is more institutional-

ized and meets more regularly than the ministerial conferences, it is chosen as the case for 

analysis here. 

The Bundesrat is the German second chamber through which the Länder governments direct-

ly participate in federal legislation (Art. 50 Basic Law). The Bundesrat holds important veto 

rights in federal legislation. When the administrative power of the Länder and their finances 

are affected as well as for constitutional changes, the consent of the (qualified) majority of the 

votes in the Bundesrat is even mandatory for ratification (Art. 52, 77 Basic Law). The Bun-

desrat thus holds an absolute veto in these cases which constitute up to 40% of federal legisla-

tion.22 In all other cases, it can call a mediation committee and has at least a suspensive veto 

that can severely delay the process but be overruled with a Bundestag majority (Art. 77 Basic 

Law). Additionally, the Bundesrat itself can initiate federal law (Art. 76 (1) Basic Law). The 

Länder in the Bundesrat have three to six votes, depending on their population. These votes 

need to be cast uniformly by each Land; separation of votes is not possible, and abstentions 

are equal to “no” votes (Art. 51 Basic Law).  

In order to prepare the Bundesrat sessions and decisions, a vast bureaucratic apparatus has 

been set up. Within each department of the federal state and each sub-state, a section or staff 

unit is responsible for the preparation of Bundesrat matters when the department is involved. 

Additionally, there exists a section in each government chancellery, at both levels of govern-

ment (Bundeskanzleramt, Staats- und Senatskanzleien), which is responsible for the coordina-

tion of these department sections in order to come to a joint Land position. To coordinate 

Bundesrat matters with the other Länder and the federal state, a special division of the gov-

ernment chancellery called Land representation (Landesvertretung) is stationed directly in the 

capital Berlin (Schrenk 2010). All these ministerial bureaucrats are by no means politicians or 

political appointees but usually career civil servants staying in this coordination position even 

when the party composition of the government changes. 

These bureaucrats meet repeatedly in a recurring three-week sequence in order to prepare 

Bundesrat decisions (Schrenk 2010). In the first week, the committees of the Bundesrat meet. 

There are sixteen Bundesrat committees, organized around policy sectors and roughly mirror-

ing the layout of the federal ministries. The committees are staffed with the bureaucrats from 

the departments or Land representations responsible for the Bundesrat (Sturm and Müller 
                                                 
22 This is the case since the reform of the federal system in 2006. Before the reform, 50-60 percent of the drafts 
needed the consent of the second chamber. See: http://www.Bundesrat.de/DE/dokumente/statistik/statistik-
node.html, 21.07.2017. 
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2013). The bureaucrats in these committees give recommendations of approval, change or 

dismissal of the motion to the plenary of the Bundesrat from the viewpoint of their depart-

ment. In the second week, the coordination week, the results of the committee discussions are 

further analyzed and coordinated. If agreement was not reached within the committee or if a 

motion was discussed in several committees, the Länder engage in intensive coordination and 

try to find compromise or allies in order to win a majority in the Bundesrat plenary. In the 

third week, final coordination and the plenary voting take place. During these formal and in-

formal meetings, the bureaucrats discuss the topics of the upcoming agenda, exchange infor-

mation, coordinate and even pre-negotiate final decisions. These regular meetings follow sec-

toral, party political or territorial logics (Hegele 2017). Hence, in the sense of bureaucratic 

politics, they try to influence or negotiate political decisions and thereby stand where they sit, 

i.e. take into account their personal, organizational and domestic location within the system. 

Allison and Zelikow (1999, 256) already argue that the bureaucratic politics model is not 

unique to the American system and Hartlapp, Metz, and Rauh (2012) have demonstrated that 

it is not limited to foreign policy. The applicability of the bureaucratic politics to the German 

case has further convincingly been argued by Brummer (2017). In an organizational perspec-

tive, the German ministerial bureaucracies enjoy the privilege and responsibility to make poli-

cy within their respective policy field (Ressortprinzip, GG Art. 65). Based on this, they devel-

op differing organizational interests. Furthermore, government decisions are the result of co-

ordination and negotiation processes among ministers and their bureaucracies (Kabinettsprin-

zip, GG Art. 65) where they repeatedly use theses organizational interests as arguments in 

intra- as well as intergovernmental coordination processes. These two principles also apply to 

the Bundesrat procedure. Until the end of the committee week, decisions are only taken by the 

responsible departments. Thereafter and in cases of conflict, the cabinet decides on how to 

vote in the Bundesrat. Furthermore, the bargaining power resources approach has been used 

to analyse the behaviour of sub-states in the Bundesrat (Pitlik, Schmid, and Strotmann 2001) 

but not been operationalized for public administrations so far. 

4.4 Research Design and Operationalization 
The research question of which power resources bureaucracies possess in bureaucratic IGR 

will be answered using a y-centred, quantitative research design where several factors which 

potentially contribute to explaining who is most powerful will be tested within a multiple re-

gression model. The dependent variable, power in bureaucratic IGR, will be operationalized 

with the centrality concept of social network analysis. Using social network analysis to re-
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search power is an appropriate tool because power as such is relational (McClurg and Young 

2011, 39). Power was defined above as the ability of an actor to direct the decision-making 

process into the desired direction which can be achieved by communicating with other actors 

during the process. Furthermore, network data of communication relations is genuine process 

data which is able to overcome some of the well-known problems of the analysis of negotia-

tions and power, namely “the secrecy of negotiations and a subsequent lack of data” (Bailer 

2010, 751) as well as the “difficulties of conducting research on a political body that convenes 

behind closed doors, whose proceedings are undocumented and whose participants are unusu-

ally hard to gain access to” (Tallberg 2008, 686). In empirical studies, these problems are 

usually addressed by approximating the power of actors during negotiation processes by com-

paring initial positions of actors and final outcomes of negotiations. This approach however 

has attracted considerable criticism for various reasons (Bailer 2010). First, initial positions 

can already be the result of strategic actions of the actors (Coddington 1968). In anticipation 

of a certain outcome, the actors could strategically take more moderate or more extreme posi-

tions in order be able to claim that either they have succeeded in influencing the outcome or 

have adequately represented the extreme interests of their constituencies. Second, the content 

of outcomes or packages of outcomes cannot always be brought into a clear order and hence 

measuring which actor has achieved what and how much of it is inherently difficult (Snyder 

and Diesing 1977, 341ff.). Third, these approaches do not systematically account for the pro-

cess character of coordination and negotiation and thus are unable of capturing what is going 

on during the process. Using network data on the coordination and negotiation process can 

help overcome these problems by providing information on the actual conduct of negotiations.  

4.4.1 The network dataset 
The network dataset was collected by the author in a standardized online survey among the 

Länder government actors in Germany from August to November 2015. The survey was sent 

out to all 171 ministerial bureaucracies of all the Länder.23 This time point was chosen to 

avoid during data collection a switch of the Bundesrat presidency which takes place in No-

vember. Furthermore, no federal or Land elections fall into the survey period; thus the com-

position of the Bundesrat is stable. Respondents were asked about their direct coordination 

partners during the preparation of Bundesrat decisions. Showing to the respondents a list of 

possible contact partners by position (not by name), they were asked ‘Please indicate, with 

whom of the following actors you have contact during the preparation of the Bundesrat.’ In 

order to stimulate a similar understanding of coordination contacts across respondents, they 

                                                 
23 Government chancelleries, Land Representations and sectoral departments in autumn 2015. 
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were given a definition at the beginning of the survey: ‘By coordination contacts, we mean 

communication very broadly which: a) takes place in preparation of Bundesrat meetings, b) 

consists of routinized multi-actor or bilateral communication, c) can take several forms such 

as personal meetings, the exchange of calls, text messages, social media or emails.’ Further-

more, it was acknowledged that ‘With whom you coordinate of course depends on the current 

agenda. For this reason, please try to indicate the relevant contacts which you had during the 

last year.’ In a second step they were presented with a table of the chosen actors and asked: 

‘You have indicated that you have contact to the following actors. With whom of these actors 

do you pre-negotiate final decisions?’. Thus, data for two networks was collected: a network 

of information exchange and a network of negotiation. The relations reported can be inter-

preted as a mean value of typical information exchange and negotiation contacts over the last 

year. If respondents have not indicated a contact with another actor, this either means that no 

contact takes place or that it is not relevant to the actor. All sixteen German sub-states partici-

pated in the survey with a response rate of 65% (112 out of 171), without any systematic 

missings occurring. A further analysis of the dataset as well as the non-response analysis is 

described elsewhere (Hegele 2017). 

4.4.2 Measuring power in social networks 
In social network analysis, centrality is repeatedly used as operationalization and measure-

ment for concepts such as “power”, “(structural) importance”, “strategic significance” and 

“importance of prominence” (Hanneman and Riddle 2005; Henning 2009; Wasserman and 

Faust 2009, 169; Scott 2013, 83). Centrality in the network theoretically indicates that actors 

have a pronounced position in the network. In the quest of adequately conceptualizing and 

measuring centrality, various concepts have been brought forward. With special attention to 

communication relations, three measures are particularly pronounced. Degree centrality is the 

most direct measure and refers to actors who are connected to a high number of other actors 

and hence are powerful because they have access to these actors and can use this access to 

direct the decision-making process, which is also conceptualized as activity by Freeman 

(1978, 221). An actor has a high closeness centrality if (s)he has a small distance to the other 

actors in the network and hence is powerful because (s)he can reach a lot of actors more easi-

ly, which is associated with efficiency (Freeman 1978, 225). An actor with high betweenness 

centrality can be considered powerful because (s)he is able to control the relations between 

two other actors (Freeman 1978, 224). These three measures capture three theoretically dis-

tinct notions of centrality and power and hence need to be chosen based on theoretical consid-

erations. 
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Power is measured here using indegree centrality which measures centrality based on the in-

coming communication relations of an actor. Incoming in this research design refers to rela-

tions with one actor which have been reported by other actors. Indegree centrality is chosen 

due to theoretical considerations as well as in consideration of the data generating process. 

Theoretically, a high number of incoming communication ties, which are reported by the oth-

er actors, indicates that these other actors perceive the contact to the actor of interest as rele-

vant in the coordination process, at least relevant enough to report it. If many actors report 

that they are in contact with one and the same actor, it can be reasonably assumed that this 

actor is powerful. In the network of information exchange, a high indegree centrality means 

that this actor is powerful because (s)he is in possession of more information from different 

sources and can potentially also control who gets which information by providing or retaining 

this or that piece of information. In the negotiation network, high indegree centrality indicates 

power because actors with a high number of negotiation relations can influence several pro-

cesses of finding agreement and compromise. Additionally, they usually have various options 

for compromise among which they can choose the one most profitable for them. Furthermore, 

from the viewpoint of the data generating process, indegree centrality is less prone to manipu-

lation by the actors. First, while the reporting of outdegree centrality can be manipulated by 

an actor in the attempt to make one look more powerful than one actually is, this is not possi-

ble for indegree centrality because it relies on the information provided by others. Second, the 

response rate of the survey is 65% meaning that 35% have an outdegree value of zero because 

they did not report any contacts but could be named by the other actors as contacts. Using 

degree, betweenness or closeness centrality as well as outdegree centrality measures would all 

lead to biased measurement due to these non-respondents with systematically lower or zero 

values, which indegree does not. 

The information exchange network consists of 186 actors, 171 sub-state and 15 federal bu-

reaucrats, and 2414 reported relations (Table 9). 37% of the relations between two actors are 

reciprocal. The distribution of indegree centrality varies from at least one contact to at most 

28 contacts with a mean and median of 13 contacts. The negotiation network consists of 183 

actors, 171 sub-state and 1224 federal bureaucrats, and 1329 reported relations from which 

26% are reciprocal. The actors have at least 1 and at most 18 contacts with a mean and medi-

                                                 
24 The three missing bureaucrats from the federal level are from the departments of the exterior, defense and 
economic cooperation. Bureaucrats from these three departments are only involved in information exchange 
processes and not in negotiations in the Bundesrat because these topics are not discussed in the Bundesrat and 
are exclusive competences of the federal level. 
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an of 7. Thus, actors exchange information with a higher number of actors than they negotiate 

with. In both networks, the indegree distribution approximates a normal distribution.  

 

Table 9: Descriptive statistics of the Networks 

Network Information Exchange Network Negotiation Network 

Number of actors 186 183 

Number of relations 2414 1329 

Edgewise reciprocity 37% 26% 

Min. indegree centrality 1 1 

Max. indegree centrality 28 18 

Mean indegree centrality 13 7 

Indegree distribution                          

Source: own compilation. 

 

4.4.3 Operationalizing negotiation power resources 
The independent variables need to be operationalized for the application in the German con-

text (see Table 10; Table 11 provides the descriptive statistics for these variables). Voting 

power as a power resource might be relevant in the German Bundesrat because decisions are 

taken by majority vote with votes weighted according to the number of inhabitants, ranging 

from 3 to 6. Even though in negotiations among bureaucrats in the Bundesrat committees 

these voting rules do not apply in the same way (Sturm and Müller 2013), it can reasonably be 

assumed that the rules of the final decision-making situation cast their shadow upon bureau-

cratic IGR in this respect. Hence voting power will be included as a numerical variable.  

In terms of financial power, the financial resources of the German sub-states vary. Generally, 

the German federal fiscal equalization scheme is oriented towards solidarity (Behnke 2013) 

and thus levels differences in the financial endowment by redistributing resources among sub-

states. This system, however, creates a group of net-contributors with higher financial re-

sources and net-beneficiaries with lower financial resources, the former being potentially 

more powerful. This is included in the model as a dummy variable, 1 for the net-contributors. 

