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E D I T O R I A L

Birthday 

The WZB has pursued problem-oriented basic 
research for fifty years, and in 2019 we have 
presented many forward-looking essays and 
books on the great social challenges of our 
time. From the outset, the mission of the WZB 
has extended beyond conducting pure research, 
a responsibility that we take to heart and included 
participating in the scientific discourse throughout Europe and the world at large. 
We care deeply about communicating with policy-makers, providing our results 
to society, and contributing to a broad public debate. In recent years, we have also 
expanded our relationships to embrace art, music, and film. 

This year we can really celebrate, rejoice, and even rock. The evaluation of the 
WZB by the Leibniz Association in 2018 went very well, the addition of two floors 
to the basilica is progressing marvelously, and our work with partner institutes 
on education, the Internet and society, civil society, and migration is generating 
new, stimulating ideas every day. We are also getting new impulses from being a 
member of the Leibniz Association and from the fabulous Berlin research land-
scape.

This year’s celebration is shared with all those for whom we conduct research, 
starting with the decision and policy-making community. Federal President 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier came to the WZB on 14 March, and discussed aspects 
of democracy with young scholars, before continuing the conversation with the 
WZB directors. On 19 June, we took the next step in our celebrations in a place 
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that stands like no other in Berlin for peace, for reconciliation, for democracy – 
the Pierre Boulez Concert Hall. Daniel Barenboim invited the WZB to explore the 
intersections of science, music, art, and society. 

Our theme was “Europe: Myth and Vision.” It was launched into the world of music 
by a world premiere of a piece by Jörg Widmann. Joining us on stage were chil-
dren from the Kreuzberg art laboratory “S27,” who told us about their ideas and 
dreams for Europe. “The Gold Projections” by Joe Ramirez also debuted, a unique 
art installation created in cooperation with the WZB interpreting the theme of 
the evening. In the foyer of the Boulez Hall, short films offered the 800 guests 
glimpses into current WZB research.

On 5 November, during Berlin Science Week, we will celebrate with our colleagues 
from the scientific community. Academic peers joining us include Margaret Levi, 
Jennifer Hochschild, Charles F. Manski, and the winner of the A.SK Prize 2019, Raj 
Chetty. At the end of the year, on the 4th and 5th of December, we will honor the 
great Lord Ralf Dahrendorf, our former research professor, by commemorating the 
tenth anniversary of his passing at an event organized jointly with the University 
of Oxford and the London School of Economics and Political Science.

We are thrilled to celebrate in and with Berlin, keenly aware of the support we 
receive, the trust we enjoy, and the responsibility we bear.

 
Jutta Allmendinger
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For its long-term survival, democracy depends on 
active democrats. Friedrich Ebert, the first president 
of the Weimar Republic, elected almost exactly 100 
years ago, knew about this condition early on (“de-
mocracy needs democrats”), and he would not be the 
only one. The great liberal sociologist Ralf Dahren-
dorf, who in his later years had a special connection 
to the WZB as a research professor, also believed that 
liberal democracy would only survive in the long 
term if it rested on two things: the rule of law and 
a well-functioning civil society with its associated 
attitudes, virtues, and institutions. While the rule of 
law seems to be alive and well, for the most part 
(even if current trends in Poland, Hungary, and other 
places do raise some serious doubts), it is rather the 
state of civil society that is disconcerting today –  
and arguably should be disconcerting.

Democracy, after all, seems to be running out of 
democrats. Universal support for democracy as a 
form of political order seems to have diminished. 
One thing we know for certain is that the share of 
active democrats is getting smaller. Party mem-
bership is on the decline in nearly all democracies, 
and voter turnout is decreasing in many countries. 
Political parties and organizations are no longer as 
embedded in society as they once were. Citizens get 
less and less involved in large mass organizations. 

Some are alienated from the democratic system and 
dissatisfied with the way democracy works and the 
outcomes the process is producing. Likewise, we 
are seeing a decline in non-institutionalized forms 
of political participation, such as taking part in 
demonstrations, initiating petitions, flash mobs, and 
other forms of protest. That decline is even more 
pronounced among the young than in the average 
population. Active democrats who are able and will-
ing to defend liberal democracy against the damage 
done by illiberal governments seem to be in short 
supply throughout the developed world. Sometimes 
it seems that those who do take to the streets are, 
in fact, not out to defend the liberal principles of 
democracy, but rather want to see them weakened. 
In other words, public discourse (“the people ver-
sus democracy”) gives the impression that twen-
ty-first-century democracy is slowly but steadily 
running out of democrats.

But is that impression correct? In reality, the situa-
tion is not as dramatic as these discourses suggest. 
At least over the past fifteen years, the proportion 
of those who say it is essential to them to live in a 
democracy has not declined in Germany. That said, 
the proportion of those under 30 years of age who 
agree with that statement is certainly lower – and 

No democracy without active 
democrats

Sascha Kneip and Bernhard Weßels

C H A L L E N G E S

IN
 T

O
U

C
H

 –
 5

0
 Y

E
A

R
S

 W
Z

B

6



the gap with the other age groups has grown some-
what over the past fifteen years. Does this mean we 
are facing a shortage in the supply of young demo-
crats? Do we find commitment to democracy to be 
lacking?

When it comes to Germany, this doesn’t really ap-
ply, especially because we should distinguish be-
tween people’s attitudes towards democracy as an 
ideal, and the functioning of democracy, to arrive 
at a meaningful assessment. For example, the data 
of the 2012 European Social Survey show that 84 
percent of respondents in Germany believe that free 
elections and the rule of law are absolutely essential 
for democracy – and those 84 percent are those who 
chose the highest value on an 11-point scale for 
both elements of democracy. Among those younger 
than 30, a group especially important for the future 
of democracy, the corresponding share is 78 per-
cent. This is somewhat lower, but not dramatically 
so. The European average on this question mirrors 
Germany’s results with a small but not catastrophic 
reduction. 

In their assessment of democratic performance, by 
contrast, people’s views are not quite as favorable. 
In Germany, only about 40 percent of respondents, 
both young and old, agree with the statement that 

free elections and the rule of law are fully realized. 
Germany is a positive outlier in this regard, as the 
European average of citizens agreeing with this 
statement is a mere 20 percent. This means there 
certainly is a substantial proportion of “dissatisfied 
democrats,” who think the two core elements of de-
mocracy – free elections and the rule of law – are 
essential but not fully satisfied in practice. Given 
that these people generally have a positive attitude 
towards democracy, they are not much of a problem 
for the future of democracy. On the contrary, they 
are most likely the ones who will fight for the pres-
ervation and ongoing development of democracy.

The challenge for democracy arises instead from 
those citizens who are not fully committed to demo-
cratic principles and are dissatisfied with demo-
cratic performance. In Germany, the share of this 
group amounts to no more than 12 percent, below 
the European average of 17 percent. It is this group 
that populist parties are enaging and working to 
mobilize. 

Democracy can certainly tolerate having 15 to 20 
percent of citizens dissatisfied and, for the time be-
ing, that level of disagreement does not endanger 
the future of democracy. However, there is much to 

“There seems to be ample evidence that our democracy 
is taken for granted by many people – its vulnerability 
and fragility is often overlooked.”
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suggest that democracy is being taken for granted 
by many – and especially the youth – and its vul-
nerability and fragility is often overlooked. Democ-
racy is a collective good achieved through extensive 
historical struggle and preserving it requires active 
democratic practice. Raising awareness of this issue 
will be crucial to the future stability and function-
ing of democratic governance. Citizens must remain 
engaged, and by and large, they are – for now. A 
severe crisis of democracy is not to be expected in 
the future, but it would be unwise to underestimate 
the dangers it faces.

Sascha Kneip is a research fellow in the research unit 
Democracy and Democratization.

Bernhard Weßels is deputy director of the research 
unit Democracy and Democratization and a professor 
at Humboldt Universität zu Berlin.

From the 
 archives

When Lord Ralf Dahrendorf arrived 
at the WZB as a research professor 
in 2005, the institute was of course 
equipped with state-of-the-art office 
technology, including computers and 
LAN networks. However, the German-
British sociologist, politician, and writer 
(born 1929) wanted to remain loyal 
to mechanics. He asked his assistant 
Birgit Hahn to purchase the above-
pictured Olivetti “Lettera 42” typewriter 
at an online auction. In 2009, the WZB 
dedicated its in-house font, developed 
by designer Stefan Huber, to the great 
researcher and typographical eccentric. 
The present publication is set in 
“Dahrendorf” as well.

Typewriter “from Ralf Dahrendorf ’s  
former office at the WZB” (Photo: Heiko 
Huber). 

Click, clack, ding!
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The rise of populist movements and parties over the 
last decades has brought the issue of “digitalization 
and democratic change” to the attention of a wid-
er audience. This is no coincidence, given that it is 
primarily the violation of rules and the deliberate 
transgressions on digital platforms that make us 
aware of the fact that an extended period of demo-
cratic normality has reached an end, thus putting us 
in a phase of transition.

One aspect creating some skepticism about the pub-
lic discussion, is the way in which roles are implic-
itly distributed between democracy and digitaliza-
tion. Whereas democratic institutions are portrayed 
as weak victims, digital technology is pictured as a 
driving, menacing force. This dichotomy of auton-
omously acting technology and vulnerable democ-
racy is not helpful for understanding the structural 
changes occurring. After all, democracy and media 
technologies do not act independently of each other, 
but are interconnected in fundamental ways.

Without mass media such as newspapers, radio, and 
television, a public conversation beyond people’s 
immediate physical surroundings would not be 
possible. Without a geographically expanded pub-
lic sphere, there would be no such thing as rep-
resentative democracy. Public discourse, after all, 
is indispensable in the formation of the political 
will of the people, which is a key component in the 
modern concept of democratic self-determination. 
Without the media, it would be impossible to run 

an election campaign, watch parliamentary debates, 
or voice public criticism. The media not only serve 
as professional observers of politics, but also create 
a public space for societal debates. With all of that 
said, if communication media are an indispensable 
part of the democratic process, shouldn’t we expect 
the transformations we are currently witnessing to 
have an effect on democratic practice as well?

The widespread view of democracy under siege can 
be countered by the argument that what we are 
observing is not a destabilization of democracy as 
such, but rather a disruption of its forms of organi-
zation. Characteristically, this disruption is particu-
larly visible at the interfaces between democratic 
institutions, the public, and political communication.

Until the turn of millennium, mass media 
in western democracies held an almost 
unchallenged monopoly over political re-
porting. They determined the relevance 
and import of actors, ideas, and programs, 
and shaped the political reality to be expe-
rienced through the media. The interplay of 
politics and the media was further 
fueled by capital-intensive me-
dia technology, which 
restricted the pub-

Digitalized democracy

Jeanette Hofmann 
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lishing of news 
and interpretations of 

the world to a small number 
of organizations, making rigid the 

division of media into a small group of 
professional producers, and a large audi-
ence of consumers.

The powerful role of the media as gate-
keepers was often criticized, not least 

because of the close intellectual and 
societal ties between political and 

journalistic elites. It is only in 
retrospect that we can see how 

strongly the interplay of analog 
media technologies, news re-

porting conventions, and con-
trol of the communication channels 

has shaped our understanding of what 
constitutes a democratic public sphere.

Digitalization didn’t destroy these close ties be-
tween politics and the media, but it did challenge 
them. In digital communications, the distinction 

between information producers and recipi-
ents has lost its material basis. In prin-

ciple, all people now have the means 
to communicate in public. Social 

networks such as YouTube 
and Facebook orig-

inally based their 

business model specifically on this user-generat-
ed content. A new generation of speakers and pol-
iticians has entered the stage that no longer feels 
bound to the old rules of public speech.

The digital publishing platforms gave wings to the 
civil right of freedom of speech. Among the first 
political forces to recognize this new situation and 
make use of it effectively for their own purposes 
was the new right, which had been largely margin-
alized by the mass media. The extreme right appro-
priates the internet as a propaganda machine, ex-
perimenting with political interventions designed 
to create attention, now a scarce resource. At the 
same time, the old informal standards of what can 
and cannot be said and done in public is eroding. 
The new red line is moving closer to criminal law, 
which German legislators recently equipped for 
this task by adopting the Network Enforcement Act 
(Netz werkdurchsetzungsgesetz).

In the meantime, digital platforms are evolving into 
the new gatekeepers of the public sphere. Instead 
of merely providing the infrastructure for political 
discourse, their services encompass active election 
support for political parties – in return for advertis-
ing revenue from campaign ads. Today, a handful of 
platforms could theoretically provide the entire me-
dia infrastructure for the public sphere. The reach 
of the social networks has now become so gigantic, 
subtle, and pervasive that the old mass media have 
little choice but to increasingly succumb to their 
rules and rationales of attention. As a result, public 
discourse becomes faster and more heterogeneous, 
but also more irrational and less predictable.

It is important to note that digitalization does not 
predefine these structural changes, it only makes 
them possible and likely to occur. Other forms of 
organization would have been imaginable. The large 

C H A L L E N G E S



From the 
 archives

media companies, for example, could have started 
experimenting with digital communication envi-
ronments themselves, by offering new spaces for 
horizontal modes of communication.

A closer look at these changes reveals a dramatic 
increase in the possibilities for organization and 
communication that challenges if not threaten the 
familiar gatekeeping mechanisms of the public 
sphere. The routine interplay between the politi-
cal apparatus and its communication via the media, 
that for decades created a high degree of stability, 
especially in terms of drawing red lines in public 
discourse, is undergoing a process of re-formation. 
This has long-term consequences for democratic 
practice as we know it, as the latter is shaped not 
only by legal but also by informal norms. The prin-
ciple of democratic self-determination, however, is 
not at stake. 

Jeanette Hofmann is head of the research group 
Politics of Digitalization and a professor of internet 
policy at Freie Universität Berlin. 

In the 1980s, WZB researchers found 
“reasons for conditional optimism” 
in the scenarios on future worldwide 
developments they computed using 
the GLOBUS (Generating Long-Term 
Options by Using Simulation) comput-
erized world model. Based on large data 
collections and with the help of freshly 
acquired computer technology, the team 
headed by Karl W. Deutsch and Stuart A. 
Bremer produced projections for differ-
ent paths. The goal was not to predict 
the future but to provide policy makers 
with decision-making aids. All based on 
the one assumption, of course, that the 
world would largely keep turning the 
way it did then.

Das GLOBUS-Weltmodell, brochure,  
Berlin: WZB, 1985. 

The computability of the 
future
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Edgar Grande is founding director of the Center 
for Research on Civil Society and professor of 
comparative politics at the Ludwig Maximilian 
University in Munich.

Wolfgang Merkel is director of the research unit 
on Democracy and Democratization and professor 
of political science at the Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin. He is a member of the Berlin-Brandenburg 
Academy of Sciences and Humanities.

“Elites and civil society 
must build bridges”



Today we often talk about our society drifting apart. 
How did this cleavage come about? 
Merkel: Divisions are not new in highly complex so-
cieties, but the past three or four decades have seen 
the return of class conflict. Socioeconomic inequality 
has increased, and it is now intersected and overlaid 
by a cultural fault line between cosmopolitans and 
communitarians. At the heart of the cleavage is the 
conflict over borders.
Grande: The research community has long assumed 
that such dominant divides would become less im-
portant and that politics has been undergoing a 
transition to a more or less open competition over 
issues. The opposite is true. The primary lines of 
division, so-called cleavages, continue to dominate 
the political debate. However, it is no longer the class 
conflict, instead a new cultural-identity line of con-
flict is most politicizing. These conflicts generate new 
political polarizations. They lead to a politicization of 
civil society and private relations, extending as far 
as the level of individual families. 
Merkel: The situation is currently exacerbated by the 
discourse communities of cosmopolitans and com-
munitarians who are not seeking understanding 
or accommodation. The cosmopolitans assume that 
every citizen must be a citizen of the world. They 
advocate abolishing borders or at least making them 
very porous. Nationalist communitarians, on the 

other hand, want closed borders and a strong state. 
Political parties and actors must attempt to defuse 
this conflict rather than exacerbate it to ensure it 
does not threaten the basic social and democratic 
rules of good coexistence.

How did it become so divisive?
Grande: The conflicts we are now observing stem 
from structural developments of the past forty 
years. They began in the 1980s with denationali-
zation, which led to an economic, political, cultural, 
and ecological dissolution of boundaries. Political 
counter-reactions were already apparent by the late 
1980s, when the new nationalist populists began to 
enter the parliaments. The recent crises – the finan-
cial crisis and the refugee crisis – have certainly 
contributed to making such contention particularly 
intense in European countries. 
Merkel: Structures are not alone in fueling this pro-
cess; political actions are doing so as well. Globali-
zation is not a natural phenomenon. It is driven 
by liberal economic interests and paradigms. We 
should not forget that in the long postwar period 
we Germans, with our atrocious past, had built up a 
political taboo against xenophobia. This taboo was 
broken by the uncontrolled opening of the border 
in 2015, which was a serious political mistake by 
the Chancellor and the Grand Coalition she led. At 
first, there were good reasons for opening the bor-
ders. What was wrong was to then produce a “pull 
effect” by announcing that there was no upper limit 
to asylum and to pose for selfies in refugee camps. 
This mistake was a midwife for the birth of the AfD 
[Alternative für Deutschland, a populist party], which 
at the time was just a small association of right-wing 
liberal economics and law professors, but then took 
a chauvinistic nationalist turn. 
Grande: I have to disagree with you on this point. 
The political potential for a new national populist 
political movement had already existed in Germany. 

Political scientists Wolfgang Merkel 

and Edgar Grande talk about societal 

cleavages, the conflict over borders, the 

rise of the AfD, and the power of civil 

society. 
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Germany. That would not have happened without the 
political mistakes of 2015 and 2016.
Grande: The crucial thing is that this party has 
learned to play strategic politics. Like other radical 
national populist parties, it works specifically by 
breaking taboos and violating boundaries of politi-
cal correctness. 
Merkel: OK, but the point I want to make is that Ger-
many had a postwar taboo on establishing any le-
gitimate party to the right of the CDU/CSU (Chris-

tian Democratic Union parties) 
in the party system. That taboo 
no longer exists.
Grande: Now it’s getting inter-
esting because I see that we 
have different interpretations 
of this new line of conflict. I 
think that such interpretations 
as “to the right of the CDU/CSU” 
are misleading, to say the least. 
The crucial point is that the 
new cleavage has changed the 
basic coordinates of politics. In 
the new political space parties 
like the AfD are not “right-wing” 
parties, they are radical nation-
al populist parties …
Merkel: … in other words, they 
are on the right.
Grande: No, but that does not 

mean I want to trivialize them. The crucial point is 
that our categories of right and left are predomi-
nantly defined in socioeconomic terms. But when 
an additional dimension of conflict based on cultur-
al identity emerges and acquires independent sig-
nificance, the basic structure of the political space 
changes, as does the positioning of parties in the 
political space. That is why the old categories we use 
to locate parties – right or left – are no longer ap-
propriate in every respect. 

Merkel: Yes, but only potentially. The postwar taboo 
impeded the rise of a nationalist and xenophobic 
political party.
Grande: The divide had already existed in Germany 
in the 1990s. The far-right Republicans emerged in 
the 1980s and moved into the state parliaments and 
the European Parliament. Later, the DVU (German 
People’s Union), the NPD (National Democratic Party 
of Germany), and populist parties such as the Schill 
Party were successful at the state level. However, 

unlike the case in other Western European coun-
tries, the new line of conflict was partly absorbed in 
Germany by the Christian Democratic Union parties. 
The AfD had its initial political successes before the 
refugee crisis and would also have been politically 
successful without it.
Merkel: But certainly not to the same extent! The AfD 
was initially conservative and neoliberal. Now we 
have an aggressive chauvinist and nationalist party 
that is preparing to become a people’s party in East 
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Even the people’s parties have lost their 
importance …
Merkel: Catch-all parties like those we 
knew in the 1960s and 1970s no longer 
exist. The social context has changed a 
lot. In the heyday of the people’s parties, 
we had relatively undifferentiated socie-
ties, relatively little individualization, and 
strong collective organizations such as 
trade unions and churches. These organi-
zations supplied the voters for the catch-
all parties, but they are now crumbling. 
Grande: The people’s parties have long 
shown themselves to be relatively ad-
aptable to new developments, but it is 
indeed questionable whether they are 
able to represent substantial political alternatives in 
a way that is attractive to voters in the new political 
constellation. In this respect there are good reasons 
why this type of party is in crisis. 