Furthermore, a dummy variable taking the value of 1 for the ministries of finance is included.   
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Table 10: Independent variables and their operationalization 

Coordination 

resource 

Conceptualization Operationalization Data source 

Voting power Number of votes in the 

Bundesrat 

Number of votes as Numerical 

variable 

Bundesrat 25  

 

Financial pow-

er 

Net-contributor 

 

 

Finance ministries 

Dummy, 1 for net-contributor  

 

 

Dummy, 1 for finance ministry 

German federal ministry of 

finance, financial equaliza-

tion data from 201526  

As indicated in survey 

Institutional 

power 

Bundesrat presidency 

 

Government chancellery 

 

Federal level 

Dummy, 1 for presidency 

 

Dummy, 1 for government 

chancellery 

Dummy, 1 for federal level 

Printed matter of the Bundes-

rat 452/14. 

As indicated in survey 

 

As indicated in survey 

Domestic con-

straint 

Density of intra-

governmental network 

 

Ideological distance of 

parties in government 

Numerical, standardized densi-

ty of the intra-governmental 

network 

Numerical variable, distance 

between parties 

Calculated based on survey 

data 

 

Bräuninger and Debus 

(2011), Appendix B, left-

right scores, absolute differ-

ence 

Party politics Party congruence with 

federal level  

No. of party peers  

Party of the Minister 

 

Dummy, 1 for full congruence 

 

Numerical  

Dummies: CDU/ CSU 

(beaseline), SPD, Greens, Left 

Homepages Bundesrat, fed-

eral and sub-state govern-

ments 

Experience Experience in multi-level 

coordination (in years) 

Education  

Numerical variable 

 

Dummies: law, politics or pub-

lic administration, others (base-

line) 

As indicated in survey 

 

As indicated in survey 

Source: own compilation. 

 

                                                 
25 http://www.bundesrat.de/DE/bundesrat/verteilung/verteilung-node.html, last access 02.08.2017. 
26 http://www.bundesfinanzministerium.de/Content/DE/Monatsberichte/2016/03/Inhalte/Kapitel-3-Analysen/3-3-
ergebnisse-des-laenderfinanzausgleichs-2015.html, last access 02.08.2017. The net-contributing Länder in 2015 
were Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria, Hesse and Hamburg. 
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Regarding institutional power resources, due to the majority voting rule, vetoes are not pos-

sible in the German Bundesrat. Similarly, there are no exit-options because the German Län-

der governments are automatically members of the Bundesrat. Even if they decide to abstain, 

it is be counted as ‘no vote’. The ability to set the agenda however might be important in 

Bundesrat negotiations. The presidency of the Bundesrat rotates among the Länder on a year-

ly basis in a fixed order from the most to the least populated Land.27 The Land that holds the 

presidency is responsible for organizing and preparing the plenary sessions, dealing with the 

committees, and contact with the federal government (Reuter 2007, 320). Additionally, each 

Bundesrat committee is also presided by one of the Länder (Printed matter of the Bundesrat 

452/14). This power resource might be even more pronounced during bureaucratic than politi-

cal IGR because many initiatives are first developed and formulated at the level of the bu-

reaucracy (Mayntz and Scharpf 1975). Additionally, the head of government of each Land can 

be assumed to have agenda setting power within the Länder based on his/her competence for 

determining the general policy guidelines (Richtlinienkompetenz). The government chancel-

leries are the bureaucratic body of the prime minister (Häußer 1995; Zerr 2006) and hence 

bureaucrats from these organizations are assumed to be more powerful in IGR processes. Fur-

thermore, the federal government might be more powerful in IGR in the Bundesrat even 

though it does not have any formal voting rights. During the legislative process, the German 

Bundestag in many instances does not need the consent of the Bundesrat for ratification and 

even if it does, in some cases it can overrule a rejection (Article 77 Basic Law). In the Ger-

man parliamentary system, the majority of the Bundestag usually supports the federal gov-

ernment. Hence while the Bundestag might therefore get a motion ratified against the Bundes-

rat’s majority will, the opposite is not true. This might make the federal government more 

powerful in IGR. These three institutional power resources are each included as dummy vari-

ables in the model. 

Domestic constraint as power resource will be operationalized in two ways. First, the density 

of the intragovernmental network in information exchange is used to measure the amount of 

exchange and coordination between the departments of one jurisdiction. A high density indi-

cates a higher amount of internal coordination. Due to the bias in the density measure result-

ing from varying non-response rates among the Länder, density values are standardized by the 

percentage of participating actors, assuming that the non-respondents would have in the mean 

reported the same amount of contacts than the respondents in each Land. Second, the distance 

between the coalition partners is measured based on the dataset on parties' policy positions 
                                                 
27 See http://www.bundesrat.de/DE/bundesrat/praesidium/praesidium-node.html. Last access 31.07.2017. 
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compiled by Bräuninger and Debus (2011) using the absolute left-right difference among the 

sub-state parties in government in autumn 2015. Since the distance is quite stable during the 

period investigated by the authors, it seems legitimate to use the late-2000’s data to approxi-

mate the distance in 2015.  

 

Table 11: Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables 

Variable min max median mean  sd 

No votes in Bundesrat 3 6 4 4.36 1.13 

Net-contributor 0 1 0 0.27 0.44 

Finance ministries 0 1 0 0.09 0.29 

Bundesrat presidency 0 1 0 0.10 0.30 

Government chancellery 0 1 0 0.09 0.29 

Federal level 0 1 0 0.08 0.27 

Density of intra-governmental network  (in %) 47 99 71 70.65 13.73 

Ideological distance of parties in government 2 325 159 128.22 102.65 

Party congruence with federal level 0 1 0 0.36 0.48 

No. of party peers 8 98 98 71.05 30.26 

Party of the Minister - CDU 0 1 0 0.29 0.45 

Party of the Minister – SPD 0 1 1 0.52 0.50 

Party of the Minister – Green 0 1 0 0.15 0.35 

Party of the Minister – Left 0 1 0 0.04 0.20 

Experience in multi-level coordination (in years) 1 43 6 8.72 7.65 

Education – law  0 1 1 0.52 0.50 

Education – politics & administration 0 1 0 0.27 0.44 

Source: own compilation. 
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In the German Bundesrat party politics matter (Lehmbruch 2000; Bräuninger, Gschwend, 

and Shikano 2010; Leunig and Träger 2014; Hegele 2017). Congruence with the federal level 

as power resource will be operationalized with a dummy variable taking on the value of 1 if 

the same parties constitute the sub-state government as the federal government. In autumn 

2015, the federal government is formed by a grand coalition of the Social and the Christian 

Democrats. Furthermore, the number of bureaucrats whose ministers are affiliated with the 

same party family will be included as a numerical variable. Due to a lack of research on party 

politics as power resource and as a control variable, the affiliation to the political parties is 

included in the model as well. It might be that some political parties are more powerful than 

others for reasons yet to determine. 

The experience and academic background of the actors was surveyed in the online question-

naire. In Germany, bureaucrats usually have an education in law (Derlien 2002) and thus rely 

mostly on process-legal expertise. Some bureaucrats have a background in political science or 

public administration and thus acquired an information-political expertise while others might 

have technical educational backgrounds and possess technical-content expertise. All in all, it 

can be expected that an education in law taught people to focus on formal rules and proce-

dures, while students of political science or public administration might be more aware of 

informal power and strategic considerations in negotiation situations. Hence, for the German 

case, it will be expected that an education in law or a technical background decreases while an 

education in politics or public administration increases the power of an actor. These will be 

included in the model as dummy variables, the ‘technical’ category serving as baseline. 

4.5 Empirical results 
To test the hypotheses, multiple regression analysis is performed. One set of models is calcu-

lated using the information exchange network and one using the negotiation network. Several 

different model specifications are calculated for each network (see Table 12 and Table 13). 

The two full models include each factor elaborated above. Due to the high multicollinearity 

between congruence with the federal level and number of party peers as well as political par-

ties, two separate models (a & b) are calculated containing each either of the party politics 

variables. Furthermore, two models (a & b) only including the domestic and organizational 

factors were estimated because excluding experience from the model increases the number of 

cases due to missing values of experience for the non-respondents of the survey. Finally, two 

federal models (a & b) are calculated including information on the contacts with federal gov-
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ernment bureaucrats. This further increases the number of cases, but only contains those fac-

tors which are available for the federal bureaucrats as well.  

In the information exchange network (Table 12) and the negotiation network (Table 13), insti-

tutional power resources, domestic constraints and party politics have a clear impact on pow-

er. Bureaucrats from the government chancellery are more central than the other bureaucrats. 

This institutional power resource on the organizational level has the strongest, significant 

and positive, effect on power which is also stable across model specifications and corresponds 

to the expectations. Bureaucrats from the government chancellery, i.e. the administrative or-

ganization of the head of government, are more powerful. The effects of the other two institu-

tional power resources are less clear. Bundesrat presidency has a positive effect as expected, 

yet it is not significant. Being from the federal level does not seem to have any clear effect on 

power in the information exchange network. In the negotiation network, bureaucrats from the 

federal level are clearly and significantly less powerful, which contradicts the initial expecta-

tion. Bureaucrats from the federal government are apparently included as actors among others 

when it comes to information exchange in the Bundesrat process, but are clearly left out when 

it comes to negotiating final position which takes place mostly among the sub-state actors 

themselves. 

The density of the intragovernmental network has a positive and stable, yet smaller effect on 

centrality in both networks, confirming the initial hypothesis on domestic constraints. The 

more connected the bureaucrats within one government are, the more powerful these actors 

are in intergovernmental relations. Hence, communicating with the other departments within 

the own jurisdiction makes the bureaucrats more powerful. The distance between the coalition 

partners on the other hand has a not stable negative effect on power. This contradicts the ini-

tial hypotheses as it indicates that governments with a lower distance between the coalition 

partners are more powerful. This could be explained by another mechanism, namely that bu-

reaucrats from governments where the coalition partners are ideologically closer to each other 

are better able to speak with one voice in IGR and thus can jointly pursue their interests.  
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Table 12: Determinants of Centrality in the Information Exchange Network 

 Full 
Model 
(a)  

Full 
Model 
(b) 

Domestic & 
Organization 
Model (a) 

Domestic & 
Organization 
Model (b) 

Federal 
Model 
(a) 

Federal 
Model 
(b) 

No. BR votes 0.451 0.510* 0.319 0.223   
 (0.320) (0.196) (0.422) (0.299)   
Net Contributor -0.262 -0.174 1.029 0.646   
 (1.046) (0.805) (1.005) (0.813)   
Finance Ministry 1.327 1.445 2.179 2.131 2.238* 2.313 
 (1.530) (1.598) (1.261) (1.376) (1.048) (1.199) 
BR Presidency 0.875 1.181 1.964 2.096*   
 (0.741) (0.704) (0.953) (0.853)   
Government Chancellery 4.251*** 4.441*** 5.253*** 5.357*** 5.831*** 6.124*** 

(0.960) (1.005) (0.852) (0.876) (0.866) (0.915) 
Federal Level     -1.097 0.148 
     (0.524) (0.504) 
Density intragovernmental 
network 

0.083** 0.064* 0.098** 0.0798*   
(0.0246) (0.028) (0.0271) (0.0305)   

Distance coalition parties -0.210 0.001 -0.572 -0.158   
(0.451) (0.439) (0.337) (0.338)   

Party Politics       
Party Congruence (fed.) -1.5530  -0.232    

(0.909)  (1.132)    
No. Party peers -0.0012  -0.0103  -0.0042  
 (0.0158)  (0.0116)  (0.0154)  
SPD  2.794**  1.784  2.560* 
  (0.883)  (0.852)  (0.876) 
Greens  3.550*  2.671  3.773** 
  (1.411)  (1.286)  (1.072) 
Left  5.329***  4.496***  5.898*** 
  (0.963)  (0.772)  (1.050) 
Experience       
Years in IGR  -0.0507 -0.0401     

(0.0436) (0.0416)     
Education Law -0.629 -0.635     
 (1.329) (1.323)     
Education Politics or Ad-
ministration 

0.123 0.370     
(1.420) (1.258)     

Participation in survey   1.184 1.227   
  (0.652) (0.676)   

N 103 103 160 160 186 186 
adj. R2 0.182 0.251 0.287 0.324 0.206 0.299 
Standard errors in parentheses 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Source: own compilation. 
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Table 13: Determinants of Centrality in the Negotiation Network 

 Full 
Model 
(a)  

Full 
Model 
(b) 

Domestic & 
Organization 
Model (a) 

Domestic & 
Organization 
Model (b) 

Federal 
Model 
(a) 

Federal 
Model 
(b) 

Voting Power       
No. BR votes 0.704* 0.540* 0.682** 0.526**   
 (0.288) (0.216) (0.174) (0.145)   
Net Contributor 2.629* 1.945 2.317** 1.682**   
 (1.188) (0.933) (0.644) (0.538)   
Finance Ministry 1.846 1.899 1.863 1.852 1.743* 1.831* 
 (1.224) (1.215) (0.888) (0.930) (0.732) (0.817) 
BR Presidency 1.129 1.201 1.133 1.181 1.129 1.201 
 (0.898) (0.936) (0.745) (0.701) (0.898) (0.936) 
Government Chancellery 4.555*** 4.673*** 4.921*** 5.000*** 5.090*** 5.327*** 

(0.705) (0.643) (0.652) (0.626) (0.589) (0.574) 
Federal Level     -2.756*** -2.131*** 
     (0.330) (0.306) 
Density intragovernmental 
network 

0.074* 0.0545* 0.0658*** 0.0525**   
(0.0265) (0.0209) (0.0140) (0.0136)   

Distance coalition parties -0.729 -0.273 -0.694** -0.286   
(0.409) (0.285) (0.227) (0.210)   

Party Politics       
Party Congruence (fed.) 0.174  0.488    

(0.899)  (0.598)    
No. Party peers -0.003  -0.0079  -0.008  
 (0.010)  (0.0064)  (0.006)  
SPD  1.474  0.826  1.029* 
  (0.688)  (0.695)  (0.480) 
Greens  2.110  1.570  2.469** 
  (1.290)  (1.152)  (0.737) 
Left  2.290**  1.881*  2.167* 
  (0.631)  (0.635)  (0.833) 
Experience       
Years in IGR  -0.015 -0.014     

(0.038) (0.036)     
Education Law -0.264 -0.480     
 (0.814) (0.748)     
Education Politics or Admin-
istration 

0.001 0.080     
(0.984) (0.918)     

Participation in survey   0.857 0.876   
  (0.441) (0.441)   

N 103 103 160 160 183 183 
adj. R2 0.309 0.339 0.428 0.440 0.387 0.433 
Standard errors in parentheses 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Source: own compilation. 
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Party politics indeed also are a power resource in IGR processes, as expected. However, it is 

not the number of party political peers which makes actors more powerful, neither in the in-

formation exchange nor the negotiation network. If anything, this effect is negative and very 

small. Similarly, congruence with the federal level cannot be considered as a power resource 

since the direction of its effect is not clear. However, the models show that in the information 

exchange and the negotiation network, especially the Lefts and Greens and to a lower extent 

the Social Democrats are more powerful compared to the Christian Democrats. The Lefts and 

the Greens are both not part of the federal government and in the Länder are usually the 

smaller coalition partners of the Social or Christian Democrats. This indicates that during IGR 

in the Bundesrat, the smaller parties are more powerful because their agreement is needed in 

order to find an intragovernmental decision and avoid the abstention of vote. This makes them 

strongly involved in the information exchange network and gives them power when it comes 

to negotiations.  

Voting power and financial power as power resources have an effect in the negotiation net-

work but not the information exchange network. This indicates that when it comes to deci-

sion-making, these two hard power resources are more important. In the negotiation network, 

voting power has a strong positive and significant effect as expected. Bureaucrats representing 

Länder with a higher number of votes are more central and powerful when it comes to negoti-

ations. Similarly, bureaucrats representing the net-contributors in the federal financial equali-

zation scheme are more powerful actors in negotiations confirming the expectation. The fi-

nancial ministries also seem to have a positive, yet not always significant, effect on power.  

Contrary to the expectations, experience does not have an effect on power. Years of experi-

ence in IGR if anything seems to have a negative effect which is ,however, small and not sig-

nificant. Having an education in law has a small negative and education in politics and public 

administration a rather small positive but also not significant effect on power, a tendency 

which corresponds to the initial expectations. 

4.6 Conclusion 
This study uses a novel dataset on German bureaucratic IGR in order to investigate the power 

resources of bureaucratic actors in IGR. Several hypotheses from political science bargaining 

theory are applied to bureaucratic negotiations and tested empirically. The results first con-

firm that bureaucrats from the German ministerial bureaucracy are strongly involved in the 

preparation and pre-negotiation of IGR decisions. Indeed, there exists a vast network of bu-

reaucratic IGR. These bureaucrats are to a different degree central and powerful to the process 
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of IGR. Some bureaucrats are at the centre of negotiations and contacted by more than 20 

other bureaucrats during the preparation and negotiation process. Others are more at the pe-

riphery of the process being contacted by less than 5 other actors.  

This variance can be explained, according to the bureaucratic politics model, by the position 

an actor takes in the ministerial bureaucracy. Bureaucrats representing the government chan-

cellery or certain political parties are more powerful in IGR. Furthermore, close contacts with 

the other bureaucrats from the own jurisdiction is also an important power resource. These 

effects all hold when it comes to the exchange of information and actual negotiations in IGR. 

Furthermore, in negotiations the hard power resources of voting and financial power make the 

bureaucrats representing them more powerful.  

In a broader theoretical perspective, this study has shown that bureaucrats in IGR possess var-

ying power resources which are rooted in jurisdictional and organizational factors. When ne-

gotiating with each other, the characteristics of the organization and the jurisdiction the bu-

reaucrats represents offer them power resources in order to influence IGR, even when politi-

cians are not directly involved. Evidence for personal factors such as experience as power 

resource could not be found. More than personal experience, the jurisdictional and organiza-

tional characteristics contribute to making bureaucrats more powerful in their dealing with 

each other. Thus, bureaucrats stand where they sit, and from this position varying potential 

emerges to influence the process of IGR. Thus, it could be demonstrated that the bureaucratic 

politics model does not only offer a theoretical framework to investigate the influence of bu-

reaucrats on politicians, but also to investigate the varying power which one bureaucrat has 

compared to another. This study thus made a first attempt into the investigation of power re-

sources of bureaucrats in a horizontal perspective and proposes a framework for analysis 

which is applicable to IGR in any multilevel state. While IGR in multilevel states significantly 

differ from each other, the hypotheses developed here are sufficiently broad and can be 

adapted to varying national and international contexts. Thus, they offer a theoretical frame-

work to investigate this aspect of bureaucratic IGR in a comparative perspective. 
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5 Horizontal Coordination in Cooperative Federalism: the Purpose of 

Ministerial Conferences in Germany 

5.1 Introduction  
Around the turn of the millennium, German federalism underwent an intense reform effort 

aimed at disentangling institutions and policy-making. A number of legislative powers were 

re-allocated to either the federal or the Länder level, thereby reducing the amount of laws 

requiring approval in the second chamber, the Bundesrat (Stecker 2016). The reform did not, 

however, change the cooperative nature of German federalism or its long established practice 

of coordinated law- and policy-making. Ten years on, the ideological pendulum has swung 

back, and the necessity of joint decision-making and close coordination between levels of 

government has been broadly accepted. The Länder are unable to decide and finance over-

arching tasks, such as social security or academic education, autonomously (Kropp and 

Behnke 2016); and even where autonomous decision-making is possible, the aim of securing 

comparable implementation of federal laws and uniform living standards across the territory 

deeply engrained in the German federal culture encourages cooperative solutions.  

Intergovernmental councils (IGCs) play an important role in this joint decision-making and 

voluntary cooperation. Germany has one of the most elaborate systems of IGCs among feder-

al countries in the world: 18 sectoral ministerial and one prime ministerial conferences as 

primarily horizontal coordination bodies complement the German Bundesrat as the paradig-

matic institution of shared rule and provide for smooth processes of intergovernmental nego-

tiation and decision. To date, there has, however, been little systematic research on the specif-

ic purpose that those ministerial conferences serve (but see Hegele and Behnke 2013; Auel 

2014). In particular, it is far from clear how influential the federal government is in those con-

ferences; how the conferences distinguish their dealings from Bundesrat proceedings; and 

how decisions taken in the conferences influence federal policy-making. While all ministerial 

conferences are used for influence, information and coordination, they display interesting var-

iation in their specific patterns of interaction. By comparing IGCs across different policy sec-

tors, it is possible to track determinants of those different patterns while holding the majority 

of possible confounding factors constant. This paper aims, first, at elucidating the nature and 

purpose of IGCs in the German federal system in general, and, second, at investigating varia-

tion of IGCs across policy sectors and its determinants. It thus enhances our understanding of 

the different purposes that IGCs serve, nationally and in comparative perspective. 
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In the next section, the framework for analysis is developed and the dependent variable in the 

analysis, the purpose of IGCs, is operationalized. Then two sets of variables are derived which 

might provide an explanation for variation in purpose across sectoral conferences. Those are 

the authority distribution in different policy sectors along the self-rule/ shared rule distinction; 

and the party political composition of conference members. After a description of the research 

design, the analysis proceeds in two steps. First, the German ministerial conferences are lo-

cated in the historic and institutional context of German federalism, deriving from this de-

scription a general evaluation of the purpose of German ministerial conferences. In this re-

spect, it is particularly important to understand the division of labour between the Bundesrat 

and the ministerial conferences, as the Bundesrat is a unique institution in federal systems. 

Second, different patterns of purpose in three sectoral conferences are displayed and the effect 

of the proposed explanatory variables is investigated. In the conclusion, the implication of our 

finding for the research and theory of intergovernmental councils are elaborated. 

5.2 Explaining varying purposes of intergovernmental councils 
Following Behnke and Mueller (2017) the purpose of IGCs is conceptualized two-

dimensionally. One dimension describes the direction of interaction: horizontal among the 

constituent units or vertical between the central government and the constituent units. Vertical 

relations can be either bottom-up, i.e. initiated by the sub-states or top-down, i.e. the federal 

level is the main driver of the relation. The second dimension describes the motivation of ac-

tors in the IGCs, of which four types have been identified: influence; autonomy (protection); 

coordination; and information. Within this framework, the purpose of a specific IGC can con-

sist of one motive, or a combination of several motives, in one or in both directions. By cate-

gorizing an IGC along those dimensions, a differentiated understanding of the actors that 

profit from an IGC is gained (which level of government dominates? are negotiations mainly 

bi- or multilateral?) and of its position in the vertical and horizontal distribution of power in 

the federal architecture. 

In Germany, the sectoral ministerial conferences display varying institutional settings and 

actor constellations, as will be elaborated below. In terms of the institutional setting, one im-

portant difference between conferences is the division of powers — whether the conferences 

deal with matters of self-rule or of shared rule. Thus, the institutional setting of an IGC is 

conceptualized as the distribution of authority in that specific policy sector. In terms of actor 

constellations, the party political composition of governments is a relevant factor in IGR, as 

research on the Bundesrat (e.g. Lehmbruch 2000; Leunig and Träger 2014) and comparative 
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research on intergovernmental arrangements more generally (e.g. Bolleyer 2011) have shown. 

Thus, the degree of preference overlap is conceptualized as the party political composition of 

an IGC. Indeed, different conferences in Germany represent varying distributions of authority 

along the self-rule/ shared rule dimension and expose varying patterns of preference overlap 

in their party political composition. 

This variation in the institutional setting as well as in actor constellations is assumed to shapes 

the purposes of different ministerial conferences in Germany in the policy sectors they repre-

sent.28 This assumption is in line with insights from (comparative) federalism research that 

multi-level coordination and IGR follow various patterns in different policy sectors (Wright 

1978, 293ff.). Cameron and Simeon (2002) show that important reforms as results of inter-

governmental negotiations followed different patterns in Canada: the internal trade agreement 

was initiated by the federal government, while the social union was a bottom-up initiative. 

Also Agranoff and Radin (2014) find different bargaining and negotiation settings in medical 

and educational policy. In particular, analyses of patterns of federal decision-making in Ger-

man federalism provide strong evidence for the assumption that IGR indeed differ across pol-

icy fields (Scheller and Schmid 2008; Detterbeck, Renzsch, and Schieren 2010; Radtke, 

Hustedt, and Klinnert 2016). This assumption is furthermore underpinned by policy research, 

where different types of policies are commonly distinguished according to their consequences 

for policy-making (see e.g. Windhoff-Héritier 1987, 21-41; John 2012, 10). 

5.2.1 Allocation of power: Self-rule and shared rule 
Self-rule and shared rule are notions used to describe and analyse the institutional set up and 

distribution of power within a federation. While the institutional approach has its merits and 

was used to create what is to date the most encompassing comparative database of federal 

states, the Regional Authority Index, or RAI (Marks, Hooghe, and Schakel 2008; Hooghe et 

al. 2016), there is reason to think that the RAI's emphasis on formal institutions is to the ne-

glect of relevant other aspects, such as informal processes and actors outside government 

(Mueller 2014). Furthermore, the RAI defines and operationalizes self-rule and shared rule at 

a high level of abstraction. The institutional features that are used as indicators, such as a re-

gional government's law making power disregard possible variation between policy sectors 

within one federation. By specifying self-rule and shared rule with the specific constitutional 

                                                 
28 We refer here to the notion of 'policy sectors' because we classify policies according to institutional structures 
that we find in departments, parliamentary committees or ministerial conferences (Pappi, König, and Knoke 
1995, 38). In this sense, the ministerial conference of the Interior, for example, is regarded as the institutionaliza-
tion of the policy sector of interior politics. 
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distribution of authorities and thus referring to policy sectors as a lower level of analysis, 

within-case variation can be taken into account.  

The distribution of authority is determined by constitutional provisions and varies across poli-

cy sectors. In Germany, most of the legislative powers are either assigned to the federal gov-

ernment or under concurrent legislation where "the Länder shall have power to legislate so 

long as and to the extent that the Federation has not exercised its legislative power" (article 72 

Basic Law). All remaining powers are subject to Länder legislation. While foreign policy is 

assigned to the federal government, policing, culture and education are assigned to the Länder 

(Scheller and Schmid 2008). Others again, such as environment or finances, are often subject 

to joint-decision making. This pattern of assignment indicates the areas of self-rule and shared 

rule. Self-rule means that one level of government is exclusively responsible for the legisla-

tion and execution of a policy, shared rule that the two levels of government co-legislate and/ 

or co-execute policies.  

Following from this conceptualization, it is expected that in areas of self-rule, the ministerial 

conferences focus primarily on information exchange, coordination and autonomy protection 

in a horizontal direction. Due to the claim for uniformity of living conditions, the Länder co-

operate even where in principle they could act autonomously. For example, they exchange 

information on legislative acts or best practice examples in implementation, and more gener-

ally coordinate their actions where they deem it useful. Furthermore, it is expected that IGC 

interaction takes a bottom-up direction when the Länder aim to protect their autonomy 

against federal encroachment. 