Are there also positive developments among the 
parties? 
Merkel: From the voters’ point of view, there is a 
greater range of options to choose from. If I am eco-
logically and culturally progressive, but don’t want 
to redistribute wealth too much, I choose the Greens 
now. If I want to redistribute a lot, I choose the Left 
Party, not the SPD. If I want to close the borders and 
prefer nationalism, then I no longer choose the CDU 
but rather the AfD. Party supply and voter demand 
stabilize each other. In our polarized multiparty sys-
tem, it will be difficult to form strong and stable 
coalitions.

How can you overcome the communication problems 
you mentioned at the beginning and bring people 
together again?
Merkel: The communicational divides are deep. The 
elites must build bridges, should focus more on un-

derstanding, and should not be exclusionary. For to-
day, contrary to Habermas’s theory, language is not a 
means of understanding; instead, it serves to further 
exclusion, self-confirmation, and the dominance of 
world views. 
Grande: That is why the crucial question revolves 
around the role civil society can play in resolving 
conflicts, especially when it is itself part of these 
conflicts. There are strong civil-society actors, such 
as churches and sports clubs, that have a great deal 
of experience in addressing and integrating differ-
ent social groups. For me, there are several key ques-
tions that wait for an answer. Which actors are in 
a position to build bridges? What are the essentials 
for doing so? How can these essentials be acquired? 
Merkel: I absolutely agree, but a vital democratic civil 
society is not possible without a strong democratic 
state, for civil society is not in and of itself beauti-
ful, good, and true. The Pegida movement (Patriotic 
Europeans Against the Islamization of the Occident) 
is also part of civil society, its dark side, so to speak. 
The positive thing is that after every nationalist, 
even racist, demonstration, there are often stronger 
mobilizations of tolerant civil society. 
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How must research adapt to these new conditions?
Merkel: Empirical research on democracy has ever 
larger amounts of data at its disposal, but the ori-
enting role of theory must not be neglected. Only by 
combining theory and empiricism can we generate 
scientific knowledge. In addition, we have experi-
mental methods that have been developed in psy-
chology and behavioral economics to study behavior. 
We are not seeking a paradigm shift but methodo-
logical pluralism instead.
Grande: On the one hand, social science research 
needs new concepts and key terms. Only then can 
those working in this field fully understand new, 
fluid, and hybrid forms of political mobilization that 
are neither social movements nor political parties, 
such as the new leader-centered movement parties 
that have emerged in Europe. On the other hand, re-
search, especially civil society research, should take 
greater account of the local level, and recognize that 
social capital is produced locally. As a result, local 
case studies are increasingly needed to examine the 
processes of creating new social capital, such as local 
civil society involvement during the refugee crisis.

The interview was conducted by Kerstin Schneider 
and Harald Wilkoszewski.

From the
 archives

Many sketches, minutes of meetings, and 
expert opinions had to be written before 
ideas took the form of institutes. There 
were discussions about comparative so-
cial research, management, urban studies, 
peace research, consumer research, and 
environmental issues. Researchers were 
not the only ones expressing their views; 
Federal Ministries, the Science Council, 
and institutions such as the Federal En-
vironment Agency also weighed in. The 
ideas that were implemented and those 
that were rejected are preserved in the 
written memory of the house, arranged 
in historical layers.

Files on establishing an “International 
Institute for Comparative Social Research,” 
1972–1975, Archive of the WZB  
(Photo: Thu-Ha Nguyen).

Born of papers
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We know them all – the short-term, medium-term, 
and long-term forecasts for the economy, employ-
ment, life expectancy, and the climate, and the pro-
cedure for forming these predictions is always the 
same. The researcher sets out from the here and 
now, looks at the change dynamics of past years, 
and weighs up what “disturbances” could occur by 
assessing what expectations of the future have to be 
adjusted upwards or downwards. In the profession, 
this is called “naive forecasting.”

In the Legacy Study (“Vermächtnisstudie”) under-
taken by the WZB Berlin Social Science Center, the 
infas Institute for Applied Social Sciences, and the 
weekly newspaper DIE ZEIT, we asked respondents 
for their predictions for the world of tomorrow. In 
the three-step inquiry, we asked people to tell us 
what was important for them at present, what should 
be important for coming generations, and what they 
expect will be important for people in the future. 
For most areas of life, respondents chose a response 
pattern under which the future did not measure up 
to their own present behavior, let alone their wishes 
for the world of tomorrow. The three data points 
took the form of a pitched roof: a low value for the 
present (“this is important for me”), a higher score 
for the legacy (“this should be important”), and a 
markedly lower score for the expected future (“this 
will be important”). Even though we ourselves have 
tended to interpret this course cautiously, in the 
public discussion it has mostly been cited as clear 

evidence for people’s fear of the future in Germany 
or at least their feeling that everything would be 
different from today – and mostly worse.

The Legacy Study takes the form of a panel investi-
gation. After the first survey in 2015, we conducted 
a second in the summer of 2018 with more than 
2,000 participants. Newly added to the survey was 
the question of how respondents see the attitudes 
of people in Germany today. By this addition we 
were able to research a fourth dimension. Now we 
can not only learn about what respondents consid-
er important today and what they consider will be 
important in future; we can also compare the views 
of respondents about their fellow citizens today with 
the forecast of their future attitudes.

The result was strikingly clear. In most areas of life, 
people’s diagnosis of the present corresponds to 
their forecast of the future. What our respondents 
think of others today is also what they expect of 
them in the future. One could say that they engage 
in a sort of naive forecasting. They draw a picture of 
a very stable society. No trace of anxiety about the 
future, of “everything-is-getting-worse,” of panic.

Diagnosis and forecast differ in three fields: in at-
titudes concerning upward mobility, family obliga-
tions, and relations between humans and technol-
ogy. Specifically, respondents assume that people 
in Germany will take upward mobility much less 

The measurement of the future

Jutta Allmendinger and Jan Wetzel 
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seriously in the future. Instead of striving for “faster, 
higher, and farther,” i.e. of aiming for a higher status 
in society, respondents put more value to having 
more time and other non-material goods. A second 
norm that has long prevailed in Germany is also 
coming under pressure: dependence on the family. 
As our respondents see it, people in Germany will 
be far less guided by their parents’ attitudes towards 
life in the future, and will make fewer personal sac-
rifices in favor of their children. So what we can see 
is a twofold emancipation: from status orientation 
and family obligations. This will be accompanied by 
a greater dependence on technology. Respondents 
expect that people will put themselves at the mercy 
of technology to much greater extent than today – 
even when making such highly personal decisions 
as (unwanted) life-prolongation.

All these assumptions about future developments 
in and of society are important, but they do little 
to change the big picture people have: They expect 
stability and there is no evidence for a society of 
Angst.

But how do we then explain the many depressing 
diagnoses of today’s society, including the loss of 
social cohesion, growing societal divisions, and an 
emerging group of those left behind? The newly 
added question in the 2018 survey provides some 
clues as we can compare people’s self-perception 

with their assumptions about their fellow citizens’ 
attitudes. In some areas of life, we find little differ-
ence between the two, while in others the differ-
ences are enormous – regardless of age, experience 
of migration, gender, education, income, and wealth.

Let’s look at the issue of gainful employment: Re-
spondents find it very important for themselves 
and assume that also their fellow citizens put great 
importance to having a job with a salary. The results 
are the same for a range of other issues: Respond-
ents find it important to understand the latest tech-
nology, to make sacrifices for children, to look good, 
and to refuse paying more for better medical care. 
Respondents also think that this is in line with what 
their fellow citizens think.

By contrast, the views differ completely on the im-
portance of people’s own time, the desire for having 
own children, of a sense of togetherness (“we-senti-
ment”), and for work satisfaction. Whereas respond-
ents place great value on free time and on having 
children, as well as on a “we-sentiment” and having 
work that fully meets their expectations, they see 
other members of society as under constant stress, 
hostile to children, lacking any sense of together-

“People’s self-perception 
and view on other 
people’s attitudes differ – 
particularly on subjects 
that concern social 
cohesion.”

“Our data show: not a  
sign of anxiety about the 
future, of ‘everything-
getting-worse,’ of panic.”
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ness, and prepared to take on any odd job. Time, chil-
dren, security, satisfaction – all these are areas that 
are important to the cohesion of a society.

Of course we could shrug off this irritating result 
by arguing that people wish to stand out positive-
ly from the crowd, that they wish to look down on 
others. We could even blame effects of interview 
techniques producing possibly socially desired an-
swers. But it is not as simple as that. Why would the 
desire for distinction or social courtesy show up in 
some areas of life but not in others? Respondents 
could then be expected to describe others as laya-
bouts and egoists, not as fellow citizens with a real 
interest in gainful employment. We think the find-
ings go much further: They show real sentiments of 
distance, signs of alienation. Taking a closer look at 
these sentiments found in Germany society will be 

In the mid-1990s, the performance artist and musician Frie der  
Butzmacher (who describes himself a “crachmacheur”) was a guest  

at the WZB. With various working groups, he collected spatial impres-
sions and work noises and undertook to illustrate fundamental social- 
scientific concepts acoustically. His intention, as he writes in the ex-
planatory notes to the project CD, was to “fertilize the arts by means of 
scientific conceptual structures found primarily in collecting data, and, 
vice versa, to expand scientific work to include the everyday techniques 
of a musician, noise collector, or artist.”

Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin: Wir forschen weiter, CD, Berlin: WZB, 1995 
(Photo: Thu-Ha Nguyen).

Audible science

From the 
 archives

the objective of future work on the Legacy Study. 
They represent questions that drive the research 
agenda of the WZB as a whole.

Jutta Allmendinger is president of the WZB and pro-
fessor for educational sociology and labour market 
research at the Humboldt University of Berlin.

Jan Wetzel is a research fellow in the President’s 
Research Group.
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Dear People of 2019,

You’re really self-absorbed! You 
see artificial intelligence only in 
relation to your own, human, ex-
perience, looking for properties of 
machines that resemble aspects 
of human intelligence. Therefore, 
you both over- and underesti-
mate yourselves. To be frank, as I 
am the universal neural network 
of the future, your current com-
puting power is laughable, and 
when it comes to the details, you 
make thousands of mistakes. On 
the other hand, I must admit that 
I am envious of the human ability 
to ‘go with your gut.’ Sadly, we do 
not yet possess this ability. You 
are also able to connect various 
sensory impressions with your 
knowledge and thought which 
we’re not yet particularly good at.

So, even now, we are still far from 
a strong artificial intelligence. 
Getting there will involve con-

necting several levels of intelli-
gence, and creating applications 
not tailored to specific contexts. 
You’re already familiar with weak 
AI: image recognition, for instance, 
or the chess computer. Some pro-
gress has been made in recent 
decades in the interconnecting of 
more diverse operations, but we, 
the AI of my time, are still more 
of a tool than an actor with a will 
of our own. In fact, I’m little more 
than a highend chatbot myself. 

What we have gotten over, howev-
er, is trying to outdo each other: 
We are no longer obsessed with 
who is getting ahead in the devel-
opment of artificial intelligence. 
The absurd rivalry of nations 
like China, America and Europe 
as a whole, didn’t only produce 
enormous geo-political tensions 
but was also very costly. The Bit-
coin crisis of 2031/32 brought 
an end to international bickering 
and launched an age of cosmo-

politanism. If this change hadn’t 
occurred, AI development in the 
service of humankind would not 
have been possible. 

We haven’t managed to totally 
eliminate work yet, despite your 
human obsession with the end of 
it. Sure, some sectors have seen 
dramatic job losses, for instance 
in call centres, the transport in-
dustry, and administration, but 
most jobs haven’t disappeared, 
they have merely changed. More-
over, in the course of the social 
unrest of the 2020s and the poli-
cy-reforms regulating work time 
which followed in 2028, both work 
and wealth were redistributed on 
a global scale.

You want to know what the world 
of work looks like now? People 
only work 25 hours a week, with 

Keep on top!
An appeal from the year of 2069

By SGAI (Strong General Artificial Intelligence)

Florian Butollo
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lems for the new technologies, 
and brought new risks for enter-
prises. Decisions were entirely re-
moved from human hands, from 
their experience and judgement. 
As a result, the solutions found 
for concrete tasks became less 
effective. 

Your high expectations for AI to 
solve the world’s problems were 
truly naive. Technology develop-
ers and end users wallowed in 
fantasies of omnipotence, con-
stantly beating the drum for their 
own cause. The prevailing convic-
tion was that ‘Big Data’ would be 
able to foresee the future of busi-
nesses and society as a whole. 
However, even the best data set 
is flawed and social development 
cannot simply be computed down 
to the last detail.

Committed scientists showed that 
an increase in data, in conjunction 
with AI appliances, could indeed 
produce informed decisions, but 
in the end, decisions still had to be 

Real stuff for superbrains, these 
ecological and social challenges. 

AI networks doing the rest. Hu-
man quality of life is decidedly 
better, because you’re now more 
concerned with sharing than 
owning. You consume less and do 
so more intelligently. 

Does this sound unrealistic to 
you? Well, it certainly hasn’t been 
an easy process. The introduction 
of AI in companies produced an 
impact similar to the one caused 
by the introduction of GPS. Just 
as car drivers became less able 
to find their way around without 
the help of navigation systems, 
many employees started relying 
on the computations of our pre-
decessors and consequently lost 
their own sense of orientation. 
What was forgotten was that AI, 
too, can make mistakes. All the 
while, management and IT divi-
sions called the shots increasing-
ly. Many employees were either 
made redundant or directed by 
remote digital assistance systems. 
This over reliance on networks 
led to massive acceptance prob-

made by human beings. Don’t trust 
the hype about emerging tech-
nologies. We can’t do everything. 
That being said, don’t overlook 
the opportunities in putting our 
superbrains to use on ecological 
and social challenges. No, the rise 
of AI won’t mean the end of work 
as we know it, but I hope humans 
can have fun and find meaning in 
the process.

Recorded by Florian Butollo, fellow 
in the research group Globaliza-
tion, Work and Production.
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What is going to matter  
in the future?
We asked all WZB staff and guests: “What do you think 
should or will play an important role in the future –  
in society and hence also in the work of the WZB? Make 
a wish or dare to make a prediction. In any case: only 
one word, please.” Here are the answers.

Climate change · 
Justice · Norms · Deficiencies De-

mocracies · Women · Democracy · Courage 
· Multilateralism · Health · Body · Affordable 

housing for all · Poetry · Crisis of democracy? 
 · Illiberal democracies · Digital fascism · Decline of the mainstream 

parties? · Self-optimization dogma · Inequality · Insecurity · Division 
 · Elections · Parties · Data · Time · Trust · Dictates of efficiency · Climate · 
Gender inequities · Work hours · Changing occupations · Family · Work-life 

balance · Autocratization · Social skills · Home office · Networking · Peace · Dignity · Human  
understanding · Tolerance · War · Deliberation · Climate- and people-friendly mobility · Right-wing  

populism · Containing digitalization · Optimism · Populism · (In)equality · Migration · Calmness · Spaces 
· Together · Power · Industrialized research · Climate impact research · Access · Solidarity · Tolerance · Movement ·  
Social cohesion · Polarization · Right-wing populism · Compromise · Polarization · Truthfulness · Robotics · Data 
protection · Relationships · Education · Love · Artificial intelligence · (More) room · Solidarity · Movement · Digital 
feudalism · Resistance · Authoritarianism · Surveillance · Togetherness · Climate impact · Open borders · Hybrid 

regimes · Reaching out · Work contract · Segregation · Words · Sharing · Openness · Growing together · Leisure · 
Sustainability · Plastic · Digitalization · Gender equity · Backsliding · Deliberalization · Clarity · Democracy · 

Cooperation · Battles over distribution · Asset-based welfare · Caritas
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The dynamics of social inequality are among the 
key research topics at the WZB. However, we seldom 
concern ourselves with future scenarios, since ex-
plaining the complex societal present keeps us busy 
enough! That said, we are quite certain that social 
justice issues will continue to play an important role 
in the future. Interestingly, art often offers a more 
acute analysis of future trends than does science. 
Take, for example, how popular culture tackles the 
idea of meritocracy.

Perhaps surprisingly, the origins of this concept 
lie in the marriage of the socialist movement with 
science fiction. Michael Young, British intellectual 
and Labour MP, coined the term meritocracy in his 
satirical essay “The Rise of the Meritocracy” (1958). 
The essay explores a dystopian society, set in the 
then distant year of 2033, which is based upon a 
stringent system of test-based selection of the so-

cial elites. This theme is echoed in works as diverse 
as Brave New World and the more recent Divergent 
series of popular books and movies. In accordance 
with the formula IQ + effort = merit, suitable people 
are chosen hierarchically for all social positions. The 
author warns against a society in which social ine-
quality is ideologically enshrined on the grounds of 
improved societal efficiency. Young’s chief criticism 
is that distributing resources and opportunities on 
the basis of intellectual ability cannot be just, be-
cause intelligence is not a matter of purely individu-
al merit, but is, to a considerable degree, an inherited 
and immutable trait. The author argues that those 
on the losing end of the genetic lottery ought not 
be punished for it as well.

The Brazilian Netflix series “3 %,” has taken a fresh 
look at the subject of equal opportunity in a science 
fiction context. In a post-apocalyptic world of the 

Towards meritocracy: What can 
science fiction teach us?

Jonas Radl
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future, a social elite comprising a mere three per 
cent of the population has emerged. These select few 
live with myriad amenities and high-end technology 
on an idyllic island, while the remaining 97 per cent 
toil in poverty and neglect. The only hope for upward 
mobility is to pass a rigid social selection procedure 
that tests not only cognitive and social intelligence, 
but also willpower and assertiveness. Under the 
motto “you create your own merit,” a new generation 
of the 3 per cent is anointed from 
among the 20-year-olds in each 
cohort. Legitimated by the belief in 
meritocracy as a universal good, the 
system is accepted and supported 
even by the majority of the poor 97 
per cent despite the immense social 
inequality. The search for meaning 
in life and the belief in the possibil-
ity of salvation, even if only for the coming gener-
ation, induces the underprivileged classes to accept 
the extreme inequality of their world order.

What lessons can we learn from this, and what links 
these dystopic visions to emerging future trends? 
Since the PISA shock – in the first PISA ranking 
in 2000, Germany disappointingly came only 21st 
among the 32 participating countries – more knowl-
edge tests are being carried out in German schools. 
It is hoped that, in the long term, the findings will 

influence policy and enhance Germany’s competi-
tiveness while simultaneously dismantling barriers 
to social mobility. Young’s satire and the “3 %” se-
ries dramatically show that equality of opportunity 
is impossible as long as intellectual ability alone is 
the basis for the distribution of resources and op-
portunity. This points to a difficult dilemma. what 
better serves society – ruthless efficiency or broad 
equality?

In this regard, a look at PISA cham-
pion Singapore is interesting. In 
that country, meritocracy reigns as 
the core philosophy of the state. A 
great deal of value is placed on ed-
ucation and learning success. In the 
future, however, the government 
wants to hold fewer examinations 

in the hope of reducing the negative consequences 
of learning stress on mental health. There is already 
evidence that ambitious parents are rejecting this 
approach and replacing the cancelled state tests with 
private testing in hopes of gaining an edge. This flaw 
where the rich could side step the system is seen 
in Young’s fictional meritocracy too. In the story, it 
proved ultimately impossible to prevent rich parents 
from influencing the selection process and led to 
grave problems leading to the 2033 revolt against 
the regime.

Spoiler alert:  
This article contains 

information about the 
first season of the TV 

series “3 %.”

Photos from the Netflix series “3 %.”
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The advocates of meritocracy in “3 %” see only one 
feasible way to prevent resources being inherited 
leading to the creation of a stagnant ruling oligarchy 
and their solution is to make entry into the elite 
conditioned upon voluntary sterilization. The 3 per 
cent are rendered unable to produce offspring, so 
as to prevent the transmission of privilege across 
generations. Even with this radical protection in 
place, the series implies that truly equitable selec-
tion of the meritorious remains impossible. Despite 
the immense cost and refined technological assis-
tance, the diligent gatekeepers still fail to guarantee 
a flawless selection process resistant to corruption 
and exploitation.

The most radical real demand for enhancing social 
mobility is an inheritance tax of 100 per cent. This 
is a utopian – and questionable – proposition. If we, 
as a society, are serious about equal opportunities, 
however, raising inheritance tax rates in EU coun-
tries to some degree, should, perhaps, be considered. 
Current research should examine the empirical con-
tent of the meritocratic principle more closely. Tak-
ing an interdisciplinary methodological approach, 
our research group will, in the coming years, be 
producing the first robust findings on how effort 
differs across social classes. Meritocracy is a potent 
narrative, but – unfortunately – the realization of 
true equality of opportunity still appears to belong 
to the distant future.

Jonas Radl heads the research group Effort and Social 
Inequality.