In areas of shared rule, an emphasis on coordination and influence in a vertical direction, 

both bottom-up and top down, is expected. In areas of shared rule, the two levels either co-

legislate or the federal government legislates and the Länder are responsible for implementa-

tion. Due to the cooperative nature of German federalism, the levels can be expected to coop-

erate closely. However, there are also instances of conflict and thus mutual efforts at influenc-

ing actors at the other level are expected. 

5.2.2 Preference overlap: Party political composition 
Party politics are an important factor in intergovernmental negotiations (Bolleyer 2011; 

Esselment 2013), as they create "ideological grouping and unit[e] interests" (Esselment 2013, 

720) among actors with similar ideological or party political affiliations. Party affiliation in an 

intergovernmental institution is thus an instance of preference overlap, with members of the 

same, or ideologically-close, party uniting their powers and aiming at influencing others. In 



The Purpose of Ministerial Conferences in Germany  101 

 

ministerial conferences, the degree of party political preference overlap can be relevant in two 

respects. On the one hand, a conference can have a hegemonic, dualistic or rather pluralist 

composition, which is likely to affect the chance for compromise in the conference. On the 

other hand, the degree of congruence of party political composition between a conference and 

the federal government is likely to affect the vertical relationship in terms of mutual influence 

or cooperation. 

The party political composition is determined by the aggregate effect of separate processes of 

portfolio allocation and coalition bargains in each Land.29 Some conferences, typically inter-

nal affairs, are composed primarily of members from the two big party families, Christian 

Democrats and Social Democrats, because those departments are generally given to the bigger 

parties in coalition negotiations. Other departments are typically allocated to smaller parties, 

because they represent a core ideological issue of relevance for the party profile, such as the 

environmental department for the Greens or the justice department for the liberals (Pappi, 

Schmitt, and Linhart 2008; Sieberer 2015). Those latter conferences have thus a broader party 

political composition than the former ones. 

In terms of motivation, when conferences are composed only of the two big parties, the strict 

ideological cleavage prevents substantive agreement or compromise. It is expected that those 

conferences mainly to serve exchange of information and mutual influence. In situations of 

broader party political composition, greater variation of positions on the ideological continu-

um offers opportunities for strategic alliances. A focus on coordination is thus expected. Re-

garding the direction of coordination, it is expect that the party congruence of the federal level 

and the ministerial conference is important.30 The stronger the party political congruence 

between a ministerial conference and the federal government, the more vertical interaction, 

both in bottom-up and top-down direction, can be expected. If the conference is composed 

broadly or dominated by parties in the federal opposition, horizontal interaction is expected to 

prevail. 

                                                 
29 The party political spectrum in Germany from the left to the right is as follows: a post-socialist left party (Die 
Linke – the Left); a left-liberal environmental party (Bündnis90/ Die Grünen – the Greens); a traditional social-
democratic people's party (SPD); a traditional conservative Christian-democratic party (CDU; complemented by 
its Bavarian 'sister party', the Christian Social Union CSU which, despite its name, is more right wing conserva-
tive than the CDU); the liberal party (FDP – the Free Democrats); and several right-wing and protest parties 
which played to date however no lasting and relevant role at federal level, among which most recently the anti-
European protest party Allianz für Deutschland (AFD – Alliance for Germany). These parties are in fact party 
families, i.e. an association of the federal and sub-state organizations (Detterbeck and Renzsch 2003).The Ger-
man party system hence is vertically integrated, even though there are tendencies towards regional differences 
(Detterbeck 2016), which however will be neglected in this analysis. 
30 This assumption is in line with the elaboration by León (this issue) on the effect of the party system on IGR in 
Spain. 
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5.3 Research Design, data collection and case selection 
Analytically, the paper aims first at describing and classifying the purpose of sectoral ministe-

rial conferences in Germany along the two-dimensional conceptualization of purpose; and 

second, at measuring and explaining variation in purpose across sectoral conferences. As the 

measurement of purpose requires an in-depth understanding of the processes and dynamics 

within a ministerial conference, a small-N comparative case study is the appropriate method. 

In this sense, the purpose of specific ministerial conferences is ‘measured’ in a qualitative–

interpretive manner based on evidence from expert interviews indicating a prevalence of cer-

tain directions and motivations over others. 13 expert interviews31 were conducted — person-

ally or by telephone — with civil servants in the higher ranks of the ministerial bureaucracy 

of the Länder and the federal government. Experts were selected based on their position — 

they all were indicated in the organizational charts of their departments as being responsible 

for the concomitant ministerial conference. They were asked in semi-structured interviews 

about the political role, working routines and interaction, and coordination patterns of their 

ministerial conference. Interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed with CAQDAS 

(atlas.ti) using topical coding (Hopf 2000). Interviews are numbered and listed in the appen-

dix indicating the institutional provenience of the experts as well as their position and the date 

of the interview (interviews 13-25 in appendix A2; interview guideline see appendix A3, sec-

ond part). 

We selected three conferences for in-depth investigation, thereby respecting variation along 

the self-rule/ shared rule as well as along the preference overlap dimension. Those are the 

ministerial conferences of the interior (IMK), of finance (FMK) and of the environment 

(UMK) (see Table 14 below). Financial and environmental policies as discussed in the FMK 

and UMK respectively are nearly exclusively matters of shared rule. In internal affairs in con-

trast, the Länder have a higher proportion of self-rule, especially when it comes to policing 

(Scheller and Schmid 2008). The party composition also varies between the conferences. 

While the departments of the interior, and to a lesser extent also the departments of finance, 

are usually held by the bigger coalition partners (CDU, SPD), the departments of the envi-

ronment very often go to the Greens (Pappi, Schmitt, and Linhart 2008). 

  

                                                 
31 These were complemented by further interviews with a broader focus as well as in-depth research and analysis 
of all available information on the ministerial conferences, from the literature and websites of the conferences. 
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Table 14: Variation across ministerial conferences 

 IMK FMK UMK 

Allocation of power Self-rule Shared rule Shared rule 

Party political composi-

tion* 

(CDU/SPD/Greens/Left) 

congruence with federal gov. 

(CDU/CSU and SPD) 

 

 

8/8/0/0 

Full 

 

 

5/7/3/1 

Partial 

 

 

5/4/10/0 

Low 

Foundation Date 1954 early 1950ies 1973 

Role of federal representa-

tive 

guest, no voting 

rights 

guest, no voting 

rights 

member with voting 

rights 

Frequency of meetings regular: 2 per year 

irregular topical 

meetings 

11 per year in Berlin, 

linked to meetings of 

the Bundesrat finance 

committee; 

one 'big' conference 

outside Berlin 

regular: 2 per year 

irregular topical 

meetings 

Decision rule Unanimity 

(dissenting opinions 

in protocol amend-

ments) 

plurality 

(before 1970: una-

nimity) 

Unanimity 

(usually with federal 

representative, oth-

erwise special 

clause32) 

*Date of measurement: autumn 2016 

Source: own compilation. 

 

The limited number of conferences under investigation precludes a systematic test of inde-

pendent variables. Instead, a ‘soft’ test of plausibility of the direction of the expected effects is 

conducted, without, however, inferring from our data any measure of strength or reliability. 

The expectation that the extent of self-rule and shared rule of a policy sector influences the 

purpose of the sectoral ministerial conferences will be supported if the IMK is oriented more 

towards horizontal coordination and autonomy protection than the UMK and the FMK. The 

preference overlap explanation will be supported if interaction in the FMK and the IMK is 

                                                 
32 This is called the 'Länder formula'. If a decision is only taken by the Länder, the wording of the resolution is 
'the environmental senators and ministers of the Länder have decided'. If unanimity is reached with the federal 
level, then the wording is 'the UMK has decided' (Interview 14 and 17). 
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more vertical than in the UMK and if the IMK (and to a lesser extent the FMK) are focusing 

on information exchange and influence while the UMK largely serves coordination. 

5.4 Ministerial Conferences in Germany 
A general overview of the federal architecture in Germany helps to understand the historical 

emergence, organization and set-up of the ministerial conferences. The specific role of minis-

terial conferences can, however, only be fully understood when seen in relation to the Bun-

desrat.  

5.4.1 German Federal Architecture  
German federalism is characterized by three adjectives: cooperative (Kropp 2010a); unitary 

(Hesse 1962; Lehmbruch 2002); and administrative (Hueglin and Fenna 2015) or executive. It 

is called ‘cooperative federalism’ due to the dense interrelationships and multiple instances of 

joint decision-making between levels of government — in legislation, planning, implementa-

tion and financing of policies (Scharpf, Reissert, and Schnabel 1976). The two levels of gov-

ernment are thus tightly coupled, although the Länder have comparatively high autonomy 

(own constitutions, independent legislative, administrative, fiscal and judicial competences; 

see Marks, Hooghe, and Schakel 2008). But more important than their self-rule are the unusu-

ally strong rights of shared rule of which they enjoy (approval laws, joint tasks, and joint tax-

es).  

It is called ‘unitary federalism’, because the formally strong rights of the Länder are hedged 

by a political culture giving high preference to federal unity and loyalty as well as uniform 

living conditions across the country. In this sense, throughout modern German history, the 

permanent tension between the desire to ensure uniform living conditions on the one hand and 

the claim of the Länder to regulate matters in their own territory according to regional prefer-

ences and exigencies on the other was resolved in favour of the principle of uniformity 

(Abromeit 1992). The Länder have — in the most part voluntarily —traded rights of self-rule 

for extended co-decision rights. 

The label of ‘administrative federalism’ emphasizes the functional division of labour between 

levels of government, where the Länder are primarily responsible for implementing laws and 

regulations, while the federal government is mainly responsible for legislation. And the term 

‘executive federalism’, finally, is owed to the strong role of the executives in intergovernmen-

tal relations and federal co-decision-making. The focus on unity across the territory, the high 

degree of joint decision-making in combination with the comparatively strong autonomy of 

16 Länder governments creates an unusually high need for coordination among the Länder. In 
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this complex multilevel system, the job of accomplishing coordination in everyday politics 

and of enabling effective policy-making is generally done by two major institutions of inter-

governmental relations — the Bundesrat and the ministerial conferences of the Länder. 

5.4.2 Ministerial Conferences in Germany 
The 18 ministerial conferences plus the prime ministerial conference in Germany are volun-

tary meetings between the members of Länder governments, some of them with participation 

of a federal representative. Most conferences were established after the Second World War in 

the early years of the Federal Republic of Germany (Kunze 1968). The oldest conferences 

were founded even before 1949 while the most recent was established in 2007. Although they 

have no constitutional foundation, they are firmly established and institutionalized with al-

most ritualized routines of preparing and conducting meetings.  

The prime ministerial conference deals primarily with matters requiring cross-sectoral coordi-

nation as well as matters of elevated political significance. The sectoral ministerial confer-

ences, in contrast, deal with policy specific matters requiring the expert knowledge of senior 

civil servants in the Länder departments (e.g. Benz, Detemple, and Heinz 2016 on the  

ministerial conference of culture). Their denominations correspond roughly with the titles of 

federal and Länder departments, so that every ministry is represented in at least one ministeri-

al conference. The conferences meet between one and four times a year.33 Political decisions 

are taken by the plenum of ministers, but the leading echelons of the ministerial bureaucracy 

play an important role in preparing and monitoring the conferences. The presidency typically 

rotates among the Länder in a one- or two-year cycle. Each conference has written standing 

orders and a secretariat. Some conferences have a permanent secretariat; in others the secre-

tariat rotates with the presidency. This working mode represents the principle of equality 

among the Länder, but results in a low degree of continuity. Decisions in the plenum are typi-

cally taken by unanimity rule, even though over time the prime ministerial conference (in 

2004) and some sectoral conferences introduced qualified majority voting requiring the con-

sent of 13 out of 16 Länder (Kropp 2010a, 136). Every Land has one vote, and indeed una-

nimity is often reached, which is also the explicit aim of the meetings (Gutekunst 1998, 4). If 

unanimity cannot be reached, either no resolution is taken, or a dissenting opinion is attached 

to the resolution. Resolutions are not legally binding. Rather, Länder governments are com-

mitted politically to decisions taken jointly at the conferences. 

                                                 
33 For a detailed account of the formal structure and working procedures of the ministerial conferences see 
(Hegele and Behnke 2013). 
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The agendas of ministerial conferences cover a wide array of topics across all types of policy 

fields, ranging from issues exclusively concerning the Länder to issues involving the federal 

or even the European level. Some topics are quasi-permanent, being updated recurrently from 

one meeting to the next. Most topics are dealt with in between the meetings by specialized 

working groups, which mushroom in waves over time and appear in no official account 

(Zimmer 2010). The meetings are also used in a symbolic way. The locations for the meetings 

typically rotate across the country, and social events are set in scene with regular documenta-

tion by the media, thus strengthening the corporate identity of the Länder and conveying a 

picture to the public of the Länder being relevant actors in the policy-making process (Kunze 

1968). 

In their self-portrayal, ministerial conferences are horizontal meetings of the prime ministers 

(Ministerpräsidenten) or of the ministers of the Länder aimed at finding common positions 

that help to defend Länder interests against the federal government. German scholarship thus 

attributes to them the political role of defence against federal encroachment (Kropp 2010a, 

130). By coordinating policies in areas of self-rule or concurrent legislation, the argument 

goes, the Länder ensure uniform policy-making across the territory, thus giving the federal 

government no reason to get involved or to centralize authority. 

This description conveys, however, a lopsided picture of German federalism and neglects its 

de-facto cooperative nature (as outlined above). More frequent is another set of motivations 

consisting of information and coordination both in horizontal and vertical (bottom-up as well 

as top-down) direction. German ministerial conferences are used in large part to coordinate 

implementation of federal laws. Thus a great deal of the discussion in the conferences is in-

formation exchange about technical questions, best practices, interests and positions of actors 

at both levels. In some instances, the Länder actively solicit participation of the federal gov-

ernment, trying to win its support in co-financing Länder projects or in representing Länder 

interests in Brussels (Hegele and Behnke 2013). When it comes to decision-making, the Län-

der as well as the federal government use the ministerial conferences to ensure uniform legis-

lation across the country as well as to reduce frictions and build compromise.  

Hence, the German system of IGCs displays a strong inclination towards cooperation and 

information exchange. In contrast to the strong role of the federal government in IGCs in 

Canada or Australia (Phillimore and Fenna 2017; Simmons 2017), German IGCs are operated 

autonomously by the Länder. Also, the aim of autonomy protection against potential influ-

ence from the federal government is less prominent than in those other countries. Instead, the 
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German conferences more broadly contribute to balancing the quest for unity in the federal 

system by coordinating their actions among formally independent governments both in the 

horizontal and the vertical direction.  

5.4.3 The Bundesrat and the relationship with ministerial conferences 
The purpose of German ministerial conferences must be seen against the background of the 

second institution of intergovernmental relations in Germany: the Bundesrat, or Federal 

Council. The Bundesrat is the second legislative chamber complementing the Bundestag 

(Swenden 2004; Leunig 2010). It is composed of delegated representatives of the Länder 

governments who exercise co-decision rights in federal legislation. In almost 40 %34 of all 

federal legislation — so-called 'approval laws' — the Bundesrat needs to agree by a positive 

majority; in all other legislation, the Bundesrat can delay the process by calling for a media-

tion committee. Furthermore, the Länder have the right to initiate federal legislation processes 

through the Bundesrat. The Bundesrat is the institutionalization of shared rule in German fed-

eralism (Lehmbruch 2000). Decisions in the Bundesrat are taken by majority rule. Each Land 

has between three and six votes according to their number of inhabitants, which must be cast 

en bloc. If, for example, coalition bargains do not yield a clear Land position on an issue, the 

Land refrains from casting its votes (which effectively are then counted as ‘no’ votes due to 

the majority rule). This bloc vote further strengthens the territorial logic of representation in 

the Bundesrat. Bundesrat decisions are coordinated intensely between and among the Länder 

in a recurrent three weeks long process mainly by the leading echelons of the ministerial bu-

reaucracy (Schrenk 2010).  

In some instances, the division of labour between the two institutions is obvious. Generally, 

we can distinguish primary responsibility of one of the two institutions during different stages 

of the policy cycle. Ministerial conferences can serve as preparatory bodies for Bundesrat 

sessions in the agenda setting phase (Martens 2003). In the legislative phase, there is the un-

written rule that federal legislation pending in Bundesrat sessions is not simultaneously dis-

cussed in ministerial conferences (Interview 14, appendix A2). Matters in the exclusive legis-

lative authority of the Länder can obviously not be dealt with in the Bundesrat. If they are to 

be coordinated, the ministerial conferences are the appropriate forum. When it comes to im-

plementation, finally, the conferences are the forum of choice, again.  

In other instances, the fact that two institutions of IGR exist in parallel offers the actors the 

opportunity to make a strategic choice between them. Ministerial conferences are useful in the 

                                                 
34 http://www.bundesrat.de/DE/dokumente/statistik/statistik-node.html, last access 08.07.2016. 
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initiation phase of a federal legislative process, if the Länder supporting a legislative proposal 

need to check whether they can count on the support of (a majority of votes of) the other Län-

der. By setting the topic on the agenda of the respective ministerial conference, it can be dis-

cussed informally, before risking defeat in a Bundesrat vote. The same strategy can be used to 

check on the position and win potential support or sponsorship of the federal government, as 

the federal government is represented in most conferences. Federal sponsorship of a legisla-

tive initiative can be useful because laws initiated by the federal government have a higher 

rate of getting passed than those initiated by the Bundesrat (Interview 23). Another instance 

where strategic considerations shape the choice between the two institutions, are so called 

‘resolutions’ (Entschließungen), which can be issued by the Bundesrat plenum or by the min-

isterial conference. A resolution is a legally non-binding request to the federal government to 

initiate legislation or to raise awareness for a problem. In the Bundesrat, a resolution can be 

reached more easily (majority rule as opposed to unanimity rule in most IGCs); but, as votes 

are taken in the plenum, sectoral interests always need to be balanced against each other. In 

ministerial conferences by contrast, resolutions are more difficult to reach (unanimity or qual-

ified majority voting), but can be taken without interference of other sectors. A conference is 

thus the appropriate venue for inter-sectorally highly contested issues where consensus might 

be achievable within one sector, but not across sectors (Interview 14). Also, if unanimous 

agreement among the Länder is feasible, the (prime) ministerial conference is an attractive 

venue to pass a resolution, because the unanimous consent is a political statement on its own.  

Those examples show that the purpose of a specific ministerial conference is — in part at 

least — shaped by strategic considerations of the Länder representatives. Of course, it also 

follows from their institutional set-up and their position in the federal architecture — in par-

ticular from the general division of labour between the Bundesrat and the conferences. In de-

termining the purpose of a specific IGC, it is thus necessary to consider the institutional 

framework jointly with specific actor and preference constellations. 

5.5 Sectoral variation of purpose 
Having established the common institutional features of ministerial conferences in the Ger-

man federal architecture and in particular in their relation with the Bundesrat, differences in 

the motivation and direction of intergovernmental negotiations across three sectoral confer-

ences – the conference of ministers of the interior, of finance and of the environment – are 

now investigated in greater detail. We thereby draw on empirical evidence gained in the inter-

views. First, varying patterns of purpose are highlighted. Then, they are connected to varying 
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power distributions in the matters dealt with and to the party political composition of the indi-

vidual conferences. 

5.5.1 The purpose of sectoral conferences 
Exchange of information and coordination of actions — in horizontal as well as vertical di-

rection — are the two basic and undisputed purposes of the ministerial conferences in Germa-

ny. In all three conferences, the Länder discuss and coordinate topics in advance, to ensure 

sufficient support before initiating a legislative procedure in the Bundesrat (Interview 23). 

The Länder also use the conferences to develop joint strategies, share best practices or intro-

duce working procedures regarding the implementation of legislation (Interviews 13, 14 and 

17). While in the IMK and UMK, politically salient matters are on the agenda, the FMK is 

largely devoted to technical matters such as harmonization of tax collection procedures or 

monitoring budgets of jointly financed institutions (Interview 24).35  

In top-down direction, the federal government uses the conferences to know what the Länder 

are discussing and planning, because ex-ante coordination guarantees smooth implementation 

through the Länder (Interview 16). In bottom-up direction, the Länder are similarly interested 

in information from the federal government. In the FMK, this again relates mostly to technical 

and unpolitical issues. Especially in the IMK and UMK, the federal government may be re-

quested to take over responsibility for central coordination or for establishing a central coor-

dination unit because they are better equipped to deal with problems pertaining to several or 

all Länder (Interviews 13 and 20).  

Top-down influence is weakest in the FMK in spite of the active participation of the federal 

government. A strong antagonism shapes interactions on vertical fiscal relations: the Länder 

maintain a common front towards the federal government, even though they are internally 

split by the difference between equalization contributors and receivers. In the IMK, in con-

trast, top-down influence is most prominent (Interview 23). This has several reasons, amongst 

them the larger financial resources of the federal government, for example to fund policing 

tasks, and the direct participation of the federal government in EU decision processes (Inter-

view 23). In the UMK, the Länder try to influence the federal level bottom-up, especially us-

ing their administrative expertise (Interview 14), mostly with the aim of making Länder inter-

ests heard in EU negotiations, which account for a greater share of the UMK discussions than 

in the other conferences (Interviews 14, 16 and 17). Furthermore, another pattern of vertical 

sectoral influence shapes negotiations in the UMK, which is the strong sectoral conflict be-

                                                 
35 This can be explained by the organizational closeness of the FMK to the finance committee of the Bundesrat. 
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tween the environment and the economy in many topics. A consensus reached in the envi-

ronmental conference helps the environmental ministers in their cabinets to defend the rele-

vance of environmental issues against competing interests from the economic sector. In par-

ticular the federal minister sometimes requests support from her or his Länder counterparts 

because the unanimous resolution of the UMK gives her a better standing in cabinet (Inter-

view 23). In return, the Länder can use this channel to influence the federal minister's posi-

tion.  

In the UMK, resolutions are sometimes used for horizontal influence over Länder, who at-

tempt to deviate, by making reference to the unanimity of resolutions made in the past (Inter-

view 14). And the FMK is special in exerting horizontal influence across policy sectors, not 

across Länder. As the FMK deals with issues of finance, it is involved in almost every policy 

initiative of other ministerial conferences, finding itself in a position of institutionalized an-

tagonism to every other conference. 

Vertical autonomy protection whereby the Länder try to or feel the need to collectively pro-

tect themselves from federal encroachment was only reported from the IMK (Interviews 13 

and 23). 

To sum up, information and coordination are the basic motivations driving discussions in all 

the ministerial conferences vertically and horizontally. In the FMK, compared to the other 

conferences, vertical orientation is weaker, the focus on technical matters is stronger, and it 

exercises a sectoral horizontal influence on other conferences. The IMK, on the other hand, 

stands out because it is the only conference where autonomy protection from federal en-

croachment paired with a strong orientation on mutual vertical influence was reported. The 

UMK is characterized by a strong vertical orientation, due to the high degree of Europeaniza-

tion as well as the power-game in the federal government where the conference backs up the 

sectoral position of the federal minister in cabinet. 
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Table 15: Differences in Purpose of the Ministerial Conferences 

 IMK FMK UMK 

Information horizon-

tal/ vertical bottom-

up/ top-down 

strong/ strong/ strong strong/ strong/ strong strong/ strong/ strong 

Coordination hori-

zontal/ vertical bot-

tom-up/top-down 

strong/ strong/ strong 

(central coordination) 

Very strong/ strong/ 

strong (technical mat-

ters only) 

strong / strong / strong 

(central coordination 

and EU) 

Influence horizontal/ 

vertical bottom-up/ 

top-down 

none / strong / very 

strong  

Very strong (across 

policy sectors)/ weak/ 

weak 

strong/ very strong (EU 

matters)/ very strong 

(vertical sectoral) 

Autonomy protection 

horizontal/ vertical 

bottom-up/ top-down 

none /very strong/ 

none 

None/ none/ none None/ none/ none 

Source: own compilation. 

 

5.5.2 Effects of allocation of power 
We expected that conferences with a high degree of self-rule (i.e. the IMK) primarily serve 

horizontal information exchange and coordination while also focusing on protecting their au-

tonomy from federal encroachment. Conferences operating in policy areas with a high degree 

of shared rule (FMK and UMK) on the other hand, would have a stronger vertical focus (see 

section 2.1.1 above).  

Overall, these expectations can be partly confirmed. Interviewees of all three conferences 

linked the purpose of their conference to the allocation of powers. The UMK is strongly ori-

ented vertically towards the federal level and the EU — in comparison to, for example, the 

ministerial conference of culture and education (KMK) where the Länder exercise legislative 

authority (Interview 14). This conforms to the distribution of powers: most legislative authori-

ty in environmental policy lie with the federal government (Interview 16). In the FMK, on the 

other hand, despite a high degree of shared rule, there is vertical communication, but little 

mutual effort at influence. This deviation from the expected pattern is due to other institutions 

of intergovernmental relations, most notably the Stability Council, where the more political 

matters are discussed (Korioth 2016). Neither the UMK nor the FMK regard autonomy pro-

tection as a pressing issue, albeit for different reasons: in the UMK, vertical coordination is 
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accepted as mutually conducive; in the FMK, the Länder feel self-confident and fear no fed-

eral interference. 

In the IMK, with its high degree of self-rule, the Länder share a common inclination towards 

close horizontal, but also (contrary to our expectation) to vertical cooperation in cross-border 

topics such as internal security. More in line with our expectation, the IMK is the only confer-

ence where attempts of federal influence were reported and in response the Länder feel the 

need to protect their autonomy against federal encroachment. 

5.5.3 Effects of preference overlap 
We expected that a strong juxtaposition of two antagonistic party ideologies as in the IMK 

would lead predominantly to information exchange or influence. A broader bandwidth of par-

ties as in the UMK and even more so in the FMK would ease coordination. Furthermore, a 

strong congruence with the federal government coalition (IMK) was expected to promote a 

vertical interaction pattern while low congruence (UMK and to a lesser extent FMK) would 

lead to more horizontal interaction (see section 5.2 above). 

Little evidence was found for the relevance of the party political cleavage across the confer-

ences. In all conferences, coordination procedures are traditionally organized along party 

lines. Representatives from A-Länder (SPD) and from B-Länder (CDU/ CSU) hold regular 

pre-conference meetings to coordinate their positions. As coalitions in Länder governments 

became increasingly ‘colourful’, the A- and B-pre conference meetings hosted also ministers 

from other (ideologically close) parties. Nonetheless, G-pre-conference meetings (of Green 

ministers) gained relevance, mirroring their increased strength as coalition partners. In the 

IMK, all ministers belong either to the A- or to the B-group. However, the effect of two op-

posing ideological blocks is moderated by the fact that the ministers carry ‘in their baggage’ 

these diverse positions from the coalition governments in their Länder, which effectively 

makes negotiations more complex and time consuming (Interview 21). Through these indirect 

coalition effects, the IMK’s party politics are not greatly different from more ‘colourful’ min-

isterial conferences. In the FMK and even more so in the UMK, these traditional coordination 

rounds are complicated by a growing number of Green ministers coming from different coali-

tions with either the SPD or the CDU, hence cross-cutting the traditional A- and B-circles. 