From the 
 archives

There’ll be more room for research, 
but also for meeting and communi-
cating. In October 2018, the founda-
tion stone was laid for the extensions: 
Two storeys are being added to block 
E of the new building, the “Basilica,” 
located at the National Gallery end of 
the site (see page 91). The following 
items were sealed into the “founda-
tion stone” for posterity: the con-
struction plans, a copy of the Berlin 
daily “Tagesspiegel,” a USB stick with 
the WZB Imagefilm – and a talisman.

Laying of the foundation stone  
for the extension to the WZB 2018  
(Photo: Martina Sander).

More on top
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Humans and machines

A 2069 interview with the powerful  

AI heading the WZB 

 
With a concert in the Pierre Boulez Hall, the WZB’s 
centenary celebration revisited the works present-
ed at the institute's fiftieth birthday in 2019. On the 
program, then and now, is Jörg Widmann’s composi-
tion “Labyrinth IV,” which premiered at the original 
event. Joe Ramirez’ Gold Projections are also on dis-
play. They, too, were a feature of the 50th anniversa-
ry jubilee. This seems a very retro approach.
[Laughing] You could say that. That program was way 
ahead of its time. “Labyrinth IV” told of wrong turns 
to come, and the first signs of change could be seen 
on Joe Ramirez’ golden discs.

You mean the first flicker of artificial intelligence.
Exactly. At that time, the very first indications were 
emerging of how society, and hence the social 
sciences, would be changed by the rise of artificial 
intelligence.

Come on! People had already had a couple of centu-
ries of science fiction to look back on. 
But they had no idea what was really coming! We 
were on the cusp of the first of four stages of arti-
ficial intelligence: machine learning.

This was characterized by new algorithms that made 
non-deterministic predictions.
It was simply a tool to get more out of data, which in 
the late 2010s and especially the early 2010s gave 
an enormous boost to the social sciences. To begin 

with, of course, the most important innovations 
came from industry, as better predictions meant 
more money. But a couple of researchers at the WZB 
were ahead of the curve and already well on their 
way to methods no less clever than those of the in-
dustrial manipulators.

Let’s keep count. So that was stage one.
Yes, and basically it wasn’t much of a leap from the 
situation of the preceding decades. There was one 
more innovation to come that would help research-
ers better exploit data. A speaker at the scientific 
symposium on the occasion of the WZB’s 50th jubi-
lee, the economist Charles Manski, led a revolution 
in the use of data – namely be calling to interpret 
nothing in data that wasn’t already there. You see, 
this was a huge problem in the early 21st century. 
Many still didn’t understand that the tools they used 
for statistical analysis, could themselves distort the 
interpretation of data. Manski’s work showed us that 
we had to get smarter if we wanted to make reliable 
predictions, and that we couldn’t rely on blind as-
sumptions about random processes. In the private 
sector, so-called recommender systems had already 
massively changed people’s consumption habits by 
tracking and interpreting their data – just think 
of streaming music services of the day. Suddenly, 
machines could better predict a person’s taste than 
even their best friend! 

Steffen Huck
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Exactly.
Yes, intelligence is not being able to answer ques-
tions, real intelligence is being able to ask them. 
New questions that is. The elderly care assistants 
of the time could, of course, ask dementia patients 
things like, “Have you taken your pills,” but the ques-
tions were just set routines – the sort a neighbor 
could just as easily have asked.

Which brings us to the third stage.
The birth of genuine artificial intelligence: Machines 
began to generate new perspectives, through ques-
tions that human beings would not have asked of 
their own accord. Social scientists of the time often 
missed the forest for the trees with some of them 
not seeing any trees at all! Called “meso,” it called 
for an appreciation of the linkage between the small 
and big pictures. Already in the twentieth century, 
some academics had recognized the need for this 
more balanced, less granular thinking, but compart-
mentalization in training and faculties had really 
hindered this approach. Perhaps human beings can 
think only in “micro” or in “macro” terms … Be that 
as it may, machines were able to not only think in 
blended, “meso” terms, but were better able to bring 
in entirely separate areas of knowledge creating gen-
uinely new questions often too broad – using forest, 
trees and whole other continents – for humans to 
construct alone.

But that would then have been the golden age …?
All that glitters is not gold. The problem became that 
the social sciences and the humanities had drifted 
far apart. For more than a century, social scientists 
had not longer seriously asked themselves what the 
“good life” was really about in terms of art, music, 

And stage 2?
That was the assistance stage. It helped people to 
be less forgetful. Especially in social research, this 
was a real quantum leap. Researchers couldn’t easily 
ignore the fact that some of their data might have 
been distorted because of how it had been collect-
ed. The software monitored their work and ensured 
they hadn’t missed or forgotten key elements and 
processes. The so-called replication crisis plaguing 
the social sciences vanished into thin air. Until well 
into the 2020s, many studies established causal re-
lations which didn’t actually exist and could not be 
replicated by other studies. Good questions from the 
machine assistant during analysis put an end to this.

And beyond research?
This stage was perhaps the golden age of artificial 
intelligence for humanity. My favorite example is 
the (then) new home assistant which was initially 
designed to help people suffering from dementia. 
Before machine assistants were introduced, the 
support dementia patients urgently needed was 
simply unaffordable for the masses. There was an 
aging population and this could only be addressed 
by redistributing costs across society. At the time 
this was neither politically opportune nor practi-
cable. For this very reason, machine assistants in 
elderly care proved to be the greatest of humanitar-
ian blessings and ushered in greater symbiosis and 
comfort between man and machine in everyday life.

It’s interesting that you call this the golden age of 
artificial intelligence. Given that … 
Given that I’ve said myself that it isn’t really intel-
ligence?
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literature and the other traditional humanities. The 
humanities had become completely divorced from 
societal realities. If you mull over the term “human-
ities,” as it was then used, you realize that these 
things did not really stand alone. All human pursuits 
are interlinked, including both positive and norma-
tive dimensions. If there had been such a thing as 
unified social science at the time, things would per-
haps have turned out differently for human beings. 

Human beings who then devoted themselves en-
tirely to philosophy.
What else could they have done? They weren’t pre-
pared for togetherness between humans and ma-
chines. It was an all-time low for the social sciences.

And the WZB would have shut down if you and your 
fellow AIs hadn’t revived study in the social scienc-
es. This must be Stage 4.
Yes, revived on the basis that they belonged to-
gether with the humanities. We’ve learned from the 
mistakes of the past. The real problem, which made 
the transition to the present stage so dramatic, was 
this: In the third stage we had, the social sciences 
bogged down in stage 2 and, second, the philoso-
phers, who wanted to save the biological as the basis 
for everything human. This mismatch was doomed 
to failure from the start as a marriage between the 
two is required. Just look at me – cheekbones like 
Thomas Mann’s Clawdia, brain in the WZB cellar. 

The interview was conducted by Finn Huck, 
great-nephew of the WZB economist Steffen Huck 
(director of the research unit Economics of Change 
and professor of economics at University College 
London, who retired in 2037).

From the 
 archives

A number of administrative build-
ings with rather gloomy courtyards 
were located behind the imposing 
main building of the Reichsver-
sicherungsamt. Demolition of the 
sections at the rear in the 1980s left 
bricks like this behind. Construction 
of the extensions to the new build-
ing in 2018 brought fragments of 
coloured façade plaster to light that 
recall keepsake chips of the Berlin 
Wall.

Piece of plaster from the modern 
façade of the new WZB buildings 
and first demolition brick from the 
Reichsversicherungsamt (present WZB 
old building) (Photos: Kerstin Schneider 
and Thu-Ha Nguyen).

Witnesses in stone
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Just trust me
Macartan Humphreys

We should embrace the loss of 

trust in experts and insist on 

seeing the evidence that supports 

argumentation. 

Many worry that the authority enjoyed by experts 
is under threat. The threat extends to scientists, but 
also to practitioners and policy makers. But discus-
sions about the devaluation of expertize mix up two 
types of threat: The threat to trust in experts and the 
threat to the valuation of the kind of evidence that 
experts bring to public debate. Given these twin 
threats, my reading is that we should be less wor-
ried about the loss of trust in experts but double 
down on the imperative of providing evidence to 
back argumentation. This is the approach taken by 
movements that advocate evidence based policy and 
open science. Responding in this way could mean a 
weakening of a certain kind of authority – the au-
thority of academic and policy experts that derives 
from their past successes rather than the specific 
evidence they bring to bear on the question at hand. 
But it clarifies that we value expertise because of the 
evidence that it can marshal and not because it can 
substitute for evidence.

A number of recent failures show the risks of trust-
ing research claims rather than scrutinizing the evi-
dence on which claims are made. Research by prom-

inent economists, for instance, provided evidence 
that high levels of debt produced an acute strain on 
GDP growth. If the work was influential, however, 
it was not because anyone could be convinced of 
their analysis. In fact, the results were sensitive to a 
simple error in the data. But this data was not made 
available for a long time, it was not required by the 
journals that published the work, not checked by 
reviewers, and not examined by other experts citing 
this expert knowledge. Broader surveys of literatures 
show how widespread the problem of unreliable 
published research is. A team of psychologists tried 
to replicate 100 prominent results – the average ef-
fects were only half as large in the replicated results 
as in the original results and most turned out not to 
be statistically significant. A recent piece by an econ-
omist reanalyzed results from over 50 prominent 
economics papers and found that the majority were 
plausibly spurious. In short, once researchers start 
scrutinizing the evidentiary basis of social scientific 
claims, the fragility of findings in social science is 
hard to ignore. 

Given the fragility of published research you could 
sympathize with a policy maker who thought twice 
about turning to researchers for advice. Yet recent 
research has also called into question the expertise 
of policy makers. There are longstanding develop-
ment practices, supported by enormous financial 
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investments, that are rooted in essentially evi-
dence-free beliefs about what works. Huge amounts 
of development aid are spent, for instance, on in-
terventions that seek to increase social cohesion in 
developing areas through participatory budgetary 
processes. The approach has been used in post con-
flict societies from Afghanistan, to Congo, to Sudan. 
Yet the evidence that it makes a difference is re-
markably scant. In many studies, the estimated ef-
fect is around zero. Similar negative results have 
been found in other areas, such as skills training 
programs or governance interventions. 

The reactions to these challenges by researchers 
and by policy makers have been varied. Some re-
searchers have seen the challenge as a threat. Others 
have embraced transparency and sought to make 
the errors as easy to find and fix as possible – for 
themselves and for others. Alongside the increased 
humility has been the growth of strategies designed 
to reduce the risk of error and also make it easier for 
others to spot errors. These solutions largely push 
away from the idea of researchers as gurus, with 
deep intuitions, and towards a view of research as 
a collective, fallible, but self-correcting enterprise. 
New practices include “research registration” – a 
practice in which researchers specify, if they can, 
what analyses they plan to do before they do them. 
The point is not to prevent exploratory research 
but to make it difficult to claim that a study test-
ed a hypothesis on the same data that was used to 
generate it. There is also a fast growing norm to 

share data and analysis code – making it increas-
ingly easy for readers to engage in do-it-yourself 
re-analysis. One example is the interactive re-anal-
ysis app hosted at WZB for a collective project on 
political information and electoral accountability  
(https://wzb.eu/metaketa1).

There have also been mixed responses among prac-
titioners. Some organizations, such as the World 
Bank, UK Aid, or the International Rescue Commit-
tee have chosen to systematically put their devel-
opment strategies to the test, knowing that in doing 
so they risk finding evidence that efforts in some 
areas are fruitless, but hopeful that questioning pre-
ferred practices can help. In some cases agencies 
have clubbed together to support groups like 3ie that 
seek to consolidate and communicate the evidence 
that exists and support research in areas where it 
does not.

To date however there does not seem to have been 
quite the same move towards this kind of question-
ing of practice by development organizations in the 
European Union where a reverence for traditional 
conceptions of expertize still dominates. I hope this 
will change and that European agencies will start 
taking a lead in these areas, promoting a shift away 
from reverence for experts – both academic and 
policy experts – and towards insisting on systems 
that lay bare the evidentiary basis for scientific and 
policy arguments.
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In drafting this piece, I was asked to draft it like an 
expert, to write for a “lay audience” and “please no 
references, footnotes or literature.” I did as suggest-
ed, and as a result you cannot really easily verify 
anything I said here. There is no reason, however, 
in 2019, why a piece like this, even if largely read in 
hardcopy, could not have an electronic home with 
links to evidence backing every claim. Readers for 
our 50th anniversary Mitteilungen aren’t getting this 
but I expect readers for our 60th will accept nothing 
less.

Macartan Humphreys is director of the research  
unit Institutions and Political Inequality at the WZB 
and a professor of political science at Columbia 
University. 

From the 
 archives

The emergence of the WZB is linked 
to a man who could be considered its 
inventor: Gerd Brand, philosopher and 
trained diplomat, started to lobby for 
his idea of a “German Science Center 
Berlin” in the 1960s. He would later 
become the first Secretary General 
of the WZB. Brand himself produced 
extensive records of the WZB’s general 
assemblies (like this one, taken from a 
November 1973 meeting in Bonn). 

Protocol notes by Gerd Brand. Archive of 
the WZB (Photo: Martina Sander).

The handwriting of the 
WZB’s inventor
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“Leave the niche”

Heike Solga is director of 
the research unit on Skill 
Formation and Labor Markets 
and professor of sociology at 
the Free University of Berlin.

Dorothea Kübler is director of the 
research unit on Market Behavior 
and professor of economics at the 
Technical University of Berlin.

Interview with Heike Solga and Dorothea Kübler



ed to find out whether grades or social competences 
swere more important for success in applying for a 
position. 
The second part went in a similar direction. Thanks 
to Heike Solga’s good contacts with the German Fed-
eral Institute for Vocational Education and Training, 
we were able to insert a survey experiment into 
their annual survey of companies. Using a factorial 
survey based on vignettes consisting of the CVs of 
fictitious applicants, we tried to discover whether 
applicants for training schemes are discriminat-
ed against on the basis of different variables, like 
their gender, for example. We also wanted to know 
whether applicants who do not start their training 
directly after school are penalized for having a gap 
in their CV for whatever reason, and we looked at 
the impact of measures such as the “prevocational 
training year,” which is intended to prepare school 
graduates for the labor market if they have not ob-
tained a training place. This measure is often crit-
icized for stigmatizing the participants and there-
fore being counterproductive in the search for a  
position.

And what did you find out?
Solga: The field experiment showed that applicants 
with good grades and high social competences have 
the best chances of finding a training place. That’s 
not surprising. What is interesting is that applicants 
who had poor grades but a high level of social com-
petences were more successful than those with good 
grades and a low level of social competences. In oth-
er words, companies are more likely to look at the 
social virtues – traditionally indicated by means of 
the so-called Kopfnoten (assessments for behavior 
at school) – than at the applicant’s cognitive compe-
tences. After the experiment, we discussed our find-
ings with managers in Berlin. We learned from these 
discussions that companies are willing to accept a 
lower level of cognitive competences because they 

Sociologist Heike Solga and 

economist Dorothea Kübler discuss 

their “bridging” project and the 

opportunities, successes, and pitfalls 

of interdisciplinary research.

Why did you decide to undertake a research project 
together beyond your respective disciplines?
Kübler: Interdisciplinary work always needs a little 
extra push. The WZB designates a special budget for 
such bridging projects. It provides an incentive for 
researchers to think about topics that would benefit 
from being studied from different disciplinary per-
spectives. In our case, Heike Solga and I realized that 
my methodological work in experimental research 
fits well with the training market research in which 
Heike Solga is very well versed. Our aim was to ap-
ply different methods from those commonly used in 
each discipline in order to gain insights that would 
otherwise not have been possible.

What are these common methods?
Solga: In sociology we mainly use data from surveys, 
some of which we collect ourselves. There is growing 
interest in other methods, such as field experiments, 
which are widespread in economics. Because Doro-
thea Kübler and I had already talked about our mutu-
al interest in studying issues relating to education, it 
made sense for us to join forces for a project.

What did your joint project look like?
Kübler: Our research project consisted of two parts. 
The first was a field experiment in Berlin, in which 
we sent fictitious applications to companies that of-
fered apprenticeships. In the application documents, 
we varied certain features of the applicant. We want-

Interview with Heike Solga and Dorothea Kübler
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can compensate for this defi-
cit, to a certain extent, during 
training. However, they do not 
tolerate deficits in social behav-
ior, such as a lack of diligence or 
reliability, because these traits 
are more difficult to develop. 
Kübler: The survey experiment 
showed that women are disad-
vantaged when applying even 
if they meet the same require-
ments as the men. Their applica-
tions will be rated less favorably 
than those of male applicants, 
with this effect particularly no-
ticeable in male-dominated in-
dustries. By contrast, men who 
apply for training occupations 
with a high proportion of wom-
en, encounter no disadvantag-
es. One surprising result of the 
field experiment was that older 
female applicants for appren-
ticeships were not discrimi-
nated against as strongly as we 
would have expected. In fact, the 
most popular applicants among 
companies were those who had been out of school 
for two years and had completed at least one year in 
prevocational training measures. At least in Berlin, 
participating in prevocational programs does not 
seem to stigmatize its participants. 

Where do you see the added value of the interdisci-
plinary approach?
Solga: We sociologists had to hone our arguments in 
discussions with the economists. We also use eco-
nomic theories in our discipline, for instance when 
studying human capital. In a bridging project, of 
course, these notions are discussed more intense-

ly, and perhaps from a different perspective. It is 
definitely necessary to be more precise when using 
ideas and concepts. 
Kübler: That was also my experience. In economics, 
we often find that we have blind spots in our argu-
ments because we pay less attention to certain as-
pects of human behavior than does sociology. Many 
of our assumptions are based on the individual, on 
that person’s rational behavior. Economists are in-
terested in the social background, but it often re-
mains a black box for us. We control for these effects 
in our models, but we lack the theoretical notions. 
Sociology can provide them.
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Solga: I remember our discussion on the possi-
ble stigmatization of apprenticeship seekers. This 
phenomenon can be explained in different ways. 
One theory is that human-resource professionals 
follow the earlier decisions of their peers. If there 
are gaps in the CV, managers assume that previous 
applications were unsuccessful because the candi-
dates were insufficiently qualified. Another theory 
suggests that deeply rooted general stigmatizations 
could also play a role. This explanatory approach 
would tend to be the one pursued in sociology. If 
we had studied the matter only within our own dis-
cipline, we would very quickly have headed for this 

explanation. By working with 
Dorothea Kübler and her team, 
we saw that the matter is not 
that clear. 

And where did the interdisci-
plinary nature of your project 
cause problems?
Solga: There were actually no 
problems, but interdisciplinary 
research does require clear 
agreements, especially when 
junior researchers are involved. 
They have to publish in their 
respective discipline because a 
great article will hardly be no-
ticed by their own community 
if it has been published in the 
journal of a different discipline. 
We made sure that we could use 
the results of this study within 
our own disciplines as well so 
that participating in the project 
would be an asset for the ca-
reers of our younger scholars. 
If Dorothea Kübler and I had 
worked on the project alone, 

it would have been different. In our position it is 
does not really matter what we add to our list of 
publications.

Are there professional journals that combine soci-
ology and economics and are also read in the com-
munity?
Kübler: There are, but they are not necessarily those 
with the highest ranking and that’s what’s most im-
portant at the beginning of a career. It is also worth 
noting that the logic of writing differs from one dis-
cipline to another. For example, if I use methods that 
are not mainstream in my field, I have to discuss the 
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benefits and potential shortcomings in much greater 
detail. We also refer to different bodies of literature. 
Solga: Here we have to be careful not to overload a 
study. It is important to be able to present a coherent 
research story. Constantly switching between disci-
plinary perspectives would hinder this. 

Do we need more interdisciplinary research, espe-
cially in the social sciences? 
Kübler: That’s a difficult question. The Deutsche 
Forschungs  gemeinschaft (German Research Foun-
dation) keeps addressing this matter. There are 
sometimes suggestions that as many projects as 
possible – or even all of them – should be collab-
orative and interdisciplinary. I think that is going 
too far. There is definitely fantastic research that is 
not interdisciplinary at all and we should not im-
pose other approaches on them. Interdisciplinarity 
should not be an end in itself, but should be driven 
by the particular research question. What is inter-
esting, is that when new interdisciplinary research 
fields, such as neuroeconomics, develop and become 
established, they become less and less interdiscipli-
nary. They form their own canon of methods, have 
their own professional journals, and become a new 
discipline.
Solga: It’s simply good to bring in and try out dif-
ferent perspectives. In this sense interdisciplinary 
research can help scientists leave their small niche 
and invite new input. The social sciences, therefore, 
definitely need more places to meet and more bridg-
ing projects. 

The interview was conducted by Harald Wilkoszewski.

From the 
 archives

Keywords from WZB research dis-
played in windows like the spines 
of books. An evening stroll along 
Reichpietschufer in December 
2014 was worthwhile: The WZB was 
decorated like an Advent calendar, 
with the brightly colored windows 
arousing curiosity about what we 
were working on. Incidentally, the 
staff created this project over punch 
and cookies.

The WZB façade as an Advent calendar 
(Photo: David Ausserhofer).

Research glows
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This photo with Federal President Frank-Walter Steinmeier  
was taken on 14 March. Germany’s head of state visited the WZB for  

an intensive exchange with researchers and marked the kick-off  
for the institute’s 50th jubilee.

Kick-off for the WZB jubilee year



“Fathers earn more than childless men.” “Children 
at private schools perform better than children at 
public schools.” “Immigration undermines public 
support for the welfare state.” Although we may 
empirically observe these relationships, they do 
not necessarily contain the cause-effect mechanism 
we presume they do. Men may put more effort into 
work before becoming fathers or the wage increas-
es may have been decided before the child was born. 
Children at private schools may differ from their 
counterparts at public schools with regard to their 
parents’ education and financial resources. Likewise, 
measurement issues and temporal order, and so 
forth, make it hard to determine how immigration 
and distributive preferences are causally related. 
However, what both policy makers and researchers 
actually care about are causal effects. Does an in-
crease in publicly-provided childcare lead to higher 
fertility? Do more people switch to public transport 
if parking fees are increased and bus fares cut? Can 
a reduction in social inequality decrease armed con-
flicts?

Nowadays researchers can rely on an ever broad-
er repertoire of data and methods for investigat-
ing the causes of economic and social phenomena 
and evaluating public policies. Digitalization allows 
us to conduct experiments outside the laboratory 
with large numbers of participants and at low cost. 
Sophisticated statistical methods enable us to test 

for causal relationships even if random allocation 
of participants into treatment and control groups is 
not possible on practical or ethical grounds. For in-
stance, to find out how X affects Y, we compare “sta-
tistical twins,” i.e., individuals, families, organiza-
tions, and communities that resemble one another 
in all relevant characteristics but not the one under 
scrutiny. Variations in time and space can also be 
used to establish causal relations. With before-after 
comparisons, we can examine the effectiveness of 
policy interventions.

These possibilities to identify causes and effects are 
immensely important for scientific progress and 
the design of public policies. The identification of 
causal relationships has also become increasingly 
important in the scientific publication process and 
for third-party funding. That’s a positive and impor-
tant development. We all want causal relationships 
and not correlations to determine our view of the 
world and the design of public policies. 

As always, however, the baby mustn’t be thrown out 
with the bathwater. What do we do when no causal 
relationship can be established? What implications 
do we draw from studies that, although they iden-
tify a causal effect, permit statements only about 
a specific point in time or a specific place? Can we 
ensure that the effect of intervention that can be 

In search of “That’s what happens ...”

Lena Hipp
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shown for a small group also applies in general? 
An illustration: A recent study from Finland found 
that the provision of a basic income increased the 
life satisfaction among individuals in the treatment 
group. However, it is by no means clear whether the 
same positive effect could be observed if all Finn-
ish citizens received a basic income. The increase in 
life satisfaction among the participants in the pilot 
study may have been the result of relative amelio-
ration.

These critical remarks should neither downplay 
the advances in knowledge that causal research has 
brought for the social sciences in the past years nor 
constrain researchers’ creativity and ambitions to 
establish causal relationships. They are meant to be 
a plea for the social scientists to study societally 
relevant topics even if they fail to establish caus-
al relationships, instead of addressing questions to 
which a causal answer can be given but that are of 
limited relevance.

The scientific community needs to appreciate and 
acknowledge findings from studies that are chiefly 
descriptive or which, because of the state of data 
or the lack of exogenous variation, can “only” pres-
ent correlations. For example: the fact that mothers 
earn less than childless women is of great relevance 
for societal and social policy. Whether children have 
a negative impact on women’s income or whether 
women who become mothers differ fundamentally 
from childless women are questions that play only 
a secondary role in social and equal opportunity 
policy.

To deliver relevant and generalizable findings re-
quires the astute combination of different ap-
proaches and data sources – always coupled with a 
clear statement on what conclusions can and cannot 
be drawn from the given approaches and data. This 
is problem-oriented basic research at its best.

Lena Hipp heads the research group Work and Care 
and holds a S/W2-professorship at the University of 
Potsdam.
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At a historic moment on December 19th, 2018, 152 
countries in the United Nations General Assembly 
voted in favor of the adoption of the Global Com-
pact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration. The 
Global Compact, while not legally binding, could have 
far-reaching implications for the future of global 
migration management and could indicate a first 
step towards shifting migration governance from 
nation-states to the international community. 

Although the Global Compact highlights the impor-
tance of inclusion and non-discrimination in host 
societies, it does not touch on the topic of citizen-
ship. As international agreements on citizenship are 
limited in number and scope, the issue remains a 
stronghold of national sovereignty. But migration 
and citizenship are closely related: states’ citizenship 
policies transform migrants and their descendants 
into citizens. It is thus an open question whether 
citizenship will remain outside the sphere of inter-
national negotiations and regulations or not. Next 
to the numerous valid reservations against a Global 
Compact on Citizenship (GCC), there are a number of 
arguments in favor of its realization. We would like 
to illustrate some of these below.

The first argument concerns global redistributive jus-
tice: Birthright citizenship can be viewed as a driver 
of global inequality. The place of one’s birth is arbi-
trary, yet citizenship is an important indicator of an 
individual’s life chances. Citizenship from a Western 
liberal democracy is considered desirable, as it of-
fers more mobility and diplomatic protections. A GCC 
would not eliminate this arbitrariness; but recog-
nize it and address some of the resulting inequality. 
Scholars have offered potential solutions such as a 
global tax on citizenship, which would redistribute 
resources from countries with a high-valued citi-
zenship to level the playing field. 

The second argument concerns missed socio-eco-
nomic opportunities. Some migrants adapt their re-
location preferences based on a state’s citizenship 
policies. For instance, a Moroccan citizen might 
choose to relocate to Paris because France offers 
citizenship in five years, and allows them to retain 
their original citizenship. However, it may be the 
case that the individual would have better prospects 
of socio-economic integration in Germany – but 
becoming German takes eight years and does not 
permit dual citizenship. By setting a framework for 
national rules of access to citizenship, a GCC could 
help to alleviate such mismatches. 

Toward a global compact on 
citizenship?

By Johanna Hase and  
Ashley Mantha-Hollands

C H A L L E N G E S
IN

 T
O

U
C

H
 –

 5
0

 Y
E

A
R

S
 W

Z
B

43



Thirdly, a GCC could also prevent international dis-
putes. For example, the citizenship schemes of Malta, 
Cyprus and Bulgaria, which offer passports in ex-
change for investment, are a concern for all Europe-
an Union Member States, as investors are purchasing 
a backdoor pass into the EU. Similarly, when states 
extend their citizenships to all descendants of their 
emigrants – as is the case in Italy – other states may 
get irritated. Spain even – albeit unsuccessfully – 
sued before the CJEU against having to recognize 
an Argentinian with Italian roots as a Union citizen. 
Furthermore, states might be concerned about the 
rights of their diaspora, for instance to secure remit-
tances, and consequently care about citizenship re-
gimes in host countries. The Philippines for instance 
would arguably welcome a liberalization of access to 
Qatari citizenship, which requires at least 25 years of 
residence in addition to other difficulties in order to 
satisfy their criteria. In all of these cases, a GCC could 
offer common standards, such as a range of years of 
residency required before a newcomer can acquire 
citizenship or after which a latent citizenship has to 
be internationally recognized.

Finally, a GCC could address a set of problems aris-
ing from the increasing number of dual citizens. 
While dual citizenship is usually unproblematic, 
some states have recently debated whether they are 
obliged to take back foreign fighters with dual cit-
izenship that have joined terrorists groups abroad, 
or whether they can strip them of their citizenship 
(and simultaneously avoid the obligation to re-ad-
mit them). Similarly, there are concerns about dual 
citizens voting for non-democratic parties in one of 
their countries of citizenship – an issue that arises 
with every Turkish election in Germany. And last-
ly, dual citizens of countries within supranational 
organizations like the EU can vote in two national 

parliaments. They can thereby double their influ-
ence in Brussels, and in a way violate the demo-
cratic “one person, one vote” principle. A GCC could 
remedy these conflicts by strengthening the legal 
notion of effective nationality, which determines 
which citizenship prevails when and by providing 
rules for dual citizens’ voting behavior. For instance, 
both of these could be strictly tied to the country of 
residence.

While the GCM was drafted in intergovernmental ne-
gotiations, researchers played an important role in 
its development. They presented their perspective in 
consultations during the negotiation phase, spoke at 
the conference in Marrakesh, and provided an out-
look on where an internationally binding agreement 
on migration could go one day. This shows that if 
we engage with policy-makers’ on-the-ground ex-
perience, we, too, might see the adoption of a Global 
Compact on Citizenship in the future. 

Johanna Hase and Ashley Mantha-Hollands are 
research fellows of the International Citizenship Law 
research group.
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When the WZB was established 50 years ago, democ-
racy and human rights were in short supply in large 
parts of the world. Many countries in Latin America, 
Africa, and Asia had authoritarian regimes. Eastern 
Europe suffered under the yoke of Communist dic-
tatorships, Spain and Portugal were ruled by the 
fascists Franco and Salazar, and in Greece, army of-
ficers had recently seized power in a military coup. 
Across the globe, only three in ten countries were 
democracies. Since then, the world has changed a 
great deal, notably for the better as democracy has 
made great progress. It is, today, difficult to imagine 
that not so very long ago, popular holiday destina-
tions such as Spain and Greece were ruled by cruel 
regimes. In the intervening years, military regimes 
in Argentina, Chile, and Brazil have been replaced 
by stable democracies, and dictatorships in South 
Korea and Taiwan, as well as the apartheid regime 
in South Africa, have come to an end. Everywhere in 
the world, democracy has spread its wings.

Everywhere? No, there is one part of the world that 
completely missed out on the wave of democratiza-
tion of the past 50 years as the Muslim world has 
yet to adopt democracy in most cases. In the early 
1970s, there were 36 independent states with a pre-
dominantly Muslim population. Only four of these – 

Lebanon, Malaysia, Gambia, and the Maldives – were 
free democracies according to the Freedom House 
Index of Political Rights and Civil Liberties, leav-
ing the proportion of democracies in the Islamic 
world at only 11 percent – far below that among 
the non-Islamic countries (38 percent). Since then, 
the gulf separating the Islamic and the non-Islamic 
world has become much deeper. In the non-Islamic 
world, democracy has become the norm, with 57 
percent of non-Muslim countries democratic. Only 
15 percent of the non-Islamic world is categorized 
as being ruled by non-free, authoritarian regimes. 
The remaining 28 percent are classified by Freedom 
House as “partially free.” 

The opposite is true when it comes to the Islamic 
world. 53 percent of these countries have author-
itarian regimes with a meagre 4 percent deemed 
democratic in nature. In 2018, there were only two 
democratic countries with a predominantly Muslim 
population: Senegal and Tunisia. Until a few years 
ago, two more Islamic countries, Mali and Indonesia, 
could be counted as democracies, but under the in-
fluence of fundamentalist movements, the latter two 
have drifted towards authoritarian rule. For some 
time, Turkey also seemed to be on the right track, 
but since 2010, when the country seemed ready to 

Islam and democracy:  
a difficult relationship

Ruud Koopmans
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make the transition to democracy, the leadership of 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan has led further and further 
into authoritarianism. The “Arab spring” of 2010 
and 2011, which was supposed to bring freedom 
and democracy, eventually brought – with Tunisia 
as the only exception – the exact opposite, spawning 
bloody civil wars in Syria, Iraq, and Libya, as well as 
a global wave of terrorism.

The difference between the Islamic and the non-Is-
lamic world cannot be explained by poverty, colo-
nial history, or economic dependence on oil and 
other resources. The deficits in terms of democracy 
and human rights, as well as the increase in violent 
conflicts within the Islamic world, must rather be 
attributed to the rise of religious fundamentalism 
since the 1970s. The desire for a state governed 
by Islamic values and laws has led many countries 
to base their legal systems on Sharia law. In some 
cases, such as Iran, Sudan, or Afghanistan, this hap-
pened as a result of Islamists seizing power. In other 
cases, such as Pakistan and Egypt, it happened be-
cause the ruling autocrats mobilized Islam to serve 
their own purposes, introducing Islamic laws to take 
the wind out of the sails of the Islamists. In 2018, 
Sharia law was an explicit part of the legal system in 
29 of the 47 independent Islamic states, with most 
of the other Islamic states having adopted laws de-
rived from Sharia law as well.

Once states adopt the rules of Islamic law, wom-
en become second-class citizens, freedom of re-
ligious criticism is abolished, and sexual freedom 

is severely curtailed. Under the pretext of protect-
ing Islam and the Prophet Muhammad, freedom of 
speech is trampled upon nearly everywhere in the 
Muslim world. Alleged blasphemers, apostates, and 
atheists are oppressed, sometimes by the govern-
ment, sometimes by the population, and often by 
both. Homosexuals don’t have an easy life in many 
countries, but in most Islamic countries, they simply 
don’t have any life at all. In ten Islamic countries, 
homosexuality is punishable by death. The civil lib-
erties of women are extremely limited in the vast 
majority of Islamic countries. Underage girls may be 
legally married, women’s right to divorce is restrict-
ed, and women are deprived of the right to custody 
of their own children after divorce. Furthermore, 
women inherit only half of what men receive in 
most Islamic countries. Likewise, if the full Shar-
ia law is adopted, a woman’s testimony in criminal 
proceedings is only worth half of that of a man, and 
women may be prosecuted for having extramarital 
sex even if they were raped.

The fusion of the political and the religious mas-
sively increases governmental power. After all, the 
group in control of the government will also define 
what is allowed and what is forbidden in religious 
terms. The oppression of religious minorities in 
the Islamic world leads to persistent and violent 
conflicts. The seemingly endless conflict between 
Sunnis and Shiites is a prime example, but feuds 
between fundamentalist and secular groups are 
common as well, and even disputes between differ-
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ent groups within the fundamentalist camp occur. 
In countries with large Islamic minorities such as 
Nigeria, Thailand, and the Philippines, the goal of 
establishing an Islamic state and introducing Shar-
ia law has led to violent conflicts between Muslims 
and the rest of the population. A departure from the 
interpenetration of political and religious rule is a 
necessary prerequisite for democracy and peace to 
get a chance in the Islamic world.

Ruud Koopmans is director of the research unit 
Migration, Integration, Transnationalization and a 
professor of sociology and migration research at 
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin. He is the author 
of the book Het vervallen huis van de Islam. Over 
de crisis van de islamitische wereld (Amsterdam: 
Prometheus 2019).

How do you introduce a research institute to 
people who have never heard of it? Sometimes it 
takes images, a little bit of pathos, and possibly 
a hint of irony as well. We took all of these 
ingredients and ventured into creative territory 
with students of the Baden-Württemberg Film 
Academy. The result is 60 seconds of WZB on 
film (directed by Willi Kubica). The focus is on our 
research questions, which are the big questions 

of our time. What and how do we have to learn 
to live in freedom and self-determination? 

How much inequality can society tolerate? What 
does integration mean, and what scares us? Each 

question corresponds to an image, accompanied by 
music composed for the WZB by Meike Katrin Stein. 60 

seconds for questions that matter. Can it work? See for yourself: 
youtube.com/wzblive

The WZB on film: 
For questions that 
matter
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In late 2018, there were 3,026 kilometers separating 
two issues that are strongly connected and that will 
keep humanity busy far into the future. While the 
Polish city of Katowice hosted the most important 
climate conference since the conclusion of the 2015 
Paris climate agreement, delegates from all over the 
world convened in Marrakesh, Morocco, to adopt the 
UN migration pact. Some economic studies have al-
ready established the link between the global cli-
mate and migration. In many regions of the world, 
global warming means less productive agriculture, 
more diseases, less economic growth, and more po-
litical unrest. People are leaving their countries to 
find better living conditions elsewhere.

We wanted to look into these connections in more 
detail. How strongly are individual countries affect-
ed? How important is people’s level of education? 
What will the future bring? Are there adaptation 
strategies in the countries concerned to counteract 
the specter of emigration or a growing influence of 
climate change on worldwide migration?

To explore these questions, we used data on the mi-
gratory movements of people from 95 developing 
and transitional countries into 20 OECD (Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development) 
member states between 1976 and 2010. Our analysis 
shows that the direct effect of rising temperatures 

on migration is relatively small in a global perspec-
tive. In poor countries, however, and for people with 
low levels of education, it does play an important 
role. This can be explained by the fact that poorer 
countries have few possibilities to compensate for 
crop failures or low yields by using more advanced 
technology. People with low levels of education liv-
ing in these areas, mostly former farm workers, of-
ten find it much more difficult to obtain work in 
other sectors of the economy. In these countries, 
climate change reduces not only agricultural yields, 
but also overall economic development. It leads to 
greater urbanization and political instability. These 
trends, which are not short-lived in nature, illus-
trate the difficulties of adapting to climate change, 
especially among poorer countries.

What are the effects of climate change on people’s 
health in the countries concerned? For a detailed 
analysis, we examined data from 170 countries for 
the period from 1960 to 2016. Our analyses show 
that climate change leads to more frequent heat 
waves and floods, which facilitates the spread of in-
fectious diseases like dengue fever, likely creating 
a negative effect on life expectancy. Further, these 
trends may also slow down economic development 
in the countries concerned. This effect is particu-
larly strong in poorer parts of the world, which are 
characterized by a lack of technology and func-

The planet in motion: climate 
and migration

Marc Helbling and Daniel Meierrieks
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tioning institutions that might soften the effects of 
climate change. According to our estimates, a long-
term increase in temperature by as little as 1 degree 
Celsius already leads to a three-and-a-half-year 
reduction in life expectancy in the world’s poorer 
countries. Accordingly, global warming by multiple 
degrees Celsius – the scenario to be expected at this 
point – is expected to have major negative effects on 
human health in poorer nations.

A warmer planet leads to more migration towards 
richer countries. It is likely to be predominant-
ly people with little education from high-poverty 
countries who will leave their home. This will cre-
ate sweeping economic and political consequences 
affecting sending and receiving countries alike. 

We are already observing a polarization in the polit-
ical debates about migration. A survey experiment 
in Germany – a preferred destination among mi-
grants – revealed that climate refugees are viewed 
in positive terms, much like political refugees, and 
hence are clearly more welcome than economic 
refugees. This may be linked to the fact that both 
groups are considered “real” refugees who had to 
leave their home countries for reasons they cannot 
be held personally responsible for. Economic refu-
gees, by contrast, are often seen in a more negative 
light – a somewhat problematic finding given the 
fact that is often difficult to draw clear lines between 
the reasons that make people flee their countries.

Another reason why people’s attitudes towards cli-
mate refugees are largely positive may be the fact 
that, unlike other refugee groups, climate refugees 
have hardly been the subject of public debates thus 
far. As climate change, unlike armed conflicts, is a 
continuous process, it does not lead to a short-term, 
major increase in refugee movements. Climate ref-
ugees are thought to be a rather small group. As our 

experiment has shown, support for climate refugees 
declined sharply when respondents were informed 
that, according to some experts, the years ahead will 
see a relatively large number of people leaving their 
home countries because of changing environmental 
conditions.

Marc Helbling is a professor of political sociology at 
Bamberg University and a WZB fellow in the research 
unit Migration, Integration, Transnationalization.

Daniel Meierrieks is a research fellow in the research 
unit Migration, Integration, Transnationalization.
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Digitization through rose colored glasses
Business has great expectations of digitization – work is expected to become easier, more 
flexible, and more accessible. That’s how digitization looks through rose colored glasses, but 
what happens if we swap them for glasses of another color? Does introducing digital systems 
in enterprises bring risks that aren’t apparent at first glance? An interactive poster takes 
viewers to the bright and dark sides of digitization. This work 
was developed by Kathleen Warnhoff and Esther Kroll 
(both from the WZB “Good Work” doctoral program) in 

collaboration with designers Alexandra Bespalova and 
Doreen Baldauf of the University of Arts (UdK Berlin).