Concomitantly, they form their own pre-pre-conference round, the so-called ‘G-Länder’ 

group, and afterwards join the A- or B- pre-conference round according to their respective 

coalition partner (Interview 23). These party political pre-conferences play a very important 

role in structuring the conference process, but the actual composition of the conference does 
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not display any effect on the purpose of the conference. Coordination and the search for com-

promise are important motivations in all three conferences irrespective of party political com-

position. This expectation thus cannot be confirmed with the data at hand. 

Congruence with the federal government, on the other hand, plays a role, yet not in the ex-

pected direction. All three conferences uphold vertical information and coordination relations; 

these are not stronger in the IMK despite full congruence between levels. A minor effect of 

congruence could be detected insofar as the federal representative is included in the corre-

sponding party political pre-conference. The respective Länder group hence has privileged 

access to information and coordination with the national level. Among the conferences in our 

sample, however, the effect was not strong. In the FMK, the federal minister comes from the 

CDU, so participates in the B-group meetings. This relative advantage is moderated, however, 

by the self-perception of conference members as being experts of highly complex technical 

matters, united by an ‘esprit de corp’ and their strong position towards the federal govern-

ment. In the bipartite constellation of the IMK, the federal minister meets both the representa-

tives of the A- and of the B-Länder in a pre-conference meeting, coordinating positions and 

contributing to efficient decision-making (Interview 23). And in the UMK, the federal minis-

ter is generally dependent on the support of the entire group of Länder ministers to defend her 

portfolio in the federal cabinet. 

The effect of the party cleavage on the purpose of the conference is thus not as clear as ex-

pected. Party lines are used for structuring the process. This initially increased the efficiency 

of coordination, but with greater variation in party composition, the rationale of party-internal 

pre-conference meetings becomes increasingly burdensome. In vertical direction, degrees of 

sympathy or opposition shape the debating style of members according to their party political 

congruence with the federal minister. But generally, there is a strong self-perception that par-

ty-political cleavages are of minor importance.  

5.6 Conclusion 
In the analysis of the purpose of sectoral ministerial conferences in Germany, it was pointed 

out that German ministerial conferences fulfil a role presumably different from intergovern-

mental councils in other federations: The primary motivation of German ministerial confer-

ences is not vertical influence or the prevention of federal encroachment. Rather, horizontal 

interaction and mutual information and coordination (in horizontal and vertical direction) play 

an important role. This is so due to two factors: first, the cooperative nature of German feder-

alism is strongly oriented towards coordinated action and brings together executive actors 
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from both levels with the aim to build compromise. Second, the specific division of labour 

between two important intergovernmental institutions — the ministerial conferences on the 

one hand and the Bundesrat as the second legislative chamber on the other — further supports 

an orientation towards information exchange and coordination because vertical influence is 

ensured through the Bundesrat. 

More specifically, by investigating not the ministerial conferences as a whole, but in different 

policy sectors, it could be demonstrated in which way institutional (allocation of authority) as 

well as actor constellations (party political composition) can explain variation in the purpose 

of sectoral conferences. Contrary to traditional characterizations of German federalism as 

strongly shaped by party political cleavages (Lehmbruch 2000; Detterbeck 2016) — differ-

ences in the interaction patterns of three conferences in Germany cannot be explained by the 

party political composition of the conference (see Leunig and Träger 2014 for a similar 

finding for the Bundesrat). Party politics structure the process, in a horizontal and vertical 

direction, but the orientation on compromise is common to all conferences. The allocation of 

authority, that is to say, whether a policy is a matter of self-rule or shared rule, has more ex-

planatory power and contributes to understanding different directions and motivations of in-

teraction. In policy sectors where the Länder have a high degree of self-rule, efforts at top-

down influence from the federal government are more pronounced than in shared rule poli-

cies. Consequently, as this effort at influence is perceived by the Länder, they react with strat-

egies of autonomy protection. Where the Länder co-decide by way of shared rule, in contrast, 

coordination and information as dominant motivations prevail, and interaction occurs in hori-

zontal as well as vertical direction. This is a novel finding, as so far the link between the allo-

cation of authority in terms of self-rule or shared rule in different policy sectors and patterns 

of multi-level coordination has not been investigated systematically. While the finding was 

derived from analysis of ministerial conferences in Germany, the hypothesis that IGC are ori-

ented more towards information and coordination in areas of shared rule and more towards 

influence and autonomy protection in areas of self-rule is proposed for further comparative 

cross-country testing. 
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6 Conclusion and Comparative Perspectives 
The research conducted and reported in this dissertation thesis yields new insights into the 

process of horizontal administrative IGR in Germany. Based on the empirical analysis of the 

most-likely case Germany, several contributions to literature and theory as well as input for 

further research can be developed. 

6.1 Main findings and their contributions to literature and theory 
Horizontal IGR are an important feature in the German federal system. Two major institutions 

were established during which regular horizontal exchange among the sub-state governments 

takes place. The Bundesrat and the ministerial conferences thereby have to be considered 

jointly since they share responsibility legally and practically. While the Bundesrat was estab-

lished as an institution of shared rule through which the Länder participate in federal legisla-

tion, the ministerial conferences developed as voluntary meetings for exchange among the 

Länder in areas in which they enjoy self-rule. This legal dichotomy however is often dis-

solved in practice. Due to the personnel congruence, the ministerial conferences often serve as 

a pre-coordination arena for matters later discussed in the Bundesrat. Furthermore, due to 

different decision rules (majority in the Bundesrat and unanimity with exit options in the min-

isterial conferences) the actors in some instances can strategically choose in which arena they 

horizontally coordinate certain topics. Even though this two-arena system might legally be 

almost unique to German federalism, recent research shows that in Switzerland for example 

the conference of the cantonal directors has developed into an arena mainly aiming at influ-

encing federal legislation and thus, if not legally, practically introduces the same principles 

into the Swiss federal system (Schnabel and Mueller 2017). Thus, horizontal IGR do not only 

serve the purpose of horizontal problem solving and autonomy protection, but can also orient 

their horizontal coordination on jointly influencing federal legislation.  

Within these processes of horizontal IGR, a vast number of bureaucratic actors are involved. 

In each government organization, i.e. the ministries and the government chancelleries, at least 

one organizational unit prepares and pre-negotiates decisions later officially taken by the ple-

nary of the Bundesrat or any ministerial conference. Conceptualizing this as a process of co-

ordination within an existing network, yields insights which help to understand better the 

structure of the coordination situation as well as the behaviour of actors. When engaging in 

horizontal IGR, actors strategically contact each other with the aim of exchanging information 

and searching for compromise. Actors thereby coordinate with similar other actors. Similarity 
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is based on interests relevant to the decision-making process, i.e. sectoral, party political and 

territorial interests. Actors are more likely to coordinate with other actors with whom they 

share sectoral, party political or territorial affiliation. Those three interest dimension occur 

simultaneously in the process of horizontal administrative coordination in the German multi-

level system. 

Such a co-occurrence of interest dimensions is argued to be an obstacle to the process of co-

ordination by some theorists (Benz, Scharpf, and Zintl 1992), especially in the German case 

(Scharpf 1988). A situation involving a multitude of actors with diverse interests, the argu-

ment goes, leads to ineffective decision-making processes because interests do not sufficiently 

overlap to find agreement or compromise. A fragmentation of the whole group of actors in-

volved in the coordination process into smaller sub-groups should be observed empirically, if 

this theoretical prediction was true. These sub-groups would be formed by actors with coher-

ent interests on several dimensions (i.e. same sector and same political party), and thus com-

promise among them would be found easily. At the same time, these actors would hardly rep-

resent a majority in the overall decision-making situation. Gridlock and stalemate would be 

the result. This prediction, however, does not come true in most day-to-day policy making 

processes. Instead, the process of coordination in horizontal IGR is much more interconnect-

ed, as the findings in this dissertation thesis demonstrate. The visual, descriptive, and analyti-

cal analyses of the network of horizontal IGR show that, even though all three interest dimen-

sions play a role simultaneously in horizontal administrative IGR, they do not lead to clearly 

separated but coherent sub-groups in the coordination process. Every actor upholds coordina-

tion contacts to actors with which he usually shares at least one of the interest dimensions. 

While this leads to the formation of some internally strongly connected sub-groups in the 

structure of the coordination process, these sub-groups are not detached from each other. Ra-

ther, they are quite incoherent as regards the other interest dimensions (i.e. same sector but 

different political parties) and strongly connected to other subgroups. This finding suggests 

that the multiple and simultaneous interest dimensions have a more flexible effect than postu-

lated and even offer leeway for action and building compromise. Since none of the dimen-

sions is overly dominant, actors can strategically use either of the interest dimensions to coor-

dinate a joint solution which fulfils their interests to the best extent possible. If stalemate aris-

es due to party political interests for example, actors can try to build a compromise using 

common sectoral or territorial interests as arguments, in order to actually come to a joint deci-

sion. Thus, a multitude of actors with diverse interests on several dimensions does not auto-

matically lead to stalemate and gridlock. 
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The three interest dimensions developed as analytical framework for the German case thereby 

bear the potential of contributing new perspectives to federalism and IGR scholarship as well 

as to research in public administration. From a federalism and IGR scholarship perspective, 

the importance of sectoral coordination is a new finding emphasising the, often neglected, 

sectoral dimension of multilevel coordination. Joint sectoral interests could bring together 

governmental actors within a multilevel system, even though they have different party politi-

cal and territorial interests. On the other hand, inter-sectoral disagreement might, if it overlaps 

with party political or territorial interest dispute, intensify conflicts among governments. Thus 

including sectoral interests in the analysis of multilevel horizontal, and vertical, coordination 

processes can help to better understand the actors and their behaviour.  

From a public administration scholars’ point of view this importance of sectoral interests does 

not come as a surprise since the relevance of portfolio allocation and affiliation is well known. 

What is, however, often neglected in this research tradition are the other dimensions of coor-

dination which could unlock and dissolve stalemate which follows from a lack of inter-

sectoral and inter-departmental coordination. Territorial interests in coordination processes 

often are not considered due to the focus of this research on interdepartmental coordination 

within one government. Party political interests of bureaucrats are discussed in public admin-

istration literature, but politicization is often argued to undermine the sectoral expertise of 

public administrators. Yet, this research project has demonstrated that similar party political 

and territorial interests can explain why coordination occurs under circumstances of diverging 

or even opposing sectoral interests. Thus, combining those two strands of literature of IGR 

and public administration contributes to their mutual enrichment and generates new insights 

in both directions. 

More generally, the role of party politics is one research focus in both strands of literature and 

is also repeatedly under scrutiny in this study. It is understood here, in the sense of bureau-

cratic politics (Allison and Zelikow 1999), as an organizational interest of the bureaucrat. In 

contrast to the individual party affiliations of the bureaucrat, the party political affiliation of 

the minister for whom the bureaucrat works is analysed. The underlying assumption for this 

approach is functional politicization (Schwanke and Ebinger 2006; Ebinger and Jochheim 

2009) of the bureaucracy in Germany, meaning that the bureaucrats anticipate the interests of 

their ministers and act accordingly. Ministers are, among other things, party politicians with 

certain party interests. Through this mechanism, party politics can influence administrative 

coordination processes as well. This study has shown that party politics is one of the factors 
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which structure the coordination process in Germany. Even though the main actors are bu-

reaucrats, they repeatedly uphold coordination contacts with other bureaucrats whose minis-

ters are affiliated with the same party as their own minister. What is more, party political affil-

iation can be used by the bureaucrats as a power resource and influences who is central and 

powerful in the coordination process. Yet, the findings also indicate that the effect of party 

politics is less substantial than argued by previous research. Rather party affiliations serve as 

structuring elements in the coordination process in the Bundesrat and the ministerial confer-

ences. By using party political channels of communication and coordination, the vast network 

of actors within the joint decision situation is structured. Similar interests can thus be coordi-

nated much more easily, but this does not necessarily mean that those party interests are put 

upfront as arguments in the final decision. Thus, the difference between party politics as in-

fluencing factor on the process or on the contents of the outcome should be distinguished 

more clearly in future research. 

Further results from this research contribute to the advancement of the study of coordination 

in public administration scholarship. First, the role of the bureaucracy in coordination is fur-

ther specified. The role of bureaucrats is not limited to the exchange of information only. Bu-

reaucrats repeatedly engage in negotiations with each other and try to build compromise and 

take decisions. Yet, the process of information exchange and negotiation seem to work some-

what differently. In negotiations, the bureaucrats make more use of the hard power resources 

such as voting and financial power, in contrast to information exchange, where softer power 

resources influence who is central in the coordination process. Thus, especially in these pro-

cesses, the bureaucrats are not only executors of the political will (as categorized by Weber 

1980, 124-130) but decision-makers on their own, which is why the behaviour and actions of 

bureaucrats should be taken into account more seriously. Second, on an organizational level, 

the prominent role of the government chancellery for coordination finds empirical support in 

this dissertation thesis. During the process of coordination, the government chancelleries be-

come more and more involved and also are central and powerful actors. Thus, the government 

chancelleries should be taken into account more systematically as actors in inter-departmental 

coordination processes. Third, the relevance of timing in the coordination process is identified 

as an important factor. Actor contacts within a given coordination process do not occur all at 

the same time. This study has put forward initial evidence that the sequences in which actors 

contact each other matters and is applied strategically by the actors. In the present case, actors 

first coordinate with actors with which they share sectoral interests and, only if these fail to 

lead to a joint decision, engage in serious party political and territorial coordination. While 
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this finding might be induced by the organization of the Bundesrat cycle in which committees 

meet first, it is not fully explained why the actors do not circumvent the organizational routine 

to a stronger degree in their informal contact behaviour. Furthermore, the actors reported to be 

well aware of this sequencing strategy. Thus, the sequence of coordination matters and should 

be rigorously taken into account in further research on coordination processes.  