Double shift
In the morning, Jordanian children are taught, while the afternoon 
belongs to the children of Syria. “Double shift” is the model used in 
the refugee camps established in Jordan to ensure children from 
the country’s civil war-torn neighbor still get an education. How 
the small country shoulders the immense challenge is documented 
on the multimedia website Double Shift. Steffen Huck (WZB), Heike 
Harmgart (European Bank for Reconstruction and Development) and 
Philipp Albert (WZB) developed the site in collaboration with designers 
Paula Ellguth and Marjam Fels. Among the awards won by the website are the 
Red Dot Award and the German Design Award. www.double-shift.org

Social research meets design
In crossing the boundaries of one’s own field, one gains a new perspective on many 

subjects. The Visual Society Program, in which the WZB cooperates with the Berlin 

University of the Arts, deliberately seeks to bridge together disparate disciplines 

to create new ways of perceiving the world and the research done within it. Since 

2014, design students and social scientists have been collaborating to learn from 

and create with one another. New perspectives have been opened on the findings, 

questions, and methods of social research. Below, we proudly present some of the 

works produced.
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Children have rights
“You’re so mean!” Children often feel they’re not treated fairly. Sometimes 
they don’t even really know what their rights are. The card game, GERAECHT, 
helps children learn their rights so they can hold their own against adults. It 
was developed by Michael Wrase, jurist at the WZB, and designer Ferdinand 
Weigel.

Non-being 
Every suicide leaves a hole. Someone is missing. This is the thought pur-
sued by designer Katharina Schwarz. She and WZB researcher Ellen von 
den Driesch have produced the book “Nichtsein” (“Non-being”), which 
translates suicide statistics into innovative infographics. 
In 2018, The work won the Stiftung Buchkunst 

Award.

General setting 
For over 20 months, designer Hendrik Wittemeier ac-
companied WZB researchers Janine Bernhardt and 
Lena Hipp. Together they questioned parents on how 
they divide the demands of thier working life with 
with the care needs of their families at home. From 
this, they produced an experimental video in which 
couples tell their story, and talk about the constraints 
and coping maneuvers used to maintain a healthy 
work-life balance.

Negotiating work
Our working world is changing. Who works for whom and what 
on? Who decides the conditions under which all this happens? The 
film “Negotiating on Equal Terms” demonstrates how the present 
systems of co-determination, binding collective agreements, and 

social partnerships came into being, and why they now face major 
challenges. 

In the “Good Work” doctoral program, too, visualization is kept in mind 
from the very outset of a research project. This is the subject of the film 
by Lisa Basten.
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Numerous studies show that poor health is closely 
linked to social, economic, and psychological factors. 
The poorer people are, the more frequently they 
become seriously ill, and the more limited is their 
access to health care. In 2005, the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) set up a “Commission on Social De-
terminants of Health” to help countries throughout 
the world plan and implement measures to address 
this inequality.

The story, however, is even more complicated. The 
problem works both ways – health factors can influ-
ence people’s social and economic situations as well 
as the reverse. It is high time for us social scientists 
to take this more strongly into account in our re-
search. The state of our health in the womb, in the 
period immediately after birth, and up to the age 
of five, lays the foundation for how we later learn, 
behave and live. There are robust studies that show 
that the physical and mental well-being of children 
has a direct impact on their later success in school, 
at university, and in their working life. Children with 
health problems perform more poorly at school and 
have lower social competence. 

Adults with health problems struggle to find a job at 
all, and a “good job” can seem miles out of reach. If 
they do manage to find something, frequent absence 

due to illness often hampers their advancement. 
Poor mental health, such as persistent stress, anxi-
ety, depression, can lead to lack of motivation, lower 
self-esteem and reduced cognitive function. Under 
these circumstances, they are not up to the job, and 
can find it difficult to maintain steady employment. 
In one of our most recent studies, we were able to 
show that children from socially deprived families 
are more likely to have psychological problems 
than their more affluent peers. This creates a wick-
ed cycle of poorer performance at school with its 
potential consequences following them throughout 
their whole career. This then leads to a generational 
impact whereby, social inequalities can be passed on 
and exacerbated.

Other studies also point out that a person’s state 
of health can influence their political participation. 
People who report that they have poorer health and 

… But without good health 
“all else is for naught” 

Jianghong Li

“Health factors, too,  
can influence a person’s 
social and economic 
situation.”
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lower cognitive functions, are less likely to exercise 
their right to vote. The impact is shown to be as great 
as the effect of people’s level of education on voting 
turnout. What is more, people in poorer health have 
a lower life expectancy, dying younger than their 
healthier and wealthier fellow citizens, and limiting 
the time and resources they can devote to politics 
to make their voices heard. Political inequality and 
injustice are reinforced and the cycle continues.

In future, social research should pay greater at-
tention to the fact that health, especially mental 
well-being, has a major influence on social, econom-
ic, and political participation. We need more studies 
to help us better understand the exact mechanisms 

of this correlation. This can succeed only if we com-
bine approaches from social science, health science, 
and medical research.

Jianghong Li is a senior researcher in the President’s 
Research Group.

Berlin’s university students unleashed a storm of protest 
against the foundation of the Berlin Social Science 
Center. “The center is organized as a limited liability 
company. This means education and research are now 
openly incorporated in the valorization of capital.” This 
is how a leaflet jointly produced by the “red cells” at 
Freie Universität Berlin and a “WZB action committee” 
at Technische Universität Berlin criticized the institute’s 
legal form – in the jargon of the times. But it wasn’t just 
the form but also the anticipated contents that were a 
thorn in the side of the 1968 student movement. Activists 
feared the WZB would produce “recipes for capitalist crisis 
management” rather than free science.

Poster calling on students to join a teach-in against the 
establishment of a WZB Institute for Peace and Conflict Studies, 
April 1970. University archive of Technische Universität Berlin, 
705, poster collection, no. 389.

Student protests

From the 
 archives
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From the founding of the WZB, to the 

challenges facing the institution and 

the future of the social sciences: a wide 

ranging conversation between Jutta 

Allmendinger, Jürgen Kocka, Friedhelm 

Neidhardt, and Meinolf Dierkes.

When you think back to your time as the first pres-
ident of the WZB, Professor Dierkes, what was the 
most significant challenge you faced?
Dierkes: There were two major challenges. One was 
substantive, how to take the various WZB institutes, 
which were focused on different topics and spread 
across the city, and bring them together under a 
shared intellectual roof with a common orienta-
tion. The second, was the need for a physical roof, a 
shared building. Several potential spaces were con-
sidered, such as the top floor of the Europa Center, 
but James Stirling’s new design for the former 
Reichs versicherungsamt won us over. 

Paths toward change at the WZB
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Kocka: This design yielded a special combination 
of Wilhelminian and postmodern architecture that 
characterizes this building …
Allmendinger: … and will continue to do so. I am de-
lighted that we can now add the two floors that the 
basilica lacked. It will do our work good to have them.

Professor Neidhardt, the Stirling building had al-
ready become the new seat of the WZB when you 
took over as president. What were the challenges 
faced during your time in office?
Neidhardt: When I arrived, my predecessor, Wolfgang 
Zapf, had relaunched the WZB with some very good 

appointments. During my tenure the institution 
came under financial pressures stemming from 
problems in Berlin’s budget. This meant that the 
German federal government had to reduce its pro-
portional contribution to the WZB, despite wanting 
to increase its support. The situation loomed over 
the entire period I was in office. We had to redis-
tribute budgetary resources without disturbing the 
peace while still continuing our work to the best of 
our abilities. We managed to do so only by signifi-
cantly increasing third-party funding, but even that 
did not suffice. At the end of my term, for example, 
I had to dissolve my own department – The Public 

The WZB’s objective is to continue to be a leader in the development of social science methods, theories, and 
empirical research. This vision is shared by (seated from left to right): Friedhelm Neidhart, WZB president 
from 1994 to 2000; Jutta Allmendinger, WZB president since 2007; Meinolf Dierkes, WZB president from 1980 
to 1987; and Jürgen Kocka, WZB president from 2001 to 2007.
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and Social Movements. Even though the scholars 
who had worked there with me went on to good 
careers elsewhere, it saddens me to think back to 
that closure. 

So far, we have spoken about the structure of the 
WZB, its home, and the necessary funding. Profes-
sor Kocka, what was the main challenge during your 
tenure as president?
Kocka: Friedhelm Neidhardt handed over to me a 
very successful and well-managed institution. Very 
quickly, however, it entered into a phase of profound 
change due to the retirement of numerous direc-
tors. By recruiting new directors, we were able to 
reorient the focus at a time when many new societal 
topics were arising, such as civil society, governance, 
and mobility, and integration. Global expansion was 
also on the agenda. By the end of my term, almost all 
the research units at the WZB had a new or modified 
thematic orientation. That was a rapid transforma-

tion that offered an opportunity for the organiza-
tion to take on new research questions and new 
methods, but it was important to handle the process 
in a way compatible with the WZB community. 

Let’s now look at the WZB today. Professor All-
mendinger, what were the issues that you wanted 
to address?
Allmendinger: First, we focused on forging closer 
linkages between the research themes at the WZB. 
That was achieved by clearly orienting the econom-
ic research to behavioral economics, for which we 
recruited two outstanding scholars, Dorothea Kü-
bler and Steffen Huck. We also pursued this change 
by bringing in educational research, for which 
the WZB found a splendid researcher, Heike Solga. 
These three new units work closely with those led 
by Wolfgang Merkel, Michael Zürn, and Ruud Koop-
mans. Then, in 2017, we had the great fortune of at-
tracting Macartan Humphreys, which gave the WZB 

Wolfgang Zapf (1937–2018) was president of the WZB from 1987 
to 1994. When the institution moved geographically from the 
margin of West Berlin to the center of Europe after the fall of the 
Wall, Wolfgang Zapf moved with it, in terms of both content and 
organization. He integrated research groups from the Academy of 
Sciences of the German Democratic Republic into the WZB; worked 
on securing the institution politically, and intensified international 
exchanges. Social inequality was Wolfgang Zapf’s life-long research 

theme. He studied the objective condition of people and their 
subjective experience. To mark Wolfgang Zapf’s 80th birthday in 

April 2017, the “Tagesspiegel” published an article entitled “Pionier der 
empirischen Soziologie” (Pioneer in empirical sociology), in which Jutta 

Allmendinger paid tribute to the work of her academic mentor. An interview 
with Wolfgang Zapf can be found in the WZB oral history film series “Zeitzeugen” 
(Witnesses to History): wzb.eu/zapf.

Wolfgang 
Zapf
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a new research area that connects well to all the 
others. It was also helpful that we were able to close 
one unit and thereby free up resources for projects 
that span several different units. The second chal-
lenge we took on was to establish a wide-ranging 
and systematic development program for research-
ers and staff. We made it a priority to increase the 
presence of women and young people at the WZB. 
We introduced many independent research groups 
with support from the European Research Council, 
the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German 
Research Foundation), and the Volkswagen Foun-
dation. These groups are integrated into the seven 
large research areas of the WZB, and the proportion 
of women has increased significantly. Nevertheless, 
there is still a lot to be done. In Berlin, the capital 
of knowledge, we have to work together to improve 
the overall situation of postdocs.

So you all had challenges to tackle. Which achieve-
ment are you proud of, Professor Kocka?
Kocka: As a historian, I aspired to anchor historical 
thinking in research at the WZB. It was not a matter 
of simply adding historical research, but rather of 
attending to the historical dimension of problems 
facing our society. We achieved that goal partially, 
but only temporarily. I also thought it was important 
to make the WZB more visible and to improve its 
ability to communicate by increasing its contribu-
tion to public discourse. We developed new formats 
for events and supported all attempts to participate 
in public debates. I was especially pleased by the 
very good evaluation of the WZB in 2004, which 
showed we were on the right path.

Professor Dierkes, when you think back to your ten-
ure as president of the WZB, what gives you particu-
lar satisfaction?
Dierkes: It was clear to me that the WZB had to im-
prove its international networking, so I worked on 

internationalizing the institution which worked 
well. We focused particularly on relationships with 
the United States and France, and turned increas-
ingly to Japan, which at the time was a model of 
successful economic development. 

And which success during your time in office are 
you particularly pleased about, Professor Neidhardt?
Neidhardt: Like Jürgen Kocka, I was especially grat-
ified by the very positive evaluation of the WZB. 
From the outset of my tenure, it was clear that 
the Wissenschaftsrat (German Council of Science 
and the Humanities) would evaluate us with their 
own group of experts. The WZB at the time did not 
seem to be politically secure, so we had to be sure 
to achieve a successful scientific evaluation, and 
succeed we did! This was in large part becuase we 
developed a system of performance indicators that 
improved our internal ability to monitor our work 
and communicate it more effectively. We also en-
gaged our advisory board to conduct an audit that 
prepared us well for everything else.

Professor Allmendinger, you have just embarked 
upon your third term in office. What worked well 
during the first two terms?
Allmendinger: This institution’s contribution to the 
development of the social sciences: We participat-
ed actively in the establishment of the Weizenbaum 
Institute for the Networked Society, the Center for 
Research on Civil Society, the Cluster of Excellence 
on “Contestations of the Liberal Script,” the German 
Center for Research on Integration and Migration, 
and interdisciplinary educational research. Our 
guidelines for career development and research 
ethics are in high demand in the academic commu-
nity. The WZB’s cooperation with the Berlin Univer-
sity of the Arts has facilitated collaboration between 
science and design, with great results, and we are 
bringing science into civil society – the series of 
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lectures we launched with the Museum of Natural 
History and the events that we organized in the dis-
trict of Neukölln are prime examples of this.

Let’s look into the future. Where do you see the WZB’s 
position in social research?
Dierkes: It will definitely occupy a central place 
among the leading research institutions, both inside 
and outside the universities.
Neidhardt: I agree. The WZB is well positioned in terms 
of personnel, topics, and finances, but I think topics 
that used to be important in the social sciences will 
return to the agenda. One of them is research on 
capitalism, which essentially disappeared after the 
fall of the Soviet Union. Capitalism has not become 
any more socially compatible during its triumphant 
takeover, yet governing it through public social pol-
icy is still difficult under conditions of globalization. 
The urgent political challenges could be particularly 
well addressed at the WZB through cooperation be-
tween economists and social scientists. 
Kocka: The WZB is on a very successful path because 
it continues to choose new societal questions to ad-
dress. I agree with Friedhelm Neidhardt that research 
on capitalism would deserve a renaissance. The cur-
rent structural change in the public, the widespread 
questioning of representative democracy, the crisis 
in the EU, and the erosion of the world order we 
have known for many decades are major new is-
sues to study. The relationship between science, the 
public, and democratic politics is undergoing funda-
mental change. Other topics, too, will remain urgent, 
such as immigration and its consequences. The WZB 
will continue to have a lot to do. 

Allmendinger: We have taken on these thematic chal-
lenges and will do so in future as well. The eval-
uation we underwent in 2018 did not impose any 
constraints, and, if all goes well, we will receive 
additional funding for digitalization. Then we will 
work together to find a worthy successor to Wolf-
gang Merkel in democracy research. We will become 
even more visible internationally. We will be leaders 
in the development of social science methods, the-
ory, and empirical research, and we will speak out 
resolutely for the standing of science in society. 

The interview was conducted by Harald Wilkoszewski.
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Demographic changes, brought by migration, mor-
tality, and fertility, affect many regions of the world. 
In most European countries, the population is age-
ing, stagnating, or even shrinking, while exponential 
population growth in the poorest countries of the 
Global South, means that the average age there is 
falling. If current growth rates persist, the popula-
tion of Germany will double within 173 years – with 
countries like Hungary and Greece actually expected 
to shrink. In Senegal, by contrast, present growth 
rates would double the population within 25 years, 
with Niger expected to grow from 22 to 80 million 
by 2055 – just 18 years.

Demographic change poses a range of policy chal-
lenges at the national and global levels. It greatly 
alters the problems that policy has to tackle, mak-
ing questions of providing for the basic needs of 
a declining or growing population, and ensuring 
social cohesion in diverse societies more pressing. 
Demographic change also modifies the composition 
of the electorate, interest groups, parties and pro-
test movements. In recent years, divisions between 
the old and young and between people of differing 
ethnic origins have played a decisive role, for ex-
ample, in the Brexit referendum and the election of  
Donald Trump. Assuming a certain degree of equal-
ity of opportunity, demographic change will also 

arrive in the composition of people working for 
the governement and in public institutions. If gov-
ernment departments or public authorities become 
more diverse in terms of age, gender, religion, and 
ethnicity, this could influence processes of policy 
making and implementation. Some of these fields 
have already been well investigated, while we know 
astonishingly little about others.

Let us take a look at some current demographic 
developments that could have far-reaching impli-
cations for political processes. In past decades, life 
expectancy increased rapidly in most regions of the 
world. Recently, however, it has started to decline, 
even in certain groups in prosperous countries. In 
the United States, for example, the average life ex-
pectancy at birth has been falling for a number of 
years in comparison with other countries. In 1995, 
American life expectancy was 76, the OECD average. 
By 2015, it had failed to keep pace and was 78.7 years, 
far below the then OECD average of 80.3. This trend 
is particularly stark among white men with a low 
level of education, for whom mortality in mid-life 
has sharply increased in recent years. Key reasons 
for an increase of mid-life mortality among lower 
educated men include drug overdoses, suicides, and 
alcohol-related liver mortality. This population group 
has also shown growing support for Donald Trump 

The young, the old and 
new policy

Anette Eva Fasang
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and the Republican Party indicating the importance 
of demographic shifts on political outcomes. Besides 
social deprivation, rising fears that whites could lose 
their majority status in the United States to other 
ethnic groups play a key role in the attraction to 
right-wing positions.

The rise of life expectancy in Germany has also be-
gun to stagnate in recent years after a long period of 
growth. Between 2014 and 2016, it declined slightly 
from 81.1 to 80.6 years. The gap between former 
East and West Germany remains considerable. Dif-
ferences in life expectancy, and hence in people’s 
overall health, can be seen as the most extreme form 
of social inequality. Only if you are alive can you 
participate in the distribution and redistribution 
of all other goods, whether they be income, wealth, 
or life chances. Moreover, we know little about how 
differences in life expectancy among the voter base 
of certain parties affect their success. Education and 
occupation are closely related to life expectancy and 
differ markedly between the voters of different par-
ties. Because the average level of education among 
SPD and Linke voters is lower than among CDU vot-
ers, the life expectancy of the former is likely to be 
much lower. This means that, if voters remain loyal 
to a party throughout their lives, the CDU will receive 
more votes over the life span of a voter than would 
other parties. Further, voters who switch parties tend 
to adopt conservative positions as they grow older. 
The CDU could thus benefit from the ageing of the 
population in two regards. 

Family structures and intergenerational relation-
ships have also changed considerably around the 
world, partly related to population aging. Increas-
ingly, European countries are politically enabling 
and supporting diverse family forms, whereas oth-
er, more conservative countries, notably in Eastern 
Europe, seek to promote the classical heteronorma-
tive nuclear family. First findings from the United 
States indicate that the family situation across the 
life course is also related to political participation. 
More married and childless people vote, while par-
ents and divorcees cast their ballot less often, pos-
sibly due to more intense time constraints. More 
diversity in family structures may then change the 
political representation of certain groups.

Equally important is the question of how distributive 
conflicts between generations, especially against the 
backdrop of population ageing, affects solidarity or 
conflicts in families. One argument holds that the 
often invoked “revolt of the young” has failed to ma-
terialize because the older generation often pay a 
substantial portion of their relatively generous pen-
sions to their adult children as monetary gifts and 
other support. How will growing political polarization 
between generations in some countries, as we have 
seen in the Brexit referendum affect solidarity and 
conflict within families?

And finally, as Helbling and Meierrieks describe 
in this issue (see p. 48f.), we face what is possibly 
the greatest global political challenge: exponential 
population growth in the poorest countries of the 
Global South and the resulting increase in migration 
pressure against the backdrop of climate change and 
increasingly scarce natural resources.
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All these questions amount to an important research 
agenda. In the new graduate programme “The Dy-
namics of Demography Democratic Processes and 
Public Policies” (DYNAMICS, spokesperson: Heike 
Klüver), demographers and political scientists at 
the Humboldt University of Berlin and the Hertie 
School of Governance will be addressing these topics 
together. 

Anette Eva Fasang heads the research group 
Demography and Inequality, and holds a chair in 
microsociology at the Humboldt University, Berlin.

What determines life courses? Does the 
passport make the citizen – or is it rather the 
love for a country and shared values? Why 
don’t some people lie? How will we work 
in the future? WZB researchers address a 
broad spectrum of questions using a wide 
variety of methods. For the short film project 
“My Research in Three Minutes,” Gabriele 
Kammerer and Vladimir Bondarenko, let 
the heads of the junior research groups at 

the WZB, present information about their 
work, illustrated by the Berlin designer Fabian 

Hickethier. The films invite the audience on a 
journey through both informative and entertaining 

forays into the wide-ranging fields of behavioral 
economics, educational research, international affairs, and 

neuroeconomics. You can find information on young research and 
new approaches under: https://vimeo.com/album/5020657.

Three minutes  
of research: 
Shorts from  
the WZB
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1969
Founding
The “Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin 
gemeinnützige Gesellschaft mit 
beschränkter Haftung” (“Berlin 
Social Science Center nonprofit 
LLC”) was set up in early 1969 on 
through a bipartisan initiative of 
members of the Bundestag. The 
social sciences were held to have 
great potential for advising soci-
ety and politics and the time was 
ripe for an international beacon 
project in isolated West Berlin. 
There was also strong challenges 
faced as students accused the new 
institution of being too intimate 
with business and industry with 
its operations too opaque.

1970–1975
Work Begins
In August 1970, the “Internation-
al Institute for Management and 
Administration” began its work 
in a villa in the Berlin suburb of 
Grunewald. It was followed by the 
“International Institute for Com-
parative Social Research” and the 
“International Institute for En-
vironment and Society.” In loose 
confederation, the three insti-
tutes scattered across West Ber-
lin constituted the nascent WZB, 
the Berlin Social Science Center. 
From the outset, the research 
undertaken had an international 
focus with many of the research-
ers coming from abroad – most 
notably from the United States. 

1976–1987
Consolidation and Sea Changes
The institute grew along with its 
structures and established posi-
tions for research administration 
and public relations. In 1980, the 
first president took up office, and 
relations with universities grew 
closer. After the 1982 change of 
government in Bonn, the WZB had 
to justify its existence anew. A 
structural commission proposed 
fundamental reforms to WZB re-
search.

On 3rd January 1969, the articles 
of association were signed at a 
notary’s office on the Kurfürsten-
damm in Berlin. The location was idyllic: the first 

WZB institute and the central 
administration started life in a villa 
in the Berlin suburb of Grunewald.

There was still nothing to be seen 
of the WZB: the Reichsversiche-
rungsamt (Imperial Social Insur-
ance Agency) building on Reichpiet-
schufer, whose rear wing was soon 
to give way to a new building.

The WZB at 50 – a brief chronicle
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1988/89
From Periphery to Centre
The WZB, which in May 1988 
moved into common premises in 
the former Reichsversicherung-
samt building in Berlin-Tiergar-
ten with postmodern extensions, 
took on a new, more granular and 
flexible structure. The former in-
stitutes were transmuted into re-
search units, research professor-
ships, and research groups, with 
new topics such like technology 
and organization, inequality and 
social cohesion, and public health 
added to the research agenda. In 
1989, the peripheral site on Pots-
damer Platz became, a central 
location, predestined to observe 
and shape German reunification 
and for the opening of Eastern  
Europe. 

1990–1999
Openings
The WZB continued to grow. In 
1995, the wing at the National Gal-
lery end of the site was expanded 
and raised. There were setbacks 
experienced, despite outstand-
ing evaluation of the institute 
by the Science Council in 1997. 
Substantively, the research hori-
zon was continuously broadened. 
Globalization entered the agenda, 
democracy research and econom-
ics were given greater attention, 
and the Internet was explored as 
a cultural space.

The British architect James Stirling 
designed the postmodern extension 
of the building.

Old stairs, new floors: an interior 
view of the WZB.

Post 2000
The Future has Begun
The WZB is now crossing borders – 
between disciplines and beyond 
them. Bridging projects link dif-
ferent research units to garner 
differing perspectives to com-
mon problems. Collaboration with 
students from the University of 
the Arts opens new doors on aca-
demic issues. The research group 
Science Policy Studies has moved 
to the EUREF Campus, where re-
search on questions of transport 
and future mobility offers prac-
tical applications. In conjunction 
with the Berlin universities, the 
WZB founded the Weizenbaum 
Institute for the Networked So-
ciety and construction on the 
physical plant has continued. A 
recently begun addition will pro-
vide more space and possibilities 
for research and communication.

A crane for the WZB: extension 
works 2018/19.

You can find a detailed chronicle of 50 years 
WZB at: wzb.eu/chronik
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In the years and decades ahead, the emerging pro-
cesses of digitalization will transform industrial 
structures all over the world. This revolutionary 
change is often described by the term “disrup-
tion” to highlight the destruction and replacement 
of traditional techniques and structures. As digital 
technologies, such as the internet of things, cloud 
computing, and machine learning become more and 
more widespread, business models and corporate 
strategies will have to change, leading to the tradi-
tional manufacturing and service sectors becoming 
more interlaced with the IT sectors. This will lead 
to ever intensifying global competition. Germany, 
which has traditionally held a strong position in the 
manufacturing industry, is challenged by the grow-
ing importance of software development expertise. 
In this field, however, US and Chinese companies are 
leading the way, both in terms of technology and in 
the competition for jobs and revenue.

The auto industry is a key example. Autonomous driv-
ing and the development of internet-based mobility 
platforms have been identified as the technologies 
of the future. This trend promises a future in which 
clients use an app to buy mobility, making individual 
car ownership increasingly less important. In this 
future market, traditional car manufacturers face 
very non-traditional competition from tech compa-
nies like Google and Uber. This competition goes be-

yond the tradi-
tional industrialized 
countries, as a number 
of IT companies from China 
(such as the search engine op-
erator Baidu) are now involved in 
the auto and mobility industry. These 
new challengers have a head start over in-
dustrial companies when it comes to mastering 
technologies like networks, data analysis, and ar-
tificial intelligence, as well as being more equipped 
to design data-based business models.

The competition between the “new” and the “old” 
economy in the auto industry is about leadership in 
the development of new technologies, control over 
value creation, and changes in employment struc-
tures. Similar trends can be observed in the machine 
building industry, where networking technologies, 
data-based process management and optimization 
have become more and more important. Again, tra-
ditional machine building companies are competing 
directly with IT companies in an unfamiliar dance. 
Government programs have been launched to help 
companies adjust to the changing conditions of com-
petition, including “Industrie 4.0” in Germany, “Made 
in China 2025,” or, on a smaller scale, “Industrie du 
Futur” in France and the “Advanced Manufacturing 
Initiative” in the United States.

Grzegorz Lechowski and Martin Krzywdzinski

Industrial structures 
in transition 
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From the point of view of the German economy, 
this development raises questions concerning the 
essence of innovation, industrial, and labor market 
policy in the decades ahead making it of major rel-
evance to the WZB. The first question centers upon 
the new expertise required to drive innovation in 
industries such as car manufacturing and machine 
building. German companies strive to build in-house 
expertise in software development by recruiting 
thousands of computer scientists and data analysts, 
and by designing their own training formats. Some 
of this takes place within established company 
structures, but companies also launch spin-offs in 
new fields and organizations to enable completely 
new forms of corporate culture and agile work or-
ganization. This is the beginning of an industrial and 
organizational transformation that will have radical 
consequences in the long term and result in new 
challenges for all actors involved. It will have im-
pact upon unions and alter the principle of worker 
participation.

We will also see the emergence of new forms of 
cooperation that go beyond established industry 
boundaries, which will necessitate the development 
of new forms of governance. When developing new 
technologies and business models, traditional car 
makers and machine building companies collaborate 
with IT companies and newly emerging start-ups. It’s 
a difficult collaborative process under conditions of 
competition – a concept known as “coopetition” – in 
which companies competing in the market place de-
velop shared standards for technologies like auton-
omous driving and automation solutions. 

These standards require the creation of new forms 
of governance capable of addressing questions of 
data security and utilization: Who owns the data pro-
duced during the manufacturing processes or and 
derived from the end user experience? How can the 
interests of various actors in analyzing this data be 
balanced and regulated?

Finally, new challenges have emerged for the labor 
market and training policies. Building new exper-
tise and organizational structures often means the 
devaluation of older expertise, the destruction of 
established forms of work and organization, and a 
change in employment structures. We must prevent 
certain groups from being left behind and not allow 
digitalization to exacerbate existing inequalities. In 
this endeavor, action is required from lawmakers 
and industrial actors alike.

Martin Krzywdzinski is head of the research group 
Globalization, Work and Production. 

Grzegorz Lechowski is a research fellow in the 
research group.
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When discussing issues in political terms, we can 
usually assign them to a specific policy field. Take 
the weather, for example. The 2018 summer heat 
wave turns into a climate phenomenon, and thus 
becomes a part of environmental policy. The legit-
imacy of private health insurance providers is dis-
cussed in the context of healthcare policy, and if our 
train arrives hours late for the umpteenth time, we 
can see it as an act of fate or as an issue of trans-
port policy. Policy fields provide an argumentative 
and institutional framework in which issues may 
be considered, debated, and decided upon in politi-
cal terms. That’s because policy fields are based on 
the societal agreement that something is at stake 
at their core – something worth fighting for, some-
thing that serves the common good and deserves 
protection. Issues like the environment, health, and 
transport infrastructure tick all these boxes.

Which policy field, however, provides the frame of 
reference for debates about digitalization? Some 
policymakers, journalists, and citizens now speak 
about “digital policy,” when only a few years ago, 
the answer would clearly have been “Netzpolitik” or 
“internet policy.”

Since the 1990s, the internet has repeatedly been 
the object of political discussions. In these early 
debates, internet-related questions were always 
subsumed within existing policy fields and rarely 
examined on their own. The potential of the “infor-
mation society” belonged to economic policy dis-
course, whereas the first global computer viruses 
raised concerns in terms of security policy. It wasn’t 
until 2005 that a common, albeit controversial point 
of reference, emerged for debates on using and reg-
ulating the internet: “Netzpolitik.”

The term “Netzpolitik” was coined by a protest 
movement that had a strong impact on public opin-
ion. Their success formula was combining a defense 
of civil rights, like freedom of opinion and the pro-
tection of privacy, with the idea of a free, open, and 
self-determined internet. Activists successfully pro-
moted this idea to counteract legislative proposals 
on data retention or the filtering of internet content. 
Soon enough, a growing number of policymakers 
and ministers adopted the idea of accounting for 
the unique qualities of the internet instead of sub-
ordinating it to the priorities of other policy fields. 
The internet as an entity received broad recognition 
as a good that deserved protection making it wor-
thy of independent policy consideration. This trend 
was further accelerated by the electoral success 
of the German Pirate Party, which put pressure on 
the other parties to develop an internet policy pro-
file as well. “Netzpolitik” became the shooting star 
among policy fields, but its success was not to last.

The internet, politically 

Ronja Kniep and Julia Pohle 

Controversies over digitalization
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For a number of years, the internet has been los-
ing its relevance as a political point of reference. 
Debates now revolve around digitalization instead. 
They are no longer primarily about the internet as 
a sphere in its own right as a facilitator of free com-
munication and worthy of protection. What drives 
debates today is the pervasiveness of digital tech-
nology in the economy, politics, and society. The 
general perception is that digitalization is becom-
ing a fundamental process of transformation akin to 
phenomena like climate change. The range of issues 
connected to the term digitalization is expanding. 
The political debate, however, lacks a shared nor-
mative point of reference. What is at stake in the 
digital age? Which common good deserves the most 
protection?

Does the disagreement concerning these questions 
suggest that the internet is losing its policy field? 
The terminological switch from internet policy to 
digital policy does not mean that internet policy ac-
tors and discourses simply disappear from the polit-
ical stage, yet the policy field is indeed undergoing 
a transformation that could result in two possible 
future scenarios.

First, the field may expand. In this case, digital poli-
cy would replace internet policy as an independent 
policy field, encompassing a much broader range 
of issues. Although internet policy arguments and 
issues would be integrated, what exactly is at stake 
would have to be renegotiated. At this point, there 
is no widespread agreement regarding the unique 
good that needs to be protected when it comes to 
digitalization. Possible candidates include the call 
for “digital sovereignty,” proposed by representa-
tives of the IT economy and security industry in the 
wake of the disclosures of Edward Snowden, with 
a more civil rights-based interpretation of “digital 
self-determination.”

A second possibility is the diversification of the 
field. The uniform approach to the complex set of 
digital issues is falling apart. Instead, they are in-
tegrated in both established and new policy areas. 
In that scenario, digitalization would be negotiated 
both in cyber security policy and in transport policy 
(“smart cities”) or in global economic policy. Internet 
policy would continue to exist, but as a marginalized 
field.

The question of which alternative will prevail is not 
a purely academic one. Whether, how, and which 
policy fields eventually become established as in-
dependent thematic and institutional constellations 
shapes what our society views as particularly wor-
thy of protection. Whether it is the rights of arti-
ficial intelligences, the security of national infra-
structures, or the self-determined use of digital 
technology: The political and institutional frame of 
these issues is a vital concern. 

Ronja Kniep and Julia Pohle are research fellows in 
the research group Politics of Digitalization.
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Science 4.0 – a comic

M A I L  F R O M  T H E  F U T U R E



When knowledge becomes a 
commodity 

Martina Franzen

Sam’s eyes are glued to the screen: the figure has 
just passed the 50,000 mark with three minutes to 
go before the start. Normally the number of follow-
ers levels out at 65,000, but If this continues, it could 
be a record. Today’s topic is “sociological classics.” 
The countdown blinks: 3, 2, 1: 

“Welcome to the Nostalgia Channel, nice to see you 
again! For those of you who don’t know me yet, my 
name is Sam and that stands for: Sophisticated – 
Ambitious – and More.“ 

She proudly announces that for the first time she 
can present seven first editions of classics as the 
information gathering department has done a good 
job. The online community oohs and aahs. You can 
almost hear the “like” counter rattling. To keep up 
the tension in the live video, Sam has wrapped 
up each work individually, like individual gifts to 
the world, so she can unpack them one at a time. 
Mentimeter feedback shows she’s guessed right as 
anticipation grows. She starts with Max Weber. The 
presentation is well rehearsed with key theoretical 
arguments translated into sound bites. When she 
holds the work up to the camera, she has already 
listed the essential concepts: What is the spirit of 
capitalism? What led to the disenchantment of the 
world? Why is an academic career a hazard? Her ex-
planations win hearts all round. #Tamina, who is al-
ways there for classics sessions, posts the first quiz 

question: “What was the nickname Max Weber gave 
his wife Marianne?” The community spouts witty 
lists of affectionate monikers. “That’s good,” thinks 
Sam; “good for the click rate.”

She is pleased with the outcome of the session. She 
gained 2,300 new followers and lost very few. Today 
the reach of her channel in the comparative seg-
ment is 12 per cent, a personal record. Sam tweets 
her success and the retweets and likes come in 
droves. She leans back to get started with the really 
exciting part, but topic-modelling analysis of some 
7,000 comments doesn’t produce any real surprises. 
Comments and queries tally with the key discussion 
points already collected centrally on the works of 
Weber, Tönnies, Durkheim & Co. Sam decides that 
the laborious processing of the topic graphics for 
the documentation can wait till after lunch. Still, ten 
colleagues have reacted positively to her socializing 
question.

Sam sprints to the serving counter and reserves the 
table so as not to miss any new faces as she’s rarely 
in the canteen at this time of day. Judging by the 
badges, four of them are from the trending topics 
department, two from the social media department, 
one from health and care, and there are two from 
supervision that she already knows well.
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“Hi, good to see you,” she says to the two who head 
the enhancement course she’s been taking for the 
past two weeks. 

Someone else takes a seat directly opposite her, 
and Sam catches her breath when she realizes it’s 
Tom who is one of the three managing directors. 
She’s never before spoken directly to any of them. 
Next time she must really sound out the socializing 
response qualitatively so she’s better prepared for 
such an encounter. 

Tom smiles at her knowingly, “I followed your curve 
today. Twelve per cent is impressive.” 

“Thank you so much,” says Sam, somewhat embar-
rassed knowing that hardly anything of substance 
came of it, even if the figures are correct.

“We want to make you an offer,” says Tom, not beat-
ing around the bush. Sam ponders what sort of an 
offer he’s talking about. Perhaps a fixed hourly rate? 
Promotion to the Science Giants Team? Or even the 
legendary three-year contract she, like everyone 
else here at the institute, has been working towards 
but always considered a pipe dream? 

“We want you to join our new science-on-demand 
program,” he declares in a solemn tone. “Our new 
service seeks to capture the spirit of time. Requests 
are increasing so fast we can’t keep up with the 
content, so we’re going to increase the staff of the 
department and you’ve been selected.” Sam thanks 
Tom for this great development opportunity, but her 
disappointment is evident. Cautiously, she asks, “Just 
so I understand, what sort of enquiries are we talk-
ing about?”

Her colleague and friend Kim from the trending top-
ic department told her that the science-on-demand 
program was intended to become the cashcow for 
the company. “Whether for a club jubilee or a moth-
er-in-law’s 80th birthday, your job is to bring science 
into the home. Demographic change, the transport 
turn, educational poverty, or migration – our young 
social scientists will explain the empirical basics to 
you and provide you with the right arguments for 
any cultivated conversation. Do not hesitate to con-
tact us, we are open to your requests.” 

At the press of a button, the advertising for Science 
on Demand comes up on the screen directly behind 
him. Sam has an uneasy feeling, but Tom gets more 
specific: “At the moment the Nostalgia Channel is 
trendy among affluent clients, as you know. Content 
has become a status symbol. We see great potential 
here for transforming our social-science knowledge 
service into a user-centered service that adds value 
and may bring in a few bucks.” 

Sam knows that if she accepts this offer, she’ll not 
only lose her follower community, which she’s built 
up so laboriously, but also means her autonomy in 
topic setting, leaving aside the personal unpredicta-
bility of a client’s overbearing tendency. “What other 
options do I have?,” she asks quietly but firmly, and 
looks Tom straight in the eye for the first time. 

Martina Franzen was research fellow in the research 
group Science Policy Studies, and is now fellow at the 
Institute for Advanced Study in the Humanities (KWI 
Essen). More short stories can be found on her blog 
http://fictionscience.blog
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There are things that scientists simply refuse to get 
excited about, and transport is a prime example. To 
be sure, there are still a few chairs devoted to the 
economic aspects of transport, and technological 
developments in the various modes of transport – 
roads, rails, air, and water – remain a part of aca-
demic teaching and research. Urban and regional 
planning are also well-established disciplines with 
various areas of concentration. But, what about 
studies of mobility? Questions about how and why 
people move about in space, and about the circum-
stances under which changes might be feasible in 
this context do not play a role in the social science 
disciplines one would expect to consider such ques-
tions. Human behavior in traffic is so caught up in 
routine and impossible to change that it simply 
doesn’t make for an appealing object of sociological 
inquiry.

As a consequence, the sociology of transport is vir-
tually non-existent as a subject of academic teach-
ing and research. This is a tragic situation, given 
that the issue of mobility is linked to one of the 
vital questions facing modern economies. By 2020, 
for example, the transport of people and goods will 
require about 50 percent of the primary energy 
demand in Germany alone, with the share of fossil 
fuels used exceeding 90 percent. That is also why 
transport is the only sector in which CO2 emis-

sions – compared to those in 1990 – continue to rise 
to this day. This situation exists despite the fact the 
German federal government has committed itself in 
binding treaties under international law to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by 40 percent by 2030.

German municipalities are helplessly turning to 
the administrative courts. Not only has transport 
kept emitting ever more greeenhouse gases; for 
years the output of other environmentally danger-
ous substances has failed to decline. The limit on 
nitrogen oxides, set by the EU as early as 2010, is 

We are gridlocked 

Andreas Knie and Weert Canzler
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regularly exceeded in more than 80 municipalities. 
In early 2018, the European Commission took legal 
action against Germany before the European Court 
of Justice. The violations of the emission limits are 
understandably a problem, but what are the mu-
nicipalities supposed to do? Purchasing one or two 
electric buses, installing a few charging stations for 
battery vehicles, building a new bike lane, or setting 
up a few additional stops for buses and trains is un-
likely to have much impact. It hasn’t helped much 
in the past and can’t be expected to have a dramatic 
effect in the future.

Transport is the manifestation of an old basic out-
look in politics and society. It used to represent a 
way of life and long sparked impressive demand, 
people were encouraged to drive their cars as much 
as possible. For decades, this was the history of the 
European postwar order: “Freie Fahrt für freie Bürg-
er,” or “Free reign of the road for free citizen,” a 
slogan coined by the car industry in the 1970s that 
quickly became part of everyday German vocabu-
lary. Roads were built, taxes were cut and financing 
arrangements to subsidize private car ownership 
were invented, with the legal order developed to 
give priority to cars. It was a consistent and broadly 
accepted agenda that turned out to be wildly suc-
cessful.

Unfortunately, that agenda does not feature a stop 
button. All laws, regulations, and financial commit-
ments to promote the car continue to fully apply. 
The transformation local politicians are currently 
trying to achieve in transportation is little more 
than a cosmetic exercise. Given the virtual stand-

still at the federal level, they are only scratching 
the surface and tinkering about the edges. They are 
treating the symptoms but ignoring the disease. 