Furthermore, this research emphasises the differences in coordination processes between poli-

cy sectors and identifies a systematic explanation for this variation. The motives of actors 

engaging in multilevel coordination differ across policy sectors. This variation can be ex-

plained by the allocation of competences in the federal state. Based on this, it is conceivable 

that other characteristics of the coordination process, such as the structure or timing, might 

also vary across policy sectors. Variations among sectors and their explanation should thus be 

researched more systematically. 

From a theoretical point of view, the factors structuring the coordination process and influenc-

ing the behaviour of the actors stem from certain characteristics of the institutional setting. In 

the constitution, the general competence allocation between the levels is written down. Also, 

some of the rules of the game of the Bundesrat are constitutionally determined, such as for 

example the involvement in federal legislation, the number of votes for each Land, and the 

majority rule. Codified below the level of the constitution, rules of procedure specify parts of 

the institutional setting of horizontal IGR, such as the committee procedure of the Bundesrat 

or the voting rules in the ministerial conferences. Furthermore, general aspects of the political 

system, such as the parties in government, the financial and geographical situation can also be 

understood as aspects of the institutional setting. All these factors have been demonstrated to 

have an influence on the actors, their constellations and interaction modes. Yet, at the same 

time, a strategic element of actor behaviour within the coordination process became visible. 

Given the institutional setting, actors strategically choose the arenas in which a topic is dis-

cussed or decide with which actor they engage in coordination for a joint decision or com-

promise. Thus, this research emphasizes that institutional characteristics as well as actor be-

haviour need to be analysed if one wants to understand the outcome of a coordination process. 

6.2 Evaluation of the findings 
In this paragraph, some aspects of the design and conduct of the research of this dissertation 

project will be critically assessed and discussed. This concerns questions of the objectivity of 

the data, the specificity of conclusions, and the generalizability of the findings for the German 

case and beyond.  
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First, some critical remarks need to be discussed regarding the empirical data collected. The 

data from the online survey and the expert interviews both strongly rely on subjective view-

points and interpretations of the respondents. This could not be avoided since personal reports 

are essentially the only way to collect data on horizontal administrative coordination because 

objective process generated data, such as data on who calls whom on the phone or similar, do 

not exist. Participant observation was not possible either because those processes purposefully 

take place behind closed doors. When researching strategic considerations of actors, this sub-

jective interpretation of the situation by the respondents is partly necessary. Yet, it is the task 

of the research to move beyond single narratives and subjective interpretations to detect the 

underlying structures, assumptions and arguments used. This was achieved by using two dif-

ferent methods of data collection and jointly analysing them. Furthermore, for the expert in-

terviews, coding as a method of data analysis helps this aim because it forces the researcher to 

develop more abstract categories and apply them to several subjective statements. In the ques-

tionnaire, the questions were freed from any judgement or inducement to certain answers. By 

asking about the contact partners according to positions, no characteristics such as party affil-

iation were attached to the answers that could influence them.  

Second, the data collected in this project provide information about the structure of the coor-

dination process as well as general patterns of strategic action among the actors. It is however 

not possible to make direct inferences on any specific policy process. Researching one or sev-

eral specific policy processes and their coordination structure and actor behaviour, on the one 

hand, would have had the advantage of testing the efficiency and effectiveness of the coordi-

nation mechanisms by including the outcome of the coordination process as dependent varia-

ble. On the other hand, choosing a specific policy process for in-depth case study would have 

run the risk of particularity without the possibility of generalizing to a broader context. This 

research instead aims at understanding the general process of coordination among the actors 

in joint decision situations. The analysis thus generates empirical insights into the general 

underlying structure of the coordination process and thus into a wide range of policy process-

es without any specific focus. This however implies that in any given policy process, the in-

terests dimensions could deviate from the general structure, and follow different patterns of 

coordination. Yet, the approach followed here contributes to understanding coordination at a 

higher level of abstraction and provides a general framework of analysis under which a num-

ber of singular studies of coordination can be united and systematized.  



Conclusion and Comparative Perspectives  121 

 

Third, the empirical data collected in this dissertation project provide a snapshot on the coor-

dination process within the German Bundesrat and ministerial conferences. As such, they 

need to be interpreted against the background of several context factors, especially the specif-

ic situation of government. At the time of data collection, a grand coalition of the Christian 

Democrats and the Social Democrats formed the federal government. The Länder govern-

ments, however, were mostly governed by coalitions which deviated from the federal gov-

ernment coalition, except for six 36 Länder representing 24 out of 69 votes. Furthermore, the 

Christian Democratic party of Chancellor Angela Merkel only participated in seven of the 16 

Länder governments. Apart from Bavaria, where the CSU as a sister party to Merkel’s CDU, 

governed alone, the other six Länder governments with Christian Democratic participation 

were formed by a coalition, usually with the Social Democrats and in Hesse with the Green 

party. Thus, at the time of data collection, Germany was in a situation of divided government. 

This might impact on the coordination behaviour in the Bundesrat and the ministerial confer-

ences in several ways. First, the results indicating which parties are more central and more 

important in the Bundesrat might be influenced by the relative strength of the Christian Dem-

ocrats on the federal level and their relative weakness in the Bundesrat. Under a different 

overall government composition, the relative strength of the Green and the Left party might 

not be upheld. Furthermore, a more clear-cut federal government and opposition might have 

an influence on how well the political parties are connected to each other. A conservative 

government/ opposition of the Christian Democrats together with the Liberal party and a re-

spective opposition/ government of the Social Democrats and the Green party and respective-

ly coherent government or opposition Länder, as they repeatedly occurred during prior dec-

ades, might lead to less coordination across party lines in the Bundesrat as well as the ministe-

rial conferences. Thus, the results of this study can only cautiously be generalized to prior or 

later time periods. 

Furthermore, these results of course are based on an in-depth case study of the German multi-

level system. As such, they cannot be generalized to other federal or multilevel systems di-

rectly, but need to be interpreted against the background of the characteristics of the German 

federal system as such. Germany was chosen as a case of analysis precisely because the min-

isterial bureaucracy is comparatively strong in Germany and the federal system is coined by a 

general norm and culture of coordination and cooperation among the governments of the sub-

states. Other federal states are characterized by a stronger involvement of the federal level, 

                                                 
36 These Länder are Bavaria (6 votes), Berlin (4), Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania (3), Saarland (3), Saxony 
(4), Saxony-Anhalt (4). 
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such as Australia or Spain, or by an orientation on competition rather than cooperation, such 

as Canada and the US. Whether the findings for the German case hold similarly for such mul-

tilevel states cannot be answered based on this research. Yet, even though the empirical find-

ings cannot be generalized directly, the explicit aim of this research was to develop theoretical 

propositions, analytical frameworks and concepts which can travel beyond the specific case 

and yield hypotheses which can be tested comparatively in further research.  

6.3 Inputs for further comparative research 
Research on IGR generally and horizontal IGR specifically is characterized by a lack of com-

parative analysis. Moreover, most research is conducted in single case studies emphasizing 

the uniqueness of single federal systems. In contrast, this dissertation thesis explicitly aims at 

developing general concepts for comparative research and empirically applying them to the 

German case. Based on these concepts and findings, several avenues for further comparative 

research are conceivable. Based on the results of this study, hypotheses developed for com-

parative research can be formulated more or less precisely. Some can directly be tested in a 

cross-country analysis, others would have to be refined and further developed before they can 

systematically be tested. 

To date, rarely any theoretical concepts are developed to understand and explain the phenom-

enon and conduct of horizontal IGR. This dissertation project has developed a first step into 

this direction by systematically analysing the structure of horizontal coordination processes on 

an actor level. It thus moves beyond the analysis of vertical IGR in which the actors often are 

conceptualized on a higher level of aggregation by looking at ‘the’ sub-states. For this pur-

pose, not only the individual sub-states but the governmental actors and organizations, i.e. 

ministries, have been conceptualized as actors. This is possible and should be conducted sys-

tematically in order to understand the process of horizontal IGR. Thus, on a descriptive level, 

the actors within the sub-states in any federal or multilevel state should be identified and their 

role in horizontal IGR should be analysed comparatively. 

The empirical data collected demonstrates that the ministerial bureaucracy can be strongly 

involved in horizontal IGR; we can indeed speak of the phenomenon of horizontal adminis-

trative IGR. Further research should thus analyse the role public administrations play in IGR 

internationally and comparatively. Does the ministerial bureaucracy play a similar role in var-

ious federal states or are there differences among the federal and multilevel systems? Based 

on these findings, further research needs to be conducted with the aim of understanding the 

exact role of public administrations in contrast to politicians in IGR, under which circum-
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stances administrative IGR are conducive or obstructive to finding joint solutions, and the 

mechanisms how relations among public administrations facilitate and support, or hamper and 

introduce conflict in horizontal and vertical IGR. Based on some initial literature on the topic 

and the research conducted here, it is hypothesized that a strong involvement of the ministeri-

al bureaucracy rather facilitates and supports IGR.  

H 1: The ministerial bureaucracy in any federal state is involved in horizontal IGR to 

various degrees. 

H 2:A strong involvement of the ministerial bureaucracy facilitates and supports rela-

tions among the sub-states. 

On an analytical level, this dissertation project has developed several hypotheses which, 

through further comparative research, can shed more light on the establishment and conduct 

of horizontal IGR. First, the motives of actors to engage in horizontal IGR are identified to 

vary. Behnke and Mueller (2017) already developed a framework for comparative analysis of 

the motives of actors to participate in IGCs, even though a true comparative application and 

test of this framework still stands out. The research in this dissertation thesis refines this 

framework by arguing that the motives of actors vary among policy sectors within a multi-

level state. A first possible explanation of these variances is the allocation of competences 

between the levels of government. In areas of shared rule between the sub-states and the fed-

eral state, actors are more interested in information exchange and coordination due to their 

mutual dependency on each other in the coerced joint decision situation. In areas of self-rule, 

where actors in principle could also act independent of each other, they are more oriented 

towards protecting their autonomy and influencing other actors to see their interests prevail in 

the end. This can not only be assumed to explain variances among policy sectors, as put for-

ward in chapter 5, but also be relevant for cross-country analysis. Some federal states, such as 

Germany, are based on a strong element of shared rule among the levels of government; while 

others, such as Canada, generally put more emphasis on the self-rule dimension. Thus, general 

differences in the actors’ motives for horizontal IGR might occur when comparing several 

federal states and their allocation of competences as a whole. 

H 3: If horizontal IGR take place in areas of shared rule, actors are more oriented to-

wards information exchange and coordination. If horizontal IGR take place in ar-

eas of self-rule, actors are more oriented towards autonomy protection and mutual 

influence. 
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Further, while it was demonstrated that other explanations, such as party politics, do not suffi-

ciently explain variation between sectors in Germany, this might very well be the case for 

other federal and multilevel systems. Thus, this and possibly more explanatory factors should 

be tested comparatively. 

H 4: Party politics can explain the variances in motives for actors to engage in hori-

zontal IGR. 

This research argues that horizontal IGR are processes of coordination in which actors strate-

gically choose coordination partners. With whom they choose to coordinate might vary across 

multilevel systems. It should be tested comparatively which factors influence the choice of 

coordination partners to which extent. Based on the results in this research, it can be hypothe-

sized that actors choose their coordination partners based on a similarity of interests. Three 

interest dimensions have been identified and their empirical relevance has been demonstrated: 

sectoral, party political and territorial interests. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed for 

comparative research: 

H 5: Actors in horizontal IGR choose coordination partners based on a sectoral, party 

political or territorial similarity of interests.  

Furthermore, this research identifies that the three interest dimensions are not equally im-

portant during the coordination process. While in the German case, sectoral coordination is 

the most prominent and territorial coordination still seems more important than party political 

coordination, the weighing of the three interest dimensions in other federal states as well as an 

explanation for varying patterns should be researched further. 

H 6: The importance of the interest dimensions in horizontal IGR systematically varies 

between multilevel states. 

Taking a closer look at the status of individual actors within the coordination process of hori-

zontal IGR has brought forth the insight that not all actors are involved to the same degree and 

not all actors are equally powerful. Several jurisdictional, organizational and personal power 

resources of the actors have been conceptualized and the two former were identified to be 

more important than the latter. Whether this finding is specific to the German case and similar 

power resources are used by the actors in similar ways in other multilevel states is an open 

question. Thus, the question of who is important, central and powerful during the process of 

horizontal coordination is proposed for comparative investigation.  
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H 7: Actors who can make use of jurisdictional, organization and personal power re-

sources are more powerful and important during the horizontal coordination pro-

cess. 

On top of this concrete and systematic test of the propositions developed with the German 

case, other aspects of horizontal IGR should systematically be analysed in further research. 

First, the propositions put forward here should be tested against the outcome of the coordina-

tion process. Therefore, developing a conceptualization, operationalization and measurement 

of the outcome of horizontal coordination process is a promising venue for further research. 