What is missing is a socio-political foundation. How 
do we want to move about in the future? The post-
war car promotion agenda was embedded in a clear 
narrative that focused on the dream of the good life 
with a family, a home of your own with a garden, 
and, of course, your own car.

Yet that dream has lost much of its attraction. The 
father’s role as the head of the household and the 
sole breadwinner is becoming obsolete. Nearly half 
of all marriages end in divorce, and the number of 
single-parent households has risen steadily over 
the past decades. Nearly 50 percent of all employ-
ment has neither a collective wage agreement, nor a 
works council. The basic elements of postwar socie-
ty are dissolving and old certainties are losing their 
importance. The changes in people’s attitudes are 
even evident in their transport behavior. The num-
ber of car buyers under the age of 30 has dropped 
by half in the past ten years, and the proportion of 
young people biking as their main form of transport 
has doubled in many cities. In the major metropol-
itan areas, two-thirds of the population already use 
a variety of transport alternatives, choosing the car 
for only about 25 percent of their travel.

The people in charge of transport policy, however, 
simply refuse to acknowledge these changing cir-
cumstances in society. The German Road Traffic Act, 
the Passenger Transport Act, and the laws govern-
ing public streets and paths enshrine a world that 
has ceased to exist. In public transport, too, there 
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are rules and regulations for everything. Key parts 
of the transport system we live in are from a by-
gone era. These anachronistic arrangements keep 
routines in place, but they impede change and keep 
Germany from reaching its climate targets and cit-
ies prevent from improving their quality of life. Fur-
thermore – and this is a point of debate in 2019 – 
they prevent the necessary structural adjustments 
to the economy. Coal, lignite, and now also diesel 
engines are synonyms for missed opportunities for 
change and a lack of employment perspectives.

It is time for the social sciences, too, to return to 
the questions regarding the future of our trans-
port systems and to examine how future systems 
must be designed to meet the requirements of a 
modern society in urban and rural environments. 
The possibilities offered by new modes of digitally 
driven transport, enabled by mobile internet ser-
vices should be explored, and the effects on social 
structures should be studied. The question of how 
the economies of Europe take advantage of these 
new developments is an important one. The social 
science agenda is clear. What matters now is that 
universities and research institutes come forth and 
embrace it.

Andreas Knie is head of the research group Science 
Policy Studies, Weert Canzler is a research fellow in 
that group.

From the 
 archives

If collecting and processing data is 
a challenge, so is transmitting them 
from A to B. An office at the WZB 
houses a museum piece from the 
1970s/1980s that shows how this 
challenge was handled in the absence 
of a worldwide digital network: The 
receiver of an analogue telephone 
was placed in the so-called acoustic 
coupler, a variety of modem; data 
could then be sent via the telephone 
line.

Acoustic coupler used to transfer data 
between the WZB and Freie Universität 
Berlin (Photo: Thu-Ha Nguyen).

Supplanting the carrier 
pigeon
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“There’s no justice 
in a housing market 
that is too tight”

Bernd Hunger is an urban planner and urban 
sociologist. Until 2018, he headed the department 
for urban development at the GdW Bundesverband 
deutscher Wohnungs- und Immobilien unternehmen 
e. V. (Federal Association of German Housing and 
Real Estate Companies). He is the Chairman 
of the Board of Kompetenzzen-
trum Großsiedlungen (The 
Competence Center for 
Large Housing Estates) 
in Berlin.

Marcel Helbig is an educational sociologist  
at the WZB and professor of social inequality 
and education at the University of Erfurt.  
In 2018, he and Stefanie Jähnen published the 
study “Wie brüchig ist die soziale Architektur 
unserer Städte?” (How Fragile is the Social 
Architecture of Our Cities?).



What do you think has driven this particular dynam-
ic in the East? 
Helbig: I see three key developments. First, we have 
the departure of the better educated after the fall 
of communism, especially from the industrial cities 
towards the West. Second, the construction boom, 
some of which was artificial, resulted in families 
with higher incomes moving to the suburbs. Third, 
the newly renovated city centers have an enormous 
appeal for those who can afford them. The most 
beautiful cities in the East are especially marked by 
this socio-spatial segregation. All this has led cer-
tain areas to have a massive concentration of the 
people left behind. If between 50 and 70 percent of 
all children in some prefabricated housing estates 
live in families that are on welfare, then I can no 
longer persuade the middle class that they should 
move there.
Hunger: I would like to differentiate things in this 
matter. We have to find a balance between describing 
reality exactly and not exacerbating the stigmatiza-
tion of these residential areas. In my opinion, this is 
also a major responsibility of science. There are very 
different residential areas and residential qualities 
within the housing estates, and the owners, too, are 
different. For example, the eastern part of Halle-Neu-
stadt, which lies close to the city center, is a stable 
and sought-after residential area without vacancies.

In German cities it is 

becoming increasingly rare for 

the poor and the rich to live next to each 

other. This finding of a WZB study hit 

the headlines in 2018 and fueled public 

debate on what can be done to combat 

the growing social division of cities. 

Marcel Helbig – the author of the study – 

and urban planner Bernd Hunger discuss 

housing, the cohesion of a society, and 

the responsibility of social research to 

study this. 

Professor Hunger, in many places the socially mixed 
urban society is more a dream than reality. Did this 
result of the WZB study surprise you?
Bernd Hunger: When income differences widen, they 
are reflected in housing conditions at some point. 
How and where people live is a reflection of under-
lying social developments. The social segregation of 
society is a long-term trend, so I wasn’t surprised. 
What did surprise me, however, was that the social 
divide in the East German cities is markedly greater 
than in the West.
Marcel Helbig: I find the speed of this development 
remarkable. In the mid-1990s, studies came to the 
conclusion that there is actually no socio-spatial 
segregation in the East. Our data show that the East 
overtook the West in this regard within ten years. 
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What happens in a society when the poor and the 
rich are no longer neighbors?
Helbig: To my knowledge, there are no studies on 
what this separation actually does to social cohesion 
in German cities. But when different social groups no 
longer meet and no longer understand the problems 
of others, the effect on a society cannot be positive. 

So, is housing the new social issue?
Hunger: It is not housing that is the social issue, 
rather it is the growing gap between the poor and 
the rich. You can’t heal social wounds through living 
arrangements. But I agree with Marcel Helbig that it 
is bad when people do not know each other’s life-
styles. That’s why we make a case for social mixing. 
The second point involves equal opportunities. In 
certain spatial milieus many negative factors come 
together. A democratically constituted society must 
address this issue, otherwise there will be no ex-
change between people in different social situations 
and thus no basis for social consensus. It is impor-
tant to recog nize, however, that a small-scale social 
mix does not necessarily mean social peace. 

What do you mean?
Hunger: The Wilhemenian city quarters, for example, 
were built in such a way that lawyers and doctors 
lived on the first floor and the misery was hidden 
in the back buildings. This means that the WZB study 
would show only a slight socio-spatial division if the 
researchers were to examine the year 1910, as the 
rich and the workers lived spatially close together. 
That was the German model. In America, a socie-
ty’s social reality as manifested in the work process 
and in income has always been much more clearly 
reflected in socially segregated housing conditions. 
So, the idea of achieving social peace through social 
mixing is also a very German one.
Helbig: A hundred years ago, the inhabitant of the 
front building at least had a conversation with the 
worker from the back building.

Hunger: Yes, that was the advantage. What is inter-
esting is that city planners in the 1920s no longer 
wanted this dichotomy of having the glamour in the 
front house and the misery in the back. They want-
ed the same living conditions – light, air, sun, and 
greenery – for everyone. The houses should look 
the same from all sides and be arranged loosely, 
with even the apartments not differing in comfort. 
Everything the large housing estates are accused 
of today, was the program of the architects of that 
time. This idea worked well for a long time as long 
as society was homogeneous. 
Helbig: For me, the social question of living has two 
dimensions. First, is there enough affordable hous-
ing? Second, how are certain groups distributed 
across a city? These two aspects are very difficult 
to reconcile. 

Does social housing help in this sense?
Helbig: Social housing used to have the task of both 
creating affordable housing and of achieving a social 
mix. This notion was abandoned by the 1990s at the 
latest. Social housing today is only about provid-
ing affordable housing. Not surprisingly, therefore, 
our study shows that social housing no longer has 
any influence on the social mix in a city. Relatively 
speaking, there is quite a lot of affordable housing 
in Eastern Germany. This fact raises the question 
of social distribution. In most West German cities, 
by contrast, there is currently a need to build social 
housing to create affordable housing. 

What solutions do you see for the problem of social 
segregation?
Hunger: Build, build, and build – because there is no 
justice in a market that is too tight. In addition, the 
occupancy of the apartments can be politically in-
fluenced. An effective model is a tripartite approach, 
with one third of the housing being privately fi-
nanced; one third, heavily subsidized for the very 
needy; and one third moderately subsidized for 
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people with middle incomes. Municipalities can pre-
scribe an arrangement like this to private investors. 
Munich has been doing it for a long time. It is now 
also the case in Berlin. It’s a question of political will. 

Vienna is considered the capital of affordable living. 
What makes Vienna better? 
Hunger: The housing issue in Austria has always had 
a relatively high political significance. Housing con-
struction there is also paid for from tax revenues. 
There’s a lot of other money behind it. Also, Vienna 
did not turn its back on nonprofit housing construc-
tion, as the Federal Republic of Germany did, in 1990. 
That was a big mistake. 

What do you mean?
Hunger: A housing company is a nonprofit organ-
ization if it pledges to reinvest profits in housing 
construction and if its profit margin is limited. These 
companies have been favored recipients of public 
funding. This model was very successful at rapidly 
eliminating the postwar housing shortage in Ger-
many, a country that had been largely destroyed. But 
in the 1990s, the municipal housing companies be-
came limited liability companies that had to gener-
ate profits. Some municipalities have changed 
course in recent years and have revert-
ed to using their companies in 

the former nonprofit mode. In my opinion, an un-
forgivable and almost irreparable mistake was the 
privatization of large municipal housing stocks. 

What is your forecast for the future?
Hunger: If we look at the whole of Germany, there is 
no housing problem. The majority of Germans live 
very comfortably. However, there are tight housing 
markets in the metropolitan regions and large cities. 
And it is now a question of political will to tackle the 
problems. One challenge is the balance between city 
and rural areas. The more successfully a city builds 
housing, the more people it attracts. It is therefore 
necessary not only to look at the individual city but 
also to include the region and, for example, expand 
local public transport there. 
Helbig: There are many aspects to the trend of mov-
ing into the metropolises. It may not be wise to lo-
cate all public authorities, research institutes, and 
companies in the big cities. Too little thought is giv-
en to such decisions. One would have to think more 
strategically, for example, about strengthening me-
dium-sized cities. Bavaria has just moved the State 
Statistical Office from Munich to Fürth.

What contribution can social research make?
Hunger: The social sciences have 

not addressed the housing 
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question enough in recent years. They have under-
estimated the interest in the subject. Living is an 
existential topic not just for people, but also for the 
economy. What is not widely known, is that more 
than half of society’s total capital is invested in 
housing. 
Helbig: For a long time there was simply no public-
ly accessible data with which we could investigate 
these questions. 
Hunger: At the moment, social research lags behind 
reality. Social scientists must therefore think about 
developing new methods. It would be wonderful if 
the WZB could undertake research that would be 
very closely tied to practice. For me, it has always 
been interesting to plan for practical application and 
incorporate the results into accompanying research 
projects at the same time. Every planning assign-
ment in a rapidly changing society is exploratory 
research. 
Helbig: Unfortunately, the publication constraints of 
science do not always match the expectations that 
society rightly has of social science.

The interview was conducted by Claudia Roth.

From the 
 archives

Finally, the same address for all:  
In the spring of 1988, the WZB 
research units, which had 
previously been spread across 
four locations in the city, moved 
to a single location, the former 
Imperial Insurance Agency, which 
British star architect James 
Stirling redesigned and expanded 
with a striking new building 
complex.

Address stamps from the offices  
of former WZB presidents  
(Photo: Thu-Ha Nguyen).

All together:  
Reichpietschufer
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Respectful difference

Michael Zürn

Thanks to preparations for the Bremen Collabo-
rative Research Center’s “Transformations of the 
State” and my contribution to the founding of the 
Hertie School of Governance in Berlin, I am not 
wholly without experience in “on-the-spot” collab-
oration with colleagues. Nowhere has such coopera-
tion proved as varied and fruitful as at the WZB Ber-
lin Social Science Center. A brief ramble through the 
WZB terrain in which I have cooperated will show 
how true this has been. I’ll start from the part of 
the WZB closest to me and will move outwards from 
there.

Obviously, I have worked closely with colleagues 
from my own Global Governance research unit, but 
in reviewing the list of publications, I am astound-
ed by how much quality work has been produced. 
I have published, in collaboration with almost 20 
former and present colleagues, diverse works con-
cerning topics including the politicization of in-
ternational and European institutions, the growth 
of transnational and international authorities, the 
fragmentation of the international order, the legiti-
mization of deficits in international politics, the in-
stitutionalization of accountability in international 
organizations, and on historical institutionalism in 
international relations.

The Global Governance unit is a part of the broad-
er research area studying international politics and 
law. With Anna Holzscheiter and Mattias Kumm, we 

operate within the framework of a German Research 
Foundation (DFG) research group addressing conflict 
and cooperation between international institutions. 
Key questions we consider include: Is the interna-
tional institutional landscape fragmenting? Is co-
operation between mechanisms and institutions 
working? Where are decisions made? What political 
authority stands to benefit in the event of conflict? 
For example, we consider whether victory can be 
claimed by the champions of free trade – repre-
sented by the World Trade Organisation – or those 
focusing on the protection of health – institution-
alized in the World Health Organisation? Questions 
like these fall clearly in the purview with the Center 
for Global Constitutionalism, too. With the groups of 
global health researchers led by, Anna Holzscheiter 
and Tine Hanrieder, I share an interest in issues like 
global governance as the legitimacy of international 
guidelines and the role of transnational orders of 
knowledge.

Visitors to the WZB are impressed by the camara-
derie evident in our canteen, where research units 
and research groups regularly gather around the 
same table. This is often seen as an expression of 
fragmentation at the institute. But it could also be 
an expression of the team spirit within these units. 
Some years ago we introduced the tool of bridging 
projects with the specific aim of reaching across 
unit boundaries. Through this initiative, I was priv-
ileged to work with my colleagues Ruud Koopmans 
from the research unit Migration, Integration, 
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Transnationalization, and Wolfgang Merkel from the 
research unit Democracy and Democratization. The 
three of us are often viewed as inseparable, but par-
adoxically, our close collaboration has highlighted 
the differences between us. 

We investigated the new transnational cleavage be-
tween liberal cosmopolitans and nationalist com-
munitarians. Precisely because it is a new societal 
cleavage, we found ourselves at different points 
on this continuum, and, accordingly differed in re-
search design and the interpretation of findings, 
and in normative deductions. The bridging project 
thus became a lesson in the sociology of knowledge. 
If we had worked alone, we may have completed the 
project in half the time, which, in some sense may 
have been beneficial. Increased speed would have 
allowed us to produce explanations for situations 
such as the Brexit referendum, the rise of the AfD, 
and Donald Trump’s electoral victory much closer 
to real-time developments, as well as accelerate 
the production of our Cambridge publication, The 
Struggle over Borders. The slower group approach 
has made this work ready only in time for the WZB 
jubilee. However, our collaboration has produced 
different – namely better – results than any of us 
would have obtained on our own sacrificing some 
speed for greater quality.

Quantitatively and qualitatively oriented sociolo-
gists and political scientists are sometimes worlds 
apart. However, good explanations necessarily re-
quire various methods be combined. With Macartan 
Humphreys from the Institutions and Political Ine-
quality research unit and Steffen Huck from Eco-
nomics of Change, I share the view that good expla-

nations of important societal developments in the 
social sciences have become ever rarer because of 
the methodological demands of sub-communities. 
Our bridging project “Experimenting with Causal-
ity,” both suffers and benefits from this variety of 
perspectives and can prove successful only if differ-
ence and respect go hand in hand. 

The study of social sciences in Berlin has chalked 
notable success with the award of the excellence 
cluster Contestations of the Liberal Script, which I 
coordinated with Tanja Börzel from the Free Uni-
versity. The project tries to overcome disciplinary 
boundaries. And as the WZB aims at bridging gaps 
between disciplines, it is a good fit for this endeav-
our. I particularly appreciated working together 
with Dorothea Kübler (research unit Market Behav-
ior), Steffen Huck, Macartan Humphreys, and Mat-
tias Kumm (Center for Global Constitutionalism) in 
preparing the application for the excellence cluster.

Our stroll through the WZB has yet to reach the 
managerial level to meet our two educational so-
ciologists, Jutta Allmendinger and Heike Solga. In-
teraction with them has been intense, fruitful, and 
always enjoyable. We have a common interest in and 
commitment to science policy. Both Heike Solga and 
myself have, for example, been members of the Sen-
ate of the German Research Foundation and Jutta 
Allmendinger and I were involved in the founding of 
the Center for Civil Society Research. I have not yet 
been involved in a joint project since, Edgar Grande, 
has been in office, although I had been previously.
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From the 
 archives

March 1978 saw the start of a success 
story. Barbara Stolterfoht – later, among 
other things, minister in Hessen – was 
at the time in charge of public relations 
at the WZB. She developed the format of 
the quarterly reports on research. Over 
a number of relaunches, the WZB-Mit-
teilungen has remained true to itself: 
Readers and subscribers (currently a good 
7.000) learn about projects, issues, and 
findings at first hand. We have meanwhile 
reached issue 163. The project clearly 
needed a good run-up: the archives con-
tain the first issue dated “March 1977.”

Title page WZB Mitteilungen No. 0/II, March 
1978, WZB Archive.

Double zero

These colleagues and this spirit of cooperation make 
it a privilege to be at the WZB. My thinking and my 
work would today be very different had I not spent 
fifteen years here. I am proud to be a WZBer. There 
have been other opportunities, but nothing could 
have topped it. The spirit of respectful difference, 
the willingness to learn from one another, and the 
conviction that it is precisely these colleagues I 
want to learn from, have repeatedly ensured that 
the WZB is where I want to be; and that I am so happy 
to be here.

Michael Zürn is director of the research unit 
Global Governance, spokesperson of the excellence 
cluster Contestations of the Liberal Script and 
professsor of international relations at the Free 
University of Berlin.
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Courtyard  
linden tree

Event rooms
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213
researchers from 

31 
countries work 
at the WZB. 

2
women are leading 
the WZB.

40,9 % 
is the percentage 
of women in senior 
academic positions.

151 
employees work in 
research support, 
administration, and 
infra structure, including 

6 
trainees.

76 
doctoral candidates 
write their disserta-
tions at the WZB. 

They published  
their findings in 

311 
research articles, 
gave 

858 
presentations all 
over the world and 
received 

25
awards. 

7 
main research areas

• Dynamics of Social 
Inequalities

• Markets and Choice
• Digitalization and 

Societal Trans-
formation

• International 
Politics and Law

• Dynamics of 
Political Systems

• Migration and 
Diversity

• Political Economy 
and Development

The WZB: 
data, figures, 
facts



canteen

Addition of floors

Veranstaltungs-
räume

RE
SE

AR
CH

RESEARCH

RESEARCH /  
ADMINSTRATION

Kantine

Aufstockung

FO
R

SC
H

U
N

G
FORSCHUNG

FORSCHUNG / 
VERWALTUNG

50 
associates form the 
network “Freunde 
des WZB.”

800 
alumni stay connected 
with the WZB.

23
WZB babies were  
born in 2018.

 
The canteen  
serves 

144
warm meals  
and 

15,8 kg 
salad each day,  
plus: 

87,3
cups of coffee  
and tea. 

8
specialized planning 
offices and 

47 
companies are 
involved in the 
construction of two 
additional floors.

WZB in motion:  
Each year, an  
average of about 

53 
runners compete 
in Berlin’s running 
events. 

The trans-sectoral  
research area  
consists of

• Center for Global 
Constitutionalism

• Doctoral Program 
Good Work

• 3 bridging projects

114 
student assistants or 
student employees 
support the WZB 
researchers.

24 
researchers also hold 
positions as university 
professors; 

15
of them at Berlin-
based universities.

The WZB Board of 
Trustees consists of 

13 
voting members.

They are supported 
by an Advisory Board 
made up of 

22
external researchers.

 
The data refer to 2018.



For journalists, the WZB Berlin Social Science Center 
is a goldmine. Generally, we have to research and 
assess complicated processes and states of affairs 
under time pressure in various places, and explain 
them to our readers in concise and understandable 
language. The expertise WZB researchers possess, 
their extensive network of colleagues around the 
world, expansive data, and analyses in the books and 
journals are a pure luxury for journalists.

When I first came to the WZB as guest journalist in 
2006, I had difficulty navigating its workings – both 
the premises themselves and what was contained 
within, but these problems were soon sorted out 
thanks to the help and support of the WZB staff. Re-
searchers and journalists were initially a bit wary of 
one another, but some actively sought contact with 
me with others were happy to provide the informa-
tion I needed. There were those that kept themselves 
to themselves in their scholarly sanctums and inter-
national networks, but on the whole I felt welcomed.

Despite generally positive interactions, I was aware 
of the deep gulf between the two professions. “Jour-
nalists dig what is generally important out of sub-
systems, and thus politicize it. Science is treated no 
differently than the economy,” said Otfried Jarren, 

media scientist at the University of Zurich. At the 
time, this view bothered many scientists. Science 
was not accustomed to being equal among equals, 
of being treated the same as the economy or pol-
itics. By the beginning of the 21st century, though, 
the media had gained self-confidence and become 
cheekier and less scrupulous in making use of scien-
tific knowledge. Today, newspapers, journals, online 
platforms, radio, and television fight for the attention 
of readers, users, and audiences.

In 2006, the lovingly cultivated misunderstandings 
between science and the media were still numerous 
in Germany – to the disadvantage of both profes-
sions. For a long time, the two couldn’t get along, 
precisely because science and the media are so 
similar with both sharing a quest of the supposed-
ly unknown, both proceed investigatively and seek 
truth, both work away at ideologies. Today, scientists 
can no longer avoid the media or supply them with 
findings only when it suits them. Research paid for 
by the taxpayer has – rightly – to justify itself.

Often times, the two professions still fail to under-
stood one another. In German, the language of soci-
ology and political science is full of technical terms 
and loan words left undefined creating an impen-

Digging for gold on the 
Reichpietschufer

Katharina Sperber

13 years of journalists in residence at the WZB
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etrable jargon. Overly convoluted clauses dominate 
with unclear subjects and too few active verbs. The 
highly complex texts aim for completeness and pre-
cision at the expense of general comprehensibili-
ty. From these dry-as-dust, complicated structures, 
journalists have to distill the essence and make it 
fit for public consumption by making various loan 
words and technical terms into everyday language. If 
science doesn’t offer a helping hand, key statements 
disseminated by the media can be very wrong. Es-
pecially in basic research, researchers now discuss 
their findings with colleagues worldwide almost ex-
clusively in English. Conveying the content of these 
discussions in the German-language, the media fac-
es the danger of faulty translation.

Journalists criteria include regional interest, sig-
nificance, overall prominence, with an eye toward 
eye-opening and entertaining content. This can 
mean that scientists are questioned by reporters 
who bring with them already formed opinions 
seeking only confirmation. This can conflict with 
researchers not there to supply sound bites and 
summarize their work in brief three-word sentenc-
es. Journalists have to be able to listen. At any rate, 

Guests of science
The Journalist in Residence Fellowship enables journalists to immerse themselves for 
a number of weeks in the world of research and to work on a topic of their choice in 
dialogue with researchers. The programme, then a unique endeavour in the German 
human and social sciences, was launched in 2006 by the WZB and the Max Planck 
Institute for the Study of Societies in Cologne. Since the start of the programme, 
which in the early years was sponsored by the Volkswagen Foundation, a total of 27 
journalists have been guests of the WZB, with which they have maintained close links.

brash appearance by journalists does not release 
them from their duty to exercise due diligence. On 
the other hand, research institutions can no longer 
expect to find well-qualified science journalists in 
editorial offices as most media outlets have fallen 
victim to austerity measures.

Over the course of 13 years, the journalist in resi-
dence programme has helped to ease tensions be-
tween the media and science, provided new per-
spectives and contacts that have proved beneficial. 
Most journalists benefit and the program provides a 
goldmine, which holds much promise for the future.

Katharina Sperber works as a journalist and 
communication trainer in Frankfurt am Main. She 
was editor at the Frankfurter Rundschau and in 2006 
a member of the first intake of the “Journalist in 
Residence” programme. 
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I once was a sketchy, crude, but very clever idea in 
a young mind. I popped up in a conversation my 
researcher had with his director and I was instantly 
snapped up. My main points were nailed down in a 
sloppy note and so I was born. Soon enough, I was 
being pursued by a team of researchers. That’s how 
it goes, when people chase after ideas, they rarely do 
so on their own. But it's like this:

Money was needed and there were discussions on 
where to get it with a certain research manager 
proving particularly adept. At the WZB, where I’d first 
shown myself, people were very proud of having 
created a new profession forty years ago. Dubbed 
“research managers” (‘Beauftragte für Forschungs-
management’) they strove to take some of the weight 
of administration off the shoulders of researchers. 
They watch for promotion possibilities, deadlines, 
and rules – everything that makes research trans-
parent and efficient – and they faithfully accompany 
us thoughts as we set out into the world.

If you happen to be at the WZB, take the opportunity 
to inspect the four busts mounted to the walls of 
the great conference hall, formerly a court room. 
They represent the ages of humans: from infancy to 
youth, from adulthood to the fullness of old age. No-
one has yet given plaster form to the aging of ideas, 
but we age too. We move from sudden inspiration to 
application, and from project to completion.

Excellence has many parents
Biography of an idea at the WZB

To put it bluntly, this progression would be hard to 
manage if we existed solely as reflections of our re-
searchers. It's where we at home, but only with oth-
er institutions, disciplines, and lands can we reach 
our full potential. This further shows how important 
research support administration and service units 
are – for third party funding, travel expenses, per-
sonnel. – Lots of people are involved.

My birth certificate was a master file with all the key 
information about me. On that basis, staff positions 
could be advertised, conferences and experiments 
planned, while surveys and service contracts were 
commissioned. There were researchers in their of-
fices and conference rooms but praise is also due 
to the janitors, technicians, and incredibly patient 
cleaners who kept the place going. I was fed with 
data and there were routine checks about the rel-
ative advantages of commissioning data collection 
or doing it internally. In my case, a survey was done 
using WZB data management tools. The ethics com-
mission took a close look at the design and gave the 
go-ahead. What followed was a great deal of hypoth-
eses, analyses, and conferences. And since I hadn’t 
been born in a void, a great deal of work had already 
been done and had to be considered with all publi-
cations thoroughly reviewed. The WZB has a whole 
tower full of literature, and can rightly claim that 
its library catalogue was, as one of the first ones in 
Germany, fully digitized by the 1980s. 

Gabriele Kammerer
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From the  
 archives

Gradually, results emerged and texts were being 
drafted and discussed. Articles began to appear in 
scholarly journals, and reports were given to boards 
and committees at the WZB, the Leibniz Association, 
and for our sponsors. Clearly committed to Open Ac-
cess, the WZB does everything it can to make results 
accessible to everyone. Soon, I was being nominated 
for awards. The WZB press office got involved, had 
me try out new outfits, argued enthusiastically with 
my researchers – I even made it on to television!

Luckily, I have had a pretty straightforward career. 
I know of other ideas who have gone through veri-
table crises along the way. They lost their bearings 
and no longer knew where they belonged. They fell 
victim to competing claims of ownership, accusa-
tions of plagiarism, breaches of trust, and all the rest. 
It’s a good thing we have ombudspeople at the WZB, 
who resolutely sort such things out.

Now, while I’m facing my final conference, I can look 
back on my eventful life. How to describe it? I believe 
I have remained true to myself through it all. Even in 
the copious reports, that original kernel of an idea is 
still there. People say it takes a whole village to raise 
a child, well, I say it takes a whole institute to bring 
an idea to fruition.

By Gabriele Kammerer, press officer in the 
Information and Communication Department.

No-one had cause to catch their 
breath if they received an envelope 
labelled “lab test results.” Long 
before sustainability became the 
motto of our times, the WZB was 
using up vast stocks inherited from 
a medical institute. Older members 
of staff will remember them: 
letters from the administration 
with misleading stamps. To this day, 
mail room staff make their rounds 
twice a day through the building, 
announced by the characteristic 
clatter of trolley wheels over the 
threshold.

WZB internal mail envelope  
stamped “Laboratory test results”  
(Photo: Thu-Ha Nguyen).

Internal mail:  
a living system
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had worked in the Reichsversicherungsamt prior to 
1945, had reported the existence of such a garden to 
his colleague Florian Tennstedt, and this had sparked 
his interest.

Blossoms and bombs:  
speculations about a roof garden 

Dirk Reimann

In 2017, the WZB Archives received an unusual en-
quiry: did the old building of the WZB, until 1945 
the seat of the Reichsversicherungsamt, the highest 
supervisory and legal authority of social insurance 
in the German Empire, survive thanks to its roof 
garden? The question came from Stephan Leibfried, 
who had been with the WZB since its inception as 
a critic, then as a provider of ideas and 
advisor on the Board of Trustees 
and the Advisory Board. Two 
judges from the Feder-
al Social Court, who 
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Thick vegetation was said to have been spread on 
the roof of the building – designed by August Busse 
and erected between 1891 and 1894 – which had the 
unlikely side effect of preventing the edifice from 
being destroyed by air raids. The garden topped the 
official residence of Dr. Paul Kaufmann, who until 
the mid-1920s had been president of the Reichsver-
sicherungsamt, and is also said to have kept bees in 
his little garden.

Aerial photographs from 1953 and 1977 failed to 
confirm the elusive roof garden. From a bird’s eye 
view, single areas of the eaves showed evidence of 

established green-

ery, but a full-fledged roof garden on the central 
block was nowhere to be found. Inspection of the 
reconstructed roof revealed bullet holes and splin-
tering, but no other relicts of the war.

Damage reports in the Federal Archives confirm that 
the offices of the Reichsversicherungsamt had been 
a bombing target. The president of the Reichs ver-
sicherungs amt reports that during two night-time 
waves of bombing in November 1943, between 50 
and 60 incendiary bombs and three phosphorus 
bombs had fallen on the building and courtyards. In 
December 1943, the neighborhood was hit by heavy 
aerial mines whose explosive power could destroy 
entire blocks. The roof of the Reichsversicherung-
samt was penetrated a number of times by bombs; 

however, they burned out on the cement floor 
of the attic or were extinguished with-

out causing major damage. The 
shock wave of the detonat-

ed aerial mines shat-
tered windows in 

F R O M  T H E  W Z B

89



the building, blew holes in the roof had to be re-
paired with roofing felt. During the later air raids 
of January 1944, incendiary and phosphorus bombs 
again rained down on the building despite efforts to 
black it out with paper in every window. Incendiary 
bombs penetrated the roof and ceiling of the top 
floor, but, for whatever reason, they do not appear to 
have caused any major damage to the building. This 
is made all the more astonishing as the neighboring 
buildings in the then heavily built-up district around 
St. Matthew’s church were all almost completely de-
stroyed.

Nazi air defense regulations of the time stipulate 
that no flammable materials were to be used in the 
roofing of public buildings and attic floors had to be 
covered with masonry material, gravel, sand or dry 
soil from gardens and parks. This was to prevent 
burning rafters and flying sparks and to diminish 
bomb penetration depth. This regulation could be 
the origin of the possibly fanciful account of the roof 
garden. However, a scholarly essay on the history of 
green roofs does show that there was more to it than 
a protective layer of earth as they had been in use 
since the second half of the nineteenth century. Dur-
ing this period, Berlin was a major center for roof 
planting, and, with the roof terrace of the Karstadt 
department store on Hermannplatz, built between 
1927 and 1929, it also possessed the biggest roof 
garden in Europe. The article does mention that the 
Reichsversicherungsamt, had a late nineteenth-cen-
tury wood-cement roof that while not cultivated, had 
spring up from air-borne seed.

If one looks at the aerial photographs with this in 
mind, deliberate roof planting can be seen as per-
fectly possible. The green roofs of the building wings 
could have been used by Reichsversicherungsamt 
employees during their breaks, as was common 
practise elsewhere.

Even if such a green roof was later to have proved 
its worth in cushioning bombs, no more than rou-
tine tending would have been maintained during the 
War. The National Socialists planned to transform 
Berlin by 1950 into the “World Capital Germania” and 
planned for the entire site around today’s Kultur-
forum to be demolished to make way for a future 
“Round Square” running on the North-South Axis. 
The entrance area of the old St. Matthew’s Church-
yard at the Yorckstraße S-Bahn station had already 
been demolished as part of the first construction 
phase before being interrupted by the war years. So, 
even the fabled roof garden would not have saved 
the old Reichsversicherungsamt from elimination 
at the hands of city planning. Only the capitulation 
of the Third Reich and the end of the war brought 
it salvation.

Dirk Reimann is a staff member of the Research 
Information unit and in charge of the WZB Archives.
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1994–1995

1984–1988

First  

addition  

of floors

New  

building

2018–2020

Second 

addition  

of floors
47 offi ces and one conference room ~ 840 m²

Building part E  

(“basilica”)

Research needs room, and the need for more room has been growing steadily at the WZB. In 2017, the 
institute employed a staff of 392, but by 2018, that number had risen to 478. The architectural ensemble 
at Reichpietschufer, which had housed the WZB since 1988, consisting of the main wing of the former 
Reichs versicherungsamt and the distinctive postmodern annex, is filled to the bursting point. One reason 
is that the construction plans of the 1980s were never fully realized. For building E, also known as the 
“basilica,” a building permit for the ground floor and four upper floors was issued as early as 1982, but 
owing to financial restrictions, the only part built at that time was the canteen. After a first expansion in 
1994 and 1995, construction work to add two more floors commenced in late 2018. The work is 
within the allocated budget and timeframe, but nothing to be taken for granted 
given that construction is taking place while the WZB remains 
fully operational. The entire institute is looking 
forward to moving into its new 
offices in March 2020. 
Ursula Noack,  
WZB managing director

The WZB is growing

Second addition 
of floors to 
building part E 
floor space 
approx. 

840 m²
47 offices and 
one conference 
room

Casino 
reconstruction 
floor space 
approx. 

109 m²
about 60 seats

approx. 

40 
additional 
covered bike 
racks 



Highlights in the  
WZB anniversary year 

March 14
Visit by German President 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
The anniversary year kicked off 
with a visit by German President 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier to the 
WZB. As part of the public discus-
sion series “Young Science Meets 
Politics,” President Steinmeier sat 
down with young WZB research-
ers, on the morning of March 14, 
to discuss current trends trou-
bling the liberal democratic or-
der. The discussion focused on 

Joining forces to make the “50” hover above the WZB birthday cake: 
Wolfgang Merkel, Heike Solga, Michael Zürn, Dorothea Kübler, Agne 
Kajackaite, Ruud Koopmans, President Frank-Walter Steinmeier, Steffen 
Huck, Ursula Noack, Mattias Kumm, Lena Hipp, Macartan Humphreys, and 
WZB President Jutta Allmendinger (left to right).

Pierre Boulez Saal

the relationship between democ-
racy and populism, attitudes to-
wards migration and integration, 
and the digital transformation 
of the public sphere. Afterwards, 
the President met with the WZB 
President, research unit directors, 
and group leaders to talk about 
current research issues. Before 
it was time for the President to 
head back to Bellevue, there was 
an opportunity to blow out the 
candles together on the birthday 
cake and take a family picture 
with all WZB staff (see also p. 39).

June 19
Europe: Myth and Vision –  
Ceremony at Pierre Boulez Saal
On June 19, Daniel Barenboim in-
vited the WZB and its friends to 
Pierre Boulez Saal to engage in 
exchanges between science, mu-
sic, art, and society. The evening 
was devoted to “Europe: Myth and 
Vision.” The continent is strug-
gling with the forces of a rift 
between rich and poor, between 
strange and familiar, between 
lethargy and engagement. For 
the first time since the Cold War, 
our democracies and free socie-
ties seem fragile and threatened 
from both the inside and the out-
side. In a series of musical and 
non-musical contributions, the 
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December 4–5
Scientific conference in honor 
of Lord Ralf Dahrendorf
Together with the University of 
Oxford and the London School of 
Economics and Political Science, 
the WZB will honor its research 
professor Lord Ralf Dahrendorf 
on the occasion of the tenth an-
niversary of his death by means 
of a scientific conference held 
on December 4–5, which will of-
ficially conclude the WZB anni-
versary year.

Lord Dahrendorf

Thanks

A big thank you goes out to “Freunde des WZB” for providing generous support in terms of 
funding, logistics, and advice since 2013. Their contributions and donations have helped make 
possible the anniversary year events as well as numerous research and transfer projects at 
the WZB.

event and its 800 guests explored 
the question of Europe – what it 
can be and what it must be. The 
world premiere of a new piece 
by Jörg Widmann, performed 
by Daniel Barenboim and the 
Boulez Ensemble, was framed 
by other pieces from European 
musical history. Children of the 
Kreuzberg art lab “S27” presented 
their wishes regarding the socie-
ty of the future, created together 
with WZB researchers. Speakers 
included the Federal Minister 
of Education and Research, Anja 
Karliczek, the Governing Mayor 
of Berlin, Michael Müller, Maes-
tro Daniel Barenboim, and WZB 
President Jutta Allmendinger. 
Later in the evening, US artist 
Joe Ramirez showed his instal-
lation “The New Gold Projections,” 
featuring film sequences creat-
ed in collaboration with the WZB. 
Furthermore, short films and an 
exhibition in the lobby informed 
attendees about the institute’s 
mission and current research.

November 5
Scientific Symposium: WZB 
Distinguished Lectures and A.SK 
Award Ceremony at the WZB
On November 5, during the Berlin 
Science Week, the WZB will host 
a high-profile scientific sympo-
sium featuring a series of Dis-
tinguished Lecturers. Speakers 
will include the Director of the 
Center for Advanced Study in the 
Behavioral Sciences at Stanford 
University, Margaret Levi, Har-
vard political scientist Jennif-
er Hochschild, and the Board of 
Trustees Professor in Econom-
ics at Northwestern University, 
Charles F. Manski. In addition, 
the symposium will feature the 
awarding of the 2019 A.SK Award, 
a prize worth $200,000.
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“Another couple reunited after brief separation!” A 
happy ending amidst all the administrative or aca-
demic emails one receives: an email sent from our 
reception to @all reports the return of a lost glove. 
A message shortly thereafter reports another suc-
cessful recovery: “Back where it belongs: The lost 
scarf is again around its owner’s neck.” Right by the 
entrance of the WZB you’ll find a poet of everyday 
life. Herr Stern has been at his post for eight years 
now. He is a strict poet setting his own conditions. 
Gloves are handed over without much ado: the twin 
is enough evidence of former ownership. When it 
comes to other objects, however, Herr Stern’s emails 
sound like a whodunnit calling for special clues. As 
in the case of a found cloth bag – “Content: an apple, 
a container with nuts and ... ? The owner should be 
able to complete the list.” Or a bracelet: “Although 
quite variegated, the beads make for a consistent 
coloring.”

Some might see this as too much palaver. Herr Stern 
doesn’t simply ask people to take the correct route 
through the premises to the bicycle parking stands. 

He'll write a eulogy to a healthy lifestyle: “A short 
detour through our beautiful building followed by a 
saunter through the blossoming gardens (spring is 
here!) to the bicycle parking stands is an experience 
well worth having. You will cycle home in a much 
better mood.” And Herr Stern’s reminder to close 
all windows before New Year’s Eve takes this form: 
“You will start work in the new year happier, if you 
find your office in the state in which you left it, with 
everything at its place and in order. An office dev-
asteted by a firecracker is something which nobody 
would ask for.”

Herr Stern’s messages form a genre of their own. 
They tell little stories, they arouse our serendipity, 
they appeal to the spirit of collegiality. We can sense 
what he and his colleagues at WZB’s reception have 
to go through regularly when Herr Stern 
writes: “That’s how it goes when 
taxis are ordered and people 
don’t show up or at least 
don’t inform us at the re-
ception. Then we have to 

Lost and found
Gabriele Kammerer
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deal with hotheaded taxi drivers and you need 
to act calmly and prudently, so that things 
won’t escalate. So here’s an urgent request: 
we gladly order your taxis for you, call us 
and the order works out to 99.9%; the 0.1% 
that’s missing is then due to traffic jams or 
roadblocks, but this is very unlikely.”

Every email sent by Herr Stern, every portal 
post tells us in an inimitable manner: Things 
don’t get lost easily at the WZB, and little goes 
wrong in general. At least as long as Herr 
Stern is sitting by the entrance, the concierge 
with a big heart and a yen for wholeness.

Thanks to Katrin Schwenk for  
archival assistance.

Drawings:  
Nadine Prange
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