Second, coordination procedures might change over time (see Johns, O'Reilly, and Inwood 

2007 for Canada). Thus, a cross-time or panel analysis of coordination procedures as well as 

the drivers of change and stability are worthwhile further investigations. Third, horizontal 

IGR take place among public administrations and among politicians. The relationship and 

possibly diverse dynamics and mechanisms of coordination between these two actor groups as 

well as their mutual influence on each other are an open question yet to be answered. 

To conclude, this research has demonstrated the importance of analysing horizontal IGR to 

complement research on vertical relations. In order to understand the processes and dynamics 

of horizontal IGR, a systematic actor-centred approach brings new insights into the structures, 

processes, and actor behaviours during IGR. Further, the role of public administrations can 

and should not be neglected. They are important actors because they ensure coordination 

across several interest dimensions and thus keep the process going and build bridges across 

cleavages. This dissertation thesis has developed several concepts which bear the potential to 

serve as a framework for international cross-country analysis of horizontal IGR, a research 

area which demands further attention. 
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Appendix 

A1 Structure of the Network Questionnaire 
 

Welcome address37 

 

For which Land are you currently working? Please choose from the following list. 

Drop down list of all the Länder 

For which organization are you currently working? 

• Government Chancellery 
• Land Representation in Berlin 
• Sectoral ministry 

We are primarily interested in coordination in the course of the Bundesrat and ministerial con-
ferences. In which of the following bodies of Länder coordination are you involved? 

• Bundesrat (plenary/ permanent advisory committee/ sectoral committees) 
• Ministerial conferences (Prime Minister Conference/ Sectoral minister Confer-

ences) 
• Both  
• None 

In which of the following policy sectors are you working? Multiple answers possible. 

List of policy fields 

On the following pages, we will ask you about contacts that you have to other people within 
the ministerial bureaucracy of the Länder. With whom you coordinate of course depends on 
the current agenda. For this reason, please try to indicate the relevant contacts which you had 
during the last year. 

By coordination contacts, we mean communication very broadly which: a) takes place in 
preparation of Bundesrat meetings, b) consists of routinized multi-actor or bilateral communi-
cation, c) can take several forms such as personal meetings, the exchange of calls, text mes-
sages, social media or emails.’ 

 

                                                 
37 Original questionnaire in German, translated into English by the author. 
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‘Please indicate, with whom of the following actors you have contact during the preparation 
of the Bundesrat.’ 

List of all the actors (as positions, not names; divided into several pages) 

‘You have indicated that you have contact to the following actors. During which of the three 
weeks of the Bundesrat cycle does this contact take place? (multiple answers possible).’ 

• Committee Week 
• Coordination Week 
• Plenary Week 

‘You have indicated that you have contact to the following actors. With whom of these actors 
do you pre-negotiate final decisions? 

List of chosen actors 

We would now like to ask you to indicate if you also had contacts to actors on the federal lev-
el. 

List of federal ministries including federal chancellery 

You are now on the last page of the questionnaire. Please provide some information regarding 
your professional background.  

For how many years are you now working in the field of multilevel coordination? 

Input box for numbers 

In which area have you been trained? 

• Law studies 
• Political science 
• Public administration/ administrative science 
• Economics 
• Engineering 
• Other, namely… 

Thank you note 
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A2 List of Interviews 
 

No. Organization38 Position39 Date 
1 Representation of Land Baden-Württemberg to the 

Federation 
Head of division 10.07.2013 

2 State Chancellery of Saxony Head of division for federal relations 02.09.2013 
3 State Chancellery of Berlin Head of division for federal and Euro-

pean relations 
05.09.2013 

4 State Chancellery of Baden-Württemberg Representative of Land Baden-
Württemberg to the federal state 

10.09.2013 

5 Federal Chancellery Head of section and section official 17.09.2013 
6 Representation of Land Saxony to the Federation Head of section 24.09.2013 
7 Representation of the Land Bremen to the Federa-

tion 
Section official and coordinator for 
several policy sectors 

06.10.2014 

8 State Chancellery of Baden-Württemberg Representative of Land Baden-
Württemberg to the federal state 

21.04.2015 

9 Representation of Land Saxony to the Federation Head of section 28.05.2015 
10* State Chancellery of Thuringia State Secretary and head of division 

for federal and European affairs 
02.06.2015 

11* State Chancellery Saxony-Anhalt Head of division for federal affairs 03.06.2015 
12* State Chancellery of Bremen Head of division for coordination and 

planning 
05.06.2015 

13* Ministry of the Interior, Baden-Württemberg Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of the interior 

23.02.2016 

14 Ministry of the Environment, Climate Protection 
and the Energy Sector, Baden-Württemberg 

Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of the environment 

24.02.2016 

15 Ministry of Finance, Baden-Württemberg Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of Finance 

24.02.2016 

16 Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature 
Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety 

Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of the Environment 

02.05.2016 

17 Senate Department for Urban Development, Envi-
ronmental Protection and Technology, Berlin 

Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of the Environment 

02.05.2016 

18 Senate Department for Finance, Berlin Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of Finance 

02.05.2016 

19* Secretariat of the Ministerial Conference of Fi-
nance at the Bundesrat 

Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of Finance 

01.10.2016 

20 Ministry for the Environment, Bavaria Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of the Environment 

04.10.2016 

21 Federal Ministry of the Interior Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of the Interior 

04.10.2016 

22* Ministry of Finance, Rhineland-Palatinate Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of Finance 

05.10.2016 

23 Ministry of the Interior, Rhineland-Palatinate Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of the Interior 

12.10.2016 

24* Federal Ministry of Finance Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of Finance 

12.10.2016 

25 Ministry of the Interior, Mecklenburg-Western 
Pomerania 

Coordinator for the ministerial confer-
ence of the Interior 

19.10.2016 

* conducted only by the supervisor and co-author N. Behnke, all other interviews were conducted by the author 
or both co-authors together. 

  
                                                 
38 If available, official English denomination of the German organizations translated officially by the federal 
foreign office was used (http://www.auswaertiges-
amt.de/cae/servlet/contentblob/373540/publicationFile/206042/BehoerdenEinrichtungen.pdf, last access 
02.11.2017). 
39 The following translation of the German positions is used: Abteilungsleiter = head of division, Referatsleiter = 
head of section, Referent = section official. 
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A3 Interview Guideline 
This guideline was used for the interviews 1-12.40 

Part 1: Introduction 

1) Your position is Bundesrat coordinator for the Land X. Could you please tell me how you 

arrived at this position?  

a) What is your career background? What is your area of expertise? In which area did 

you do your studies? 

b) Have you ever worked in a similar position before? 

2) What are the main responsibilities and task of your organizational unit and yourself re-

garding the Bundesrat? 

Part 2: Coordination Process within the Land 

3) How are the coordination tasks for the Bundesrat distributed among ministries, govern-

ment chancellery and Land representation and the respective public officials? 

4) Who of the other officials do you regularly contact? Why and what is the content of these 

contacts? 

5) Coordination can have two aims:  

a) information exchange and discussion with actors for which I assume a similar position 

and we jointly agree on a course of action or  

b) Contacting actors for which I know that they have a divergent position and we try to 

find a compromise. 

c) Do these occur in your daily working? Do both occur? Can you give examples? 

6) How do you deal with disagreements among these organizations/ officials? 

a) Can you give an example? 

7) Do party politics (in cases of coalition governments) play a role in these processes?  

a) Which role: facilitative or conflictual? 

b) Can you give an example? 

Part 3: Coordination Process among the Länder 

8) Are you also coordinating with officials from the other Länder? 

a) Who are these? 

b) How do you choose whom to contact? 

                                                 
40 Original guidelines in German, translated into English by the author. 
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c) Does hierarchical equivalence play a role?  

d) Does this mainly occur in the course of Bundesrat preparations or regularly also with-

out specific occasion (i.e. to develop new ideas, agenda-setting) 

e) Who initiates the contact? Why? 

f) What is the content of this contact? 

9) Coordination can have two aims:  

a) information exchange and discussion with actors for which I assume a similar position 

and we jointly agree on a course of action or  

b) contacting actors for which I know that they have a divergent position and we try to 

find a compromise. 

c) Do these occur in your daily working? Do both occur? Can you give examples? 

10) How do you deal with disagreements among these organizations/ officials? 

a) Can you give an example? 

11) Are there any typical conflicts/ disagreements which occur regularly? 

a) Between sectors? 

b) Between Länder with different characteristics? (e.g. financial and geographical situa-

tion) 

12) Do party politics (in cases of coalition governments) play a role in these processes?  

a) Which role: facilitative or conflictual? 

b) Can you give an example? 

13) Do you “switch” between these conflict lines? (i.e. if stalemate occurs in one, other actors 

are contacted?) 

Part 3: Further coordination actors 

14) Are there any other actors involved in the process of coordination? 

15) How are these involved in the coordination process? 

a) Secretariat of the Bundesrat? 

b) Party organizations? 

c) Bundestag? 

16) Are you also involved in the coordination process of the ministerial conferences?  

a) What is your task? 

b) Does this coordination process differ from the Bundesrat coordination process? 
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This guideline was used for interviews 13-25. 

Part 1: Introduction 

1) Your position is coordinator for the ministerial conference in the ministry X. Could you 

please tell me how you arrived at this position?  

a) What is your career background? What is your area of expertise? In which area did 

you do your studies? 

b) Have you ever worked in a similar position before? 

2) Would you say that the ministerial conference of X is in any way specific, compared to 

other ministerial conferences? 

Part 2: Horizontal coordination among the Länder and motivation of the 

actors  

3) How do the Länder coordinate when preparing a conference meeting? 

a) Are there some kinds of ‘natural coalitions/ alliances’ among the Länder? 

b) How are conflicts dealt with? 

4) Which are the aims of the Länder when coordinating in ministerial conferences? (let the 

respondent answer first, then ask if some are not mentioned) 

a) Information exchange? 

b) Coordination? 

c) Influence? 

d) Protection of own autonomy? 

e) Could you name any examples? 

5) Can you think of any general rule or regularity at which instances which of these aims are 

of particular relevance? 

a) Are there differences according to the allocation of competences at the two levels of 

government or when it comes to EU legislation? 

b) Are there any differences according to whether legislation or the implementation of a 

law is discussed?  

c) Are there any differences according to whether a general rule or technical detail is dis-

cussed? 
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Part 3: Coordination between the Länder and the federal government 

6) Which role does the federal level play during the conferences? 

a) The federal level formally is involved in your conferences in the way X. Does this cor-

respond to its role in reality? 

b) Who is the main initiator of new activities in the conferences? The federal government 

or the Länder? 

7) Which are the aims of the Länder when coordinating with the federal level in the confer-

ences? (let the respondent answer first, then ask if some are not mentioned) 

a) Information exchange? 

b) Coordination? 

c) Influence? 

d) Protection of own autonomy? 

e) Could you name any examples? 

8) Can you think of any general rule or regularity at which instances which of these aims are 

of particular relevance? 

a) Are there differences according to the allocation of competences at the two levels of 

government or when it comes to EU legislation? 

b) Are there any differences according to whether legislation or the implementation of a 

law is discussed?  

c) Are there any differences according to whether a general rule or technical detail is dis-

cussed? 

Part 4: Coordination and motivation of the federal government (internally 

and with Länder) 

9) How does the federal government prepare/ coordinate internally for the ministerial confer-

ences 

a) Is only the sectoral ministry concerned involved or does the respective federal minis-

try consult the cabinet? 

10)  How relevant are the ministerial conferences for the federal level? 

11) Which are the aims of the federal governement when coordinating with the Länder in the 

conferences? (let the respondent answer first, then ask if some are not mentioned) 

a) Information exchange? 

b) Coordination? 
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c) Influence? 

d) Protection of own autonomy? 

e) Could you name any examples? 

12) Can you think of any general rule or regularity at which instances which of these aims are 

of particular relevance? 

a) Are there differences according to the allocation of competences at the two levels of 

government or when it comes to EU legislation? 

b) Are there any differences according to whether legislation or the implementation of a 

law is discussed?  

c) Are there any differences according to whether a general rule or technical detail is dis-

cussed? 

Part 5: Possible explanations for differences among the ministerial confer-

ences 

13) Does formal competence allocation make a difference for the working procedures of the 

ministerial conferences? 

a) Can you identify differences in how the conference works/ acts when an issue is sub-

ject to either federal legislation, Länder legislation or concurrent legislation (with or 

without deviation rights)? 

b) How does the formal allocation of competences affect the relations between the minis-

terial conference and the Bundesrat? 

14) Does the stage of the policy cycle at which an issue is (agenda-setting, formulation, and 

implementation) make a difference for the working procedures of the conferences? 

a) Does this interact with the formal competence allocation?  

15) Your conference decides according to unanimity/ majority voting rule. Do you think that 

the voting makes a difference for the working procedures of the conferences? 

a) In case of majority: Has there ever been the unanimity rule? Why and how did the 

conference switch to majority rule? Which impacts did this change have on the con-

ference discussions? 

b) In case of unanimity: Some conferences have switched their decision rule to majority 

voting. Has this ever been discussed for your conference? Why has not been dis-

cussed/ implemented? Which arguments are put forward in this discussion? 

c) Would you say that the decision rule has an impact on how the conference deals with 

conflict? In which way? Is a compromise more or less likely?  
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16) In your conference, at the moment there are X members of party 1, Y members of party 2 

and Z members of party 3. Would you say that the party political composition of a minis-

terial conference has an impact on the working procedures of the conferences? 

a) Could you give an example? 

b) Does it make a difference whether the ministerial conference is congruent to the feder-

al government or not? Does a non-congruent conference have more leeway of action? 

Does a congruent conference have more influence on the federal level? 

c) Does the government composition “at home” in the Länder have an impact on the 

ministerial conferences? 
